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ABSTRACT 

11 

This thesis 1s a narrative study It exam.mes, through mterpret1ve 

story, expressed existential ahenatlon where it occurs specifically m late 

adolescence and early adulthood An exammation 1s also undertaken of 

soc1etally-mduced racial, gender and class d1scnmmatory factors which 

promote sensed alienation or separation from self and others m 

adolescents and young adults Young people studied range m age from 16 

to 20 years, and all but one either currently attend or were recently 

enrolled m a semor high-school mstitution An exammatlon is also 

undertaken 1n this thesis of exclusionary, negative or mhumane 

pedagogical high-school chmates and practices which either 1mtlate or 

exacerbate student ahenat1on 

This thesis is a narrative study It 1s not grounded m obJect1ve, 

scientific or quant1tat1ve research It is phenomenolog1cally hermeneutic m 

its onentat10n, and it seeks 11lummat1ve understandmg of the human 

condition of adolescent existential ahenation, rather than extnnsic, 

obJect1ve understandmg This thesis 1s grounded m a collection of short 

stones It records real-hfe human expenences of adolescent ahenatton, 

and it does so through uneqmvocally mterpret1ve and creative narrative 

Its songs are those of the young people 1t features, and its silences are 

those left by the narratives which give those songs v01ce 
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Chapter I: 

The Roar Beyond the Silence 

"Tht.\ B the way we satl\fy ourselves wlfh explanatwns of the 
unjollowable world - a\ tf ti were a structured narraltve" 
(Kermode, 1979, p 145) 

2 

T his thesis draws its msp1rat1on and its passion from the collection 

of short stones upon w hich 1t 1s founded These a re not any stones 

Although wide-ranging and diverse m their sources, these stones share a 

common and intense focus They are hmged and bound by a theme at once 

elusive yet 1mmed1ate they tell of human alienation More spec1f1cally, 

they te ll of the gnnd mg and often mexorable a lienation so common to 

adolescence 

T his thesis examines specific societal tnJust1ces or pressures which 

may a lready have promoted sensed ex1stent1al a lienat io n m some 

adolescents as they enter high-school institutions, but more specifically, 

this thesis attempts to unmask the further astoundingly ahenatmg practices 

which those students often encounter o nce w1thm those mst1 tut1ons 

Students featured m the narratives of this thesis are of both sexes and 

range in age from 16 to 20 years T hey ha il from widely diverse 

socioeconomic backgrounds, and bnng umquely and provocatively diverse 

political, ethmc and societa l attitudes and behef systems with them to their 

lived expenences T hose expenences are recounted m the na rratives upon 
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3 
which this thesis 1s founded, and are further examined and explored for 

the meanings inherent to each The specific research methodology this 

study employs 1s reviewed at length in Appendix A 

Why a!Jenat10n? And why adolescent al1enat1on? Why examine a 

phenomenon so commonly observed by educators and scholars throughout 

centunes of pedagogical endeavour? What might we expect to illumine or 

discover or uncover from such a study? And why even bother at all? Van 

Man en ( 1990) has said that hermeneutic phenomenolog1cal research 1s 

often grounded in ethical and moral perspectives Such ts the case with this 

study and these stones This thesis attempts to examine and illumine the 

pain of adolescent ex1stent1al altenat1on, and thereby m an emancipatory 

manner, to bnng about not only cnt1cal awareness of those altenating 

practices, but to bnng about perhaps, too, potential change m1t1ators 

w1thm current pedagogical circles 

Teaching 1s an odd and unusually demanding profess10n It asks 

more than the prov1s10ns of guidance, wise counsel , and informed 

instruction from its pract1t1oners It asks something more 1t asks for a 

commitment, a Joyful hope, and an embracing of others which transcends 

the constraints of mere pedagogy as we commonly define 1t today 

Teaching 1s a powerfully canng act, and perhaps educat10nal research 1s 

more powerfully canng yet " In domg research we question the world 's 

very secrets and mt1mac1es which are const1tut1ve of the world then 
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research 1s a canng act we want to know that which 1s most essential to 

being" (Van Manen, 1990, p 5) 

However, perhaps nothing disturbs or intngues the educational 

researcher more than the overt or suppressed alienation apparent in the 

behaviours of so many adolescents encountered in the educatwnal field 

today And such alienation only further confounds and unsettles the 

attentive pedagogical observer, as 1t appears not only to spnng wilfully 

from wtthin the troubled psyches of adolescents themselves, but 1t appears 

so often, too, to inspire only virulence and acrimony in the responding 

practices promoted by those very educatwnal bureaucracies designed to 

support young people An exammat1on of this troubling educat10nal 

phenomenon 1s undertaken here , and poss, ble sol ut1ons or 

recommendations emerge both 1mpltcitly m the narratives which embody 

this thesis, and exphc1tly m the related hterature review which 1s found in 

Appendix B 

A Phenomenological Onentat1on 

Qutle r~ften, a researcher '!) ftrst task, even before the 
formulatwn of the proposal H to convince doubters that the 
research wtll be u w1_ful" ( Marshall and Rossman, I 989, p 15) 

The research presented here ts essentially phenomenolog1cally 

hermeneutic m its onentat1on This thesis 1s also grounded firmly m story 

Its stones are hinged and held around a central theme of adolescent 

ex1stent1al ahenat1on - ahenat1on often 1rntially societally induced - but 
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a lienat10n a lso frequently and further promoted by high-school 

bureaucratic and exclusionary pedagogical practices Its stones are drawn 

from real -world, lived human experience encountered through everyday 

classroom praxis, and 1mphc1t analyses and mterpretat1ons of those lived 

experiences emerge in a somewhat unpredictable way as each narrative 

unfolds Clarissa Pmkola Estes, herself a collector of stones both ancient 

or as yet untold - stones both spawned w1th10 the morass of human 

experience, but conceived, too, w1thm the dark realms of dreams or 

nightmares - tells us that the teller of stones 1s herself often unsure of 

their eventual outcome, and 1s mstead dnven and bound by the power and 

poetry of the narratives themselves And the power and poetry of this 

study 's stones are, indeed, fo r me curiously spmted and always unruly 

thmgs 

In this thesis I wnte about my students and I wnte about myself I 

was part of the world I describe in the narratives of this thesis Van 

Manen (1990, p 18) writes that "Unlike other research approaches m 

other social sciences which may make use of experimental or art1f1c1ally 

created test s1tuat1ons, human science w ishes to meet human bemgs there 

where they are naturally engaged 10 their world" I w nte as a teacher, a 

fnend, and an equal to the students I descnbe I wnte as an authentic, 

involved, integral part of the ir world, and I recognise that I, too, played a 

central and s1gmficant role m constructmg the very realities of that world 
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which I attempt to reveal and reflect upon m each story included here I 

was engaged in the 1mmed1ate and somewhat turbulent hved expenences 

of the young people I wnte about, and through reflective narrati ve I 

search not only for understanding gleaned from those descnbed lived 

expenences, but I search, too, for self-understanding, drawn from the 

complexity of my own expenences w1thm the vast, unfathomable and 

apparently random matnx of human interaction which I explore here For 

this reason, phenomenological hermeneutics expressed through creative 

narrative presented itself as the most powerful and persuasive inquiry 

approach available to me, although throughout I recognised the somewhat 

self-revealing, unsettling, and even personally threatening aspects to such a 

study The phenomenological observations presented are at once concrete 

yet 1d1osyncrat1c, and the passion of shared, ltved, human expenence 

which mutually bound me to my adolescent informants provided a well of 

evocative and often disturbing research matenal For this study, for these 

adolescents, and for this researcher, no other research procedure appeared 

profitable, or, indeed, even feasible 

This study 1s subjective It 1s personal It 1s narrative It 11lummates 

but in doing so 1t casts deeper shadows It reveals, but 1t f mds only further 

impenetrable and concealed layers It has a voice, but its strongest voice 1s 

in the stlence which stones so often leave behind Van Manen ( 1990) 

views phenomenolog1cally constructed research as evocative, archetypal, 
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and even poetic " Phenomenology, not unlike poetry 1s a poet1c1smg 

proJect, 1t tnes an incant1ve, evocative speaking, a pnmal telhng" (p 13) 

And so with this study I, too, am dnven by something of a pnmal telling, 

and the telling 1s at once a Joyful and melancholic experience And the 

tel ling 1s cradled in story "Stones set the inner life mto motion, and this 

1s particularly important where the inner life 1s frightened, wedged, or 

cornered Story greases the hoists and pulleys, 1t causes adrenaline to 

surge, shows us the way out, down, or up ' (Estes, 1992, p 20) Stones 

live in our 1magmat1on and our emotion they instruct, inspire, and often 

challenge us 

Finally, I wnte as a woman, and I note with somewhat perverse 

surpnse that this thesis 1s, m some elusive yet 1dent1fiable way, the work 

of a woman I 10 no way regret the femin ist flavour to some of my stones 

It 1s less that I am unable to account for this flavour, than that I am 

astounded by ,ts pervasive and insistent presence m so many of my 

narratives The voices of a lienated young women - plaintive but often 

angry v01ces - are heard m this thesis, and they speak of 1solat1on, 

betrayal, and loss Belenky, Chnchy, McV 1cker, Goldberger and Tarule 

(1986) are five researchers who sought, through intensive and lengthy 

interview procedures, to uncover not only "women's ways of knowing" 

but to give v01ce, too, to the silenced v01ces of those women who as yet 

had not found a venue where their speech, their poetry, and the stones of 
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their ll\,ed expenences might unfold and find expression These five 

researchers founded their conclusions on essentially phenomenological, 

qualitative data, relying with rntu1t1ve trust on their own subJect1ve 

" knowing", and although the stones they told were unlike those found m 

the myth and magic of folklore and fairy tales, they were, nevertheless, 

stones Stones of women And stones, Belenky et al remmd us, tell us 

always of "the roar which lies on the other side of silence" (p 4) This 

thesis 1s founded m story And hke story, 1t fmds the roar which hes 

beyond our s ilences 

Thts t\' a hook o_f women's stones, held out as markers along the 
path They are for you to read, contemplate, and follow 
(Clart\·sa Pmkola Estes, p 21) 

Anticipated Outcomes 

The vignettes and narratives presented in this study exemplify 

typically and frequently expressed existential al1enat10n reported by 

adolescents and young adults, and they exemplify, too, the further 

altenatmg practices perpetrated by school systems designed to educate 

young people Many, but not all, of the narratives imply that change 1s 

possible, and that where canng and mnovat1ve pedagogical approaches are 

employed, possible solutions to adolescent alienation may be found 

Anticipated outcomes are at once depressmg and up!Jftmg At the 

o utset, I ant1c1pated that through evocative and poignant tales of the 

1solat1on, betrayal, and overt or sublimated v10lence experienced and 
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disclosed by the adolescents whose lives I sha red, I might thereby reveal 

and illumine their adolescent expenence of ex1stent1al altenat1on, which 

appears at once societally and school dnven I ant1c1pated, too, that 

practical solutions and sound recommendations might emerge from my 

s tudy, and thereby prove encouraging or even enlightening to othe r 

educators in the field 

I wnte from an established pedagogical belief system, which 1s no 

doubt evident m a ll the narratives included m this study I ant1c1pate that 

my narrati ves w ill 11Iumrne those factors w hich promote ex1stent1al 

alienation tn young people, and I further ant1c1pate that 1mpltc1t solutions 

and suggestions wil l emerge from the s tones themselves However, I 

expect that concrete recommendations dtrected towards a ll ev ia ting 

adolescent alienation will more spec1f1cally, although perhaps less 

provocatively, emerge m the extensive review of the related literature 

which stands as a substantial part of this thesis 

I caut10n the reader, however, that the soul or the essence of my 

research and my wnting lte less w1thm the extensive examination of the 

research methodologies found in Appendix A , and less yet within the 

controlled and documented constraints of Appendix B A Review of the 

Related Literature , than 1t does tn the language and passion of the 

narratives which precede that review 

This thesis 1s found not in its introduction, nor 10 its thesis 
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stateme nt, nor yet 1s ,t found tn its le ngthy and in-depth review of the 

related ltterature This thesis 1s found tn its stones 
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Chapter II: 

The Narratives 
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A Girl With Beautiful Eyes 

A Girl With Beautiful Eyes 
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A Girl With Beautiful Eyes 

She's across the room and I'm watching her, although she's as yet 

unaware of my interest It's not that she hasn't stood many times hke this 

across the classroom from me - momentanly frozen and vacant somehow 

- with a heavy book-fi lled sack usua lly tossed at her feet or pe rhaps 

thrown on the old yellow sofa which stands adJacent to my desk It's JUSt 

that today she looks beautiful Rosily, plumply beautiful She's seventeen 

and she's weanng a white dress It's more of a tumc than a dress, really -

a sort of short, flared, girlish thing with white stretch leggings beneath 1t 

A baby-doll , provocative affair Her name 1s Myra, and there's always a 

softness about her - an exposed, transparent vulnerability to her somehow 

And the eyes If I hadn't known how beautiful she was before, I 

think I'd always known how beautiful her eyes were Big eyes Pale, 

pretty, watchful eyes 

But 1t was the dress which arrested my attent10n Sleeveless, that's 

why It was, astoundingly, a sleeveless dress - and Myra 1s never without 

s leeves within which to shove the bandaged wnst stump she's always at 

such pains to keep from us I only ever saw the wnst stump once - for one 

bnef and dangerous second she inadvertently exposed 1t - and I remember 

how chmcally white and stenle the bandages had been I marvelled at their 

snowy freshness, and I speculated, somewhat unwillingly, how this might 

be so Reapplied and carefully rewrapped each day? Or a phony, pre-

A Girl With Beautiful Eyes 
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bound fimshmg touch to a crushed wnst stump too unbearably mangled to 

reveal? 

Because Myra has been without a left hand for almost a year now It 

was torn off - ground up to be more spec1f1c - m a meat grinder at a local 

butcher's stall The wnst stump 1s always hidden and scrunched-up tight 

inside long sweater s leeves, or on other occasions it's concealed beneath 

Jackets or articles of outer clothing which Myra drapes casually and 

strategically about her forearm 

We were told that Myra had been examined by a famous French 

doctor, but that he'd concluded that the mangled stump did not lend itself 

to reconstruct1ve surgery He'd suggested either an immovable, useless, 

but human-ltke prosthesis, or a hooked and clawed contrapt10n with 

opposing finger-thumb capac1t1es Myra chose the pretty, useless thmg 

And I would, too I'm female and afraid in all the ways that Myra 1s It 

must be tough to have a chunk of you missing, when every fashion 

magazine and T V commercial promotes f eminme ideals of flaw less 

beauty It gets tougher to be flawless when part of you 1s gone - and 

especially when the damaged remains seem somehow shameful Anyway, 

the prosthesis isn 't here yet, and none of us dares ask about 1t Because 

Myra 1s stoically close-mouthed about her missing hand She's never once 

ment10ned 1t Not ever Not once And we never expect that she will 

She's on the sofa now and she's alternately raising a can of soda pop 

A Girl With Beautiful Eyes 
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to he r hps while reaching for a bag of potato chips which she's secured 

between her knees She spends entire days on that sofa Her attendance 1s 

sporadic, but when she does turn up, she always heads for that old sofa 

It's a battered, acid-yellow, but mv1tmg thmg An oddly sour odour assails 

you if you're ever foolish enough to res t your head upon 1t, and 

rearranging the top cushions reveals a gapmg, burned-out hole w1thm its 

saggy depths Someone set a fire m 1t at one time, I guess The upholstery 

1s grubby but essentially mtact - except one cushion boasts a large, mked­

rn emblem vaguely reminiscent of a motif sported by a currently popular 

rock group - and mscnbed there much to my chagrin one day by one of 

my more recalcitrant students Anyway, that's where she sits all day 

Eatmg potato chips and dnnkmg soda pop but not really domg much of 

anythmg else at all 

She's mme because she asked to be She approached me one day m 

the hallway outside my classroom and asked 1f she might complete 

req uired course work within the support of my resource-room 

programme She said she'd stopped attending regular c lasses and that 

school adm1mstrators were prepanng to throw her out And so she JOtned 

me, and still she stays And my love for her grows ever more powerful 

and protective, although I often find it hard to meet her beautiful , guarded 

eyes I know she likes me She must do She spends every moment that 

she's m our school sitting across from me on that battered, saggy old sofa 

A Girl With Beautiful Eyes 
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And her eyes are soft and pleased when I tell her that I'll look out for her 

Because there's no-one else looking out for Myra Her mother lives up 

north somewhere - Vanderhoof I think - and within the last year her 

father moved out and m with his g1rlfnend 

Myra supports herself on the monthly allowance awarded her 

through the Workers' Compensation Plan She's getting a raise, too, she 

told us recently And that's the only reference, albeit oblique and 

tangential, that she has ever made to the lost and torn-up hand of one year 

ago It was Consumer Ed 12, and talk of budgets and tax forms had 

prompted this sudden and unexpected revelation I responded m the most 

casual and inconsequential way imaginable "Oh, yeah? Wow A raise?" I 

say, my eyes down, while my fingers fumble with the pages of a tax 

return Students around me fall suddenly silent 

"Yeah, well More money It's great II Smiles "I'm gonna be O K 

For money, I mean " That's untrue She was hard-up agam at the end of 

the semester and I lent her eighty dollars for a few days' car insurance, m 

the hope that she'd get here and wnte her final exams But, of course, she 

didn't tum up - for the exams, that 1s Myra never turns up for anything 

any more, except perhaps for those long hours she spends on the sofa, 

curled up with her soda pop and bags of potato chips Passive and 

uncommunicative and lost in private reflectton, as life unfolds inexorably 

before her, while never quite managing to engage her w1thm 1t 
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But I never chastise or challenge her She's not ready for challenges 

yet My silence comforts her, as we both know that some thmgs are best 

left unsaid Like the day I asked her to take down the chairs "Fast I've 

got a guest speake r commg m at mne " Imagine askmg a one-handed kid 

w ith a bandaged wnst stump to pull twenty-five chairs down from table 

tops and rearrange them Fast, too But she did Because 1t was too late to 

say not to S he knew that, and I did, too, as our eyes met across the rattle 

and clatter of metal chair legs And her eyes were tender and filled w ith 

forgiveness for me 

Or the day [ asked her to pick up a loaded tray of doughnuts and 

carry then down to the foyer for me I sell doughnuts every Fnday, and 

the baker's trays when they arrive are large and weighted heavy with 

stacked loads God knows how she earned that tray Skill gamed by the 

constraints and demands of her last miserable year, I'd say And how did 

she ever manage to pick 1t up at all? But she did, and she managed, too, to 

conceal the bandaged wnst stump beneath the edge of the tray which she 

balanced precariously upon 1t She deposited the tray eventually on the 

table before me, and when her eyes met mine, I found only compassion 

w1thm them She found sadness and lies m mine, however But she needed 

those lies Because her eyes told me to say nothing Not a word Not ever 

Continue, he r eyes tell me Just continue Please For me, Ms H 

My colleagues and I have met often to discuss Myra's uncertain 
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future Mostly the re's embarrassed and uneasy talk of her inevitable 

expulsion When you never attend classes, teachers figure you must go 

But meanwhile Myra continues to turn up and head for that battered old 

sofa, and she continues to follow me about with those beautiful , troubled 

eyes She always lugs a heavy school bag with her, fi lled prom1smgly with 

thick textbooks, but she only ever opens the bag to fish w1thm its depths 

for coms for cola or Chees1es or chips I'm unable to Justify her presence 

to my more rational co11eagues, and I sense with a cunnmg bo rn of 

expenence, that to do so would ensure her faster removal Instead, I he 

"She'll make Well, maybe two courses this semester Yeah, maybe two" 

"She's not attending Attendance records are abysmal, Denny And 

who the hell do we mform? Is she even hvmg at home, do you think?" 

"Yeah, well She's on her own mostly Her dad's some place else 

She can't talk She JUSt can't Not yet, anyway " 

"Can't tafk? Yeah, well But she's gotta act responsibly You know 

that, Denny Myra, too " 

I'm unsure of all of this Unsure of acting responsibly When you're 

seventeen and alone and your left hand was unexpectedly npped from you, 

you may need to put aside your respons1b1ht1es and linger on a scruffy old 

sofa for a whtle Myra got nowhere this semester But I hope she returns 

in September And I'll fool my wily colleagues with a smoke screen of hes 

and promises again No doubt Myra wtll assist me, too She promises often 
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to "Clean up" or "Make 1t" of "Get there Honest, Ms H " 

But she needn't get further than the battered old sofa for me 

However, I sense that she might not even get thts far m September, and 

that she might, instead, choose to remain alone in an apartment 

somewhere, perhaps reasonmg that Workers' Compensation affords a 

steady, 1f meagre income, and thereby precludes the need to endure the 

rigours of high-school graduation reqmrements Because Myra has 

concluded that we don't want her, although she certamly doesn't blame us 

for this 

Meanwhile September approaches, and the start of a new year ts 

only weeks away I moved the old yellow sofa recently It's at nght angles 

to my desk now, and along with a table and a few chaus, 1t delmeates and 

encucles a small , mt1mate area I 1magme the crush and confusion of those 

first September days, and I picture the laughter and embraces as f nends 

reunite after the long days of summer And I wonder 1f Myra will be 

among us Luggmg as always the book bag m one hand, while scrunchmg 

the stump of her other hand under long shirt or sweater s leeves 

Reclaiming her spot on the sofa Her fmgers tracing the mked-m emblem 

on the cushion beside her, and her eyes, pale and beautiful, occas1onally 

raised, with guarded mdifference, to study the distant world unfolding 

always beyond her 
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Gardens And Dreams That Die 

Part 1: 

It was a Fnday and Anita and I were selling doughnuts We sell 

doughnuts every Fnday and this was a Fnday JUSt hke any other Fnday 

the eleventh of October The night Anita died 

We were at the end of the hallway m the school foyer and a happy, 

Fnday melee crushed m and enveloped us We sold fast and couldn't count 

change and the crowds pushed In to overwhelm us Our sale was a success 

and we were happy Excited High Kind of goofy I made Anita go back 

and check m the staff room for forgotten trays of unsold doughnuts, 

which I 1rrat10nally imagined abandoned m a distant corner somewhere 

Honest, Ms H I looked We've sold them a ll " 

"Go back One more time For me " I'm clutching her hands and 

earnestly searching the round face she's turned towards me "I'm neurotic 

Hopelessly You know that " Her eyes are affectionate and she flashes me a 

sudden rus h of a smile She squeezes my fingers and turns then to push 

through the crowds which sttll throng the hallway And I watch her go 

Small but solid somehow Shouldenng her way on mto the staff room to 

search for trays she knows aren't there She's sixteen and tough Loyal, 

too Because the staff room 1s Jammed with teaching staff and must seem a 

hostile and exclusive place to someone small and intrusive and clearly 

d1senfranch1sed there 
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I'm watching anxiously for her return And my heart 1s warmed 

when I find her pushing agam through the crowds towards me Small and 

aggressive Back agam and squeezing my hands and reassunng me with 

words and laughter and love 

We were partners and fnends, the two of us She tried to make me 

eat a doughnut 

"Go on, Ms H Eat a doughnut You should You're so skinny 

Honest, you are " I turned and embraced her suddenly at this I was taller 

than she was and I crushed her happily against my breasts Her eyes 

looked pleased and she laughed some more We turned to our emptied 

trays and gathered clumps of sttcky white 1cmg with our fingers from the 

wax paper linings We licked finger tips and regarded each other w ith 

warm, consp1ratonal smiles Embraced agam A sort of carefree, fmger­

st1cky hug 

But Anita died that night She died m a high-speed car c rash m the 

early hours of a dark October mornmg, on a lonely stretch of highway 

JUSt out of town She died mstantly and was not m pam Thrown like a rag 

doll from the back seat of a car Crushed and broken and heaped-up on the 

hard black asphalt surface Soft cheeks and breasts bloodied and buned m 

gravel and rainwater 

And I sold doughnuts agam one week later Same place Same lime 

Same happy, cheeky, Friday throngs crowding and overwhelmmg me But 
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my heart 1s hard and stilled within me The clumps of sugar-sticky 1cmg 

leap out at me and my throat 1s tight with pain Her presence envelopes 

and threatens me A palpable, demanding presence Warm eyes and teasing 

laughter and sugar-sticky fingers on my shoulders Small and solid and 

embracing me still The crowd pushes and demands something more of 

me But the smiles and banter I offer are phony, bitter things 

I didn't taste the 1cmg this time Didn't reach with my fingers for 

the sweet, white clumps I simply gathered the trays as they emptied and 

dumped them near the fndge m the staff room Then I walked down the 

hall mto C Block 

Pushed open the classroom door, somehow unaccountably puzzled 

and afraid C Block and Fnday and Science 10 agam C Block with an 

empty seat across from me today Because C Block this Fnday was 

without Anita Levesque 

Part 2: 

Anita's death didn't go entirely unnollced m our school But you 

must remember that our school 1s a big one, with over one thousand 

students and at least s1xty-f1ve teaching and support staff One small 

sixteen-year-old can get lost m the crowd But a group of us rallied and 

clung to each other and cned We attended her memorial service at a local 

funeral chapel downtown, gathering before the service in pairs or small 
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groups on the steps outside It was a cold October night, and the sky was 

black and spattered w ith mnumerable clusters of tiny stars, and I 

remember puzzling that the competing glow of street lamps on the wide 

street below seemed not to dim their bnlhance at all 

We shuffled ms1de eventually Heads down and no-one talkmg A 

sort of hollow stlence descended upon us once there, and a yellowy glow 

from low-hanging wall lights at once enveloped us A profusion of 

flowers spilled from vases on the raised mock altar up front, but the 

blossoms, full and throaty and v1v1d, appeared frozen somehow m waxy 

and symmetrical perfection We filed mto wooden pews and stared at the 

coffin up front Dark oak and brass And covered with flowers All 

yellow and violet and creamy white Nestled in froths and ferns of 

greenery, and sp1llmg from the oak ltd to trail down upon the brass 

handles beneath 

The kids and I cned the moment the service began But nothing that 

was said could penetrate the scrambled confusion w1thm me, or 

communicate meaning m any rational way That 1s, until I heard that we 

might view the body That arrested my attention The kids, too Tears 

dned momentarily and someone audibly sucked m air on the nse of a sob, 

while we sat and contemplated this sudden and unexpected inv1tat1on and 

weighed tt for its 1mpltcat1on and mtent We were scared Subdued and 

afraid but morbidly curious, too Eventually we Joined the s ilent f ile 
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moving slowly up front Someone emerged from behind discreet and 

multi-folded drapes to the left of the ra ised a ltar, and suddenly the 

profusion of yellow and purple and c reamy blossoms was gone The lid 

was up and she was there I guess the kids did what I did Shuffle past, 

head down But looking Just for one bnef, frozen, disquieting moment 

Repulsed Fascinated Inexorably drawn 

A face powdered white to conceal bruising and blood And an odd, 

frumpy, puffed-up looking wig To conceal something else Something too 

severed and crushed to contemplate 

We said good-bye huddled on the steps outside or upon the narrow, 

grass-tufted path JUSt beyond The warmth of the chapel lights glowed 

gold behind us, while the bitter cold of that black and starry October mght 

lay before us We embraced and cned, like actors m a movie, I thought 

Some sort of magnificent, phony, Hollywood-style saga of a mov ie 

But one week later we planted a garden A garden for Anita She'd 

like that, we said A garden with green and growmg and living things I 

took money from doughnut sales and set out with a few of her g1rlfnends 

for a nursery farm Just o ut of tow n It snowed that day, I remember It 

was unseasonably cold for October, and a sleet-ice storm whipped and 

flattened us as we braced, flmchmg and frozen, against 1t We struggled 

along the nursery's snow-crusted gravel paths and examined the trees 

which lrned our way - leafless, st1ck-hke trees, planted m pots or m peat-
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packed sackcloth bags 

But trees w hich would bud and blossom one day Blossom m spnng 

W e knew we wanted blossoming trees With tender, frag ile, g irlis h 

blooms For Anita In spnng When she wouldn't be there And we found 

pans ies, too, a long the way Winte r pansies Golden yellow , deep purple, 

a nd c reamy white pansies Clustered m pots under trees, or against the 

bnck wall in the doorway - bnlhant and luscious-green under the dust of 

sleet-ice already chnging to them 

But the sleet a nd the bitter w md inexorably hurned us on We 

pic ked fast, and later we huddled up close m a fast food outlet nearby 

Frozen and sile nt and sad And I remember a few guys m work clothes 

and red chequered flannel shirts looked over and stared at us , flirting But 

then they didn't know about Anita a nd spring blossoming trees and winter 

pans ies whic h come rn bnght yellow and deep purple and nch 1vo ry­

wh1te 

W e planted the garden the next day It was bitterly cold The dark 

earth was dusted w ith snow, and 1t was frozen rock-hard and impenetrable 

m some places Our fingers were soon raw and numbed with cold, and the 

thud of spade and s hovel against our hands sent shock waves of frozen 

bone-parn througho ut them We'd c hosen a s pot close to the school An 

ugly spot C lose to the breezeway with the blue corrugated trn roof where 

kids ha ng o ut and g rab a fast smoke between classes A scruffy, unne-
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dank concrete stretch of a breezeway, enclosed on the one side by the 

gymnastum's outer walls, and on the other by gravel and scrub land, and 

incongruously, by our tmy garden now, too An ugly spot, but I guess we 

figured we'd make 1t more beautiful 

We'd ordered a commemorative brass plaque for Anita, and school 

board off1c1als had agreed, upon its arnval, to mount 1t eventually on a 

large rock already placed strategically w1thm the narrow confines of our 

small patch Anita's fnends had planned an mscnpt1on for the plaque, and 

our school pnnc1pal had paled a little at this, as school funds were low , 

and each word on an mscnbed brass plaque proves to be an astoundingly 

pncey item 

But the plaque wasn't ready yet, and the rock remained bare We 

knew that once our planting was done, we'd be unw11lmg to leave 1t at 

that So we' d come prepared We read poetry - our own poetry and other 

people's, too We stood then for a while, resting our elbows on the handles 

of our shovels and studying our bruised knuckles and earth-packed 

fmgernatls And the afternoon wore on and the sky grew black with the 

threat of snow It was hard to pack up and go T he two trees we'd planted 

were young and twig-like and vulnerably bare But the pansies beneath 

them were brave and luscious-green Their soft blossoms bnlliant yellow 

and blue-v10let, and all w ith pale, creamy throats Tmy and bnght against 

the dark earth, and clustered tight against the dust of snow al ready 
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clinging to them 

But evening approached and the bitter cold was a cruel and 

punishing thing We left eventually, with promises and tears and lmgenng 

regret And I wondered 1f I wanted more Something e lse Some halt to 

the daily mst1tut1onalised gnnd which drives and constrains us A public, 

ntuahst1c recogmt1on of her life and her preciousness and her presence 

among us Probably not We had a garden, didn't we9 And the trees would 

blossom in spnng 

Part 3: 

And, incredibly, they did Those trees didn't flourish exactly, but 

they survived and blossomed somehow , and the pansies beneath them 

multiplied and bloomed afresh But then pansies are hardy and tenacious 

things, which somehow defeat not only the harsh rigours of winter, but 

which often defeat, also, indifferent neglect at the hands w hich plant them 

And so 1t was with our small garden of lost hope Because it's never 

watered Or weeded Not that the weeds concern us much, as weeds, too, 

are selective, and wisely scorn dry scrubland strewn liberally with 

mounting layers of crushed c igarette butts 

The brass plaque was npped from its moorings recently, and later 

tossed in low bushes nearby But 1f weeds didn 't concern us, a 

d1sappeanng brass plaque <ltd, as the latter was indeed a costly thing The 
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Jamtor discovered and retneved 1t, however, and bashed out the bumps 

and dents with a hammer and the handle of a heavy screwdnver It's up 

again, scratched and beaten and somewhat worse for wear, but it's encased 

m impenetrable concrete now, in order to discourage and thwart those 

who might w ish to dislodge or destroy 1t 

And who would want to, you're probably asking Vandals, I'll bet 

But the ancient Germamc tnbes who plunde red and ravaged throughout 

Europe and North Afnca were probably a more foc ussed and passionate 

lot than the guys who hang out after dark m our breezeway Our guys 

aren't driven by ,deals or even senseless hate They're JUSt dnnkmg a few 

six packs and shanng a few JOtnts Probably laughmg a lot, too, I always 

conJecture But I somehow imagine it 's an empty laughter, largely 

befuddled by booze and perhaps vetling expenences of parental and 

societal neglect Huddled against the cold in the unne-sour dark of a 

doorway, wh ile keeping an eye out always for the cops who revel m 

movmg you on So what's m a brass plaque, for God's sake? When you're 

drunk or doped and somehow disenchanted with ltfe, brass plaques might 

look ltke tempting playthings Maybe more than playthings Maybe 

downnght annoying Self-nghteous, pnssy, poetic sorts of things Just 

begging to be npped off and thumped up and tossed aside ma few bushes 

nearby 

Don't think I'm sure of any of this I'm JUSt looking for answers 
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Because the questions plague and haunt me so But w hen I look w1thm, I 

find confus10n, and incongruously, forgiveness, too 

Anita's best fn end walked tn my classroom recently She's a bnght, 

street-w ise, articulate ktd with long tangled-looking red hair and an oddly 

worn face for one so young Her eyes were susp1c1ous this day and I set 

about avo1dmg them She asked about the plaque and the garden 

"Yeah , well I'll come by m the summer," I lted "Maybe get a hose 

pipe or something and water 1t sometime You know " My ltes often 

astound me as they issue forth She relaxes a little at this but she's too 

smart to be fooled 

"Yeah, well Maybe Me, too It might die The garden and all that " 

We study each other then m wise and companionable s ilence Sometimes 

there's an emptiness m my heart, and I guess she recognises somethmg like 

1t m her own It's so much easter to make promises and tell hes Because 

we both know, with a certamty born of expenence and mtmt10n, that 

gardens, like dreams, can die 
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The Story of Molly 

Story of Molly 



The Story of Molly 

We were m the changing room and she'd pulled off the wet 
J wtmsutt Her body was large and whtfe and btg-hreasted I 
looked away But she was m no hurry to cover herse~f, and my 
eyes were drawn again to the plump, white breast J and pale 
thighs Something was wrong Scars all over - ~·mall, purple, 
circular scars Lzke cigarette butt burns .Mostly on the legs but up 
on the buflocks and thzghs and .forearms, loo Scab\·? Mosquito 
hlles? BURNS? 

I look and Look quickly away Look surreplltwur;;Ly again 
Shocked and dz.\quteted and upset I contemplate the whlfe flied 
floor at my feet, compulstvely ~·earchzng each slzck square for 
random faults or irregulanlles Kids yell and startle me 
Relieved, I rush to brush long hair, untangle knotted shoe Laces, 
and hunt for mi.\ ,;;mg socks or underwear, whzle pauszng often to 
yell authontallvely that the school bus n- here and H about to 
Leave wtthout us 

The white body draws me hack Fleshy, pale, pendulous 
contoun And burns Definllely burns Somethmg wrong here 

32 

This 1s the story of Molly She was part of an inner-city resource 

room programme, and I was a teacher m that programme I had a team 

partne r - Howie - and together we shared a group of twenty-four students 

Molly was one of our students 

She was thirteen at the time of the telling of this story She was big 

and plump and unusually well-developed for her age, with large breasts 

and a provocative swagger to her well-rounded buttocks She always wore 

high-heeled w htte knee boots, scuffed and scratched and lopsided at the 

heels, and breast-hugging, shabby lace camisoles tucked into big-buckled 

belts A bra strap and maybe a safety pm often fell from her bare 
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shoulder He r hair was multi -hued, a lthough 1t was mainly a brave, 

bleached blonde, and she was unusua lly adventurous with eye-shadow, 

often sporting courageous shades of azure, turquoise, and violet, too She 

chewed he r fmgernatls to the qmck, and she always looked worn and 

hard-up All of this - but mostly the bra straps I thmk - made Howie 

uncomfortable 

I must tell you nght away that I loved Howie We were partners -

and fnends Short and heavtly-bmlt, he had thick, boyish brown half and 

he'd often pat or stroke recalcitrant curls mto place at his brow or at the 

nape of his neck I'd watch him touch the hair - self-conscious but 

unaware - and a rush of tenderness would always inevitably engulf me 

Howie was earthy and qmck-w1tted and funny And he loved me, too He 

glued my broken earnngs and belt buckles, he got paint off the hem of my 

skirt, he opened my car doors w ith coat hangers, and he listened to poetry 

after school (He hated poetry ) 

But he never listened to Molly He hated the v1s1ble bra straps, the 

exposed curve of her breast, the cheap, tarnished cham at her throat, and 

the aura of sex, of pain, of loss But he pampered me F1xmg those 

earnngs and belt buckles - each one a pretty, delicate, proper, and shiny 

thmg He never pampered Molly He was afraid of cheap girls, soiled 

girls, used or abused girls, afraid of their pain, their eyes, and the 

1rres1st1bly responding chord they struck deep w1thm himself We often 
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talked of Molly, the two of us, and I'd always pl ace another Mo lly 

somewhere m his heart A fragile image of pain and neglect and poverty 

and lies 

Conversations with Molly were always remarkable They were 

confused, pre posterous, ramblmg affairs 

"I'm gettmg married m three days He's a lawyer I only met him 

three weeks ago He's big - real big and important, kmda, ya know? He's 

buymg me a house m LA Like real soon Like maybe m a coupla days " 

All this while swaymg somewhat precariously on the high but unevenly 

worn heels, and alternately tugging long tendrils of chewed-looking hair, 

while compulst\lely tw1stmg the chain at her throat 

"You're kidding" , I say, but my eyes are direct and embrace her 

fully "A lawyer? Wow How come you met a lawyer?" Howie 1s shuffling 

papers - angrily, I think - at his desk, and he shoots me a sharp, bnef look 

of disapproval My love for him ts powerful I study his stomach strammg 

at the shirt above his belt, and the thick, pale hair on his hands and arms as 

he rearranges and readJusts an already tidy desk Hts mouth and eyes are 

unfriendly And I know that there 1s so much more I want from him 

Molly 1s oblivious "Yeah, well This lawyer guy Like, he's crazy 

about me Ya know'>" Nods of approval from me "But, hke, I might not 

marry him Like, I was gonna marry this other guy This other guy and 

me was gonna get married Raised eyebrows and feigned astonishment 
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from me "Yeah, well A lotta guys are crazy about me But like I said, I 

gotta get my education an' all " Howie momentarily pauses at this His 

eyes, pale and clear, leve l w ith mme Amused, cold eyes A gulf stretches 

suddenly between us, and a vast and obscure aloneness envelopes me 

Howie turns his shoulders from me and attends again to the papers m his 

hands Hts mouth, m profile now, 1s tight 

And then there were Molly's weekends away Howie hated hearing 

about those weekends away, but he was often regaled w Ith the remarkable 

and unsettling tales she had to tell Tales of guys, fifteen, twenty, thirty 

guys - she'd gam momentum with the telling - guys with motorcycles 

("Harley's - they're the best, you know") and guys who promised party­

wild camping tnps at isolated lakes or beaches far out of town She once 

said someone burned her there With cigarettes And there really were 

odd-looking circular scabs upon her legs 

I pressed her often about the burns, but she was wary and street­

smart and cunnmg, and she'd close me out with oblique, tangential , wtld 

ramblings of other things But she'd scratch sometimes at the purple , 

scabrous, half-moon abrasions on her legs - scratch with ineffectual , 

chewed finger ends - as her na ils had almost disappeared 

So I'd press Howie about the burns 

"Howie , about these weekends and these guys " He's sitting at his 

desk, leaning back upon the curved, wooden back support of his chalf He 
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has one leg crossed upon the other, an ankle resting on his knee He studies 

me thoughtfull) , weighing hts reply 

"Yeah, I know This 1s the real world out there " But his eyes are 

not unkind, and he shifts uneasily within the confines of the wooden chair, 

clasping hts hands reflectively at hts mo uth, whtle bnnging his elbows to 

rest upon the wooden arms 

"A re they burns, Howie? Like w ith c igarettes maybe?" A long 

s tlence stretches between us Hts mouth 1s m his hands and his eyes are 

down "She said they were burns once When I asked her" Hts head ttlts 

now, his mouth partly free of hts clasped hands, and his clear, steady eyes 

are on mme 

"Yeah, they could be burns They're probably burns But there's not 

much you can do about that " Still the steady eyes My pam 1s real and his 

steady eyes are finding tt I study the foot he has crossed at his knee The 

shoe 1s brown with odd leather lacrngs threaded through and around 1t 

from toe to heel Hts gaze follows mme, as he adjusts now and shifts 

within the chatr Stlence distances us and he wants to bndge this empty 

space between us Hts love for me 1s tang1 ble and hts words are 

conctl1atory 

"Social Services know about this You know that " He touches my 

arm suddenly beneath my shoulder - an unlike ly gesture as he never 

touches me - and his smile ts wry, ph1 losoph1cal, resigned 
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I left that school eventually and Molly left, too I never see Howie 

much now, and I've rarely seen Molly at all I saw her once, a few years 

later, in the downtown Eaton's Centre I was standing on an upper level , 

wide skylights and streammg sunlight above me, and the sparkle and 

glitter of a fashionable dress store beckoned behmd me Suddenly Molly 

was there Stil l plump, plain and somehow bru1sed-lookmg Bleached, 

chewed-lookmg hair Pendulous breasts pushmg at a grubby camisole A 

broken bra strap v1s1ble at her shoulder, and a tarnished cham so1lmg the 

skin at her neck 

"Wow, Molly I don't believe this" 

"I dress Just like you now Real pretty clothes, ya know? Long 

dresses an' all " A remarkable and astounding start to a conversation, but 

1f you knew Molly hke I do this wouldn't have fazed you one bit 

"Wow Great You look great the way you are " Lies - she looks 

hard-up and unwashed "You had a baby, Molly I heard you had a baby 

g1rl Tell me about your baby " 

"Oh, my little pushkm, mumpkrn My little pushkin, pussycat, 

pussy-coo, pussy-boo " Remember, 1f you knew Molly like I do, this 

wouldn't have surpnsed you, although I can see m the tellmg that some of 

this might perhaps amuse or even confound you 

"Oh, that's nice, Molly What did you call her? Your baby girl?" 

"Melissa, Amanda-Jane, Chnstabelle, eh Star, Samantha, and 
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yeah, Tamara, an' - yeah - Genevieve, Rachel-Ann , Nicolette" 

"Wow Great " Remember - nothing Molly said ever surprised me 

I knew we could never talk, she and I - never get beyond the madness and 

hes and ho pelessness which had always separated us, but I knew, too, that 

we were e nJorned rn some unfathomable, female and inescapable way -

that her history was my history, that her story was my story, and that her 

pain was my pain, too 

She's restless and disconnected from me, avoiding my eyes and 

sh1ftmg her gaze somewhere behmd me 

"She got took away from me My little munchkin pussy-boo She 

lives w ith her dad He's Mexican He's marned He's a real bastard, too 11 

It's hard to respond appropriately to mformat10n like this 

"A bastard, huh? I guess there's plenty of them out there Bastards, 

I mean '' But this gambit doesn't pique Molly's inte rest or strike any 

responsive chord w ithin her She's showing me a ring on her finger Her 

hands are scarred and bruised and shaking uncontrollably But her hands 

always trembled, I remember with a sudden, unaccountable rush of 

discomfort and guilt 

"Yeah, well I'm getting married real soon Like, but first r have to 

get my law degree an' all Anyways, we're getting marned real soon " 

Believe me, if you knew Molly, you'd expect her to tell you that she was 

studying law, or nuclear physics, or was about to be sworn m as a brain 
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surgeon or something preposterous like that "Anyways, I'm getting 

married real soon He's nch , real nch Like in construction or something 

An' he went up north and he didn't fool around on me He never fooled 

around on me Like he went up north and he never fooled around on me" 

I reflect on this and my heart 1s to uched I know somehow that it's 

important that guys don't fool around on you 

"That's good, Molly T hat's good the guy didn 't fool around on 

you " But nothing I say arrests or reaches her 

"Yeah, well We're getting married rea l soon because he's real 

crazy about me " Sunlight envelopes me from the skylight above Strains 

of recorded music suddenly invade my thoughts, and I remember then the 

profusion of beautiful clothes behind me I shuffle uneasily from one well­

shod foot to the other, briefly contemplating my toe as 1t scrapes along a 

shiny floor tile edge, while streaming sunshine continues to bathe and 

dazzle me 

I reach clumsily for Molly's hand and she gives 1t freely Still 

plump and scarred and bitten to the quick, the hand 1s limp and 

unresponsive within my awkward grasp 

"I hope he loves you, Molly I hope he's a good guy You deserve a 

good gu) I hope he loves you and that no-one ever fools around on you 

again " Her eyes are pale and uncomprehending Her hand trembles but 

she a llows me to retain 1t Her knowledge of pain 1s far-reaching and 
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immeasurable, and she has closed herself to 1t 

Part 2: I Got a New Baby Now 

I only ever saw Molly once more I was shopprng that day -

standrng across a counter top from a cashier in a store at a downtown mall 

- and proffenng a blouse or a sweater or some now long-since forgotten 

a rtic le of clothing across the glass-fronted counter between us I had 

plastic bags and a brown paper earner bag clustered at my feet, and I was 

struggling with purse and car keys and small hand-held parcels 

Suddenly she's there To my nght and beside me Molly Shabby 

and chewed-lookmg as ever Gone 1s the npe, sexual swagger of the 

pubescent thirteen-year-old Instead before me stands a bloated, somewhat 

blotched, and oddly aged-looking girl Scruffy, too Clingy black leggings, 

worn and pilled about the thighs, sport clearly v1s1ble holes at the knees 

Shabby, lop-sided runners at her feet Heavy breasts pushing at a faded, 

oversized navy T shirt Hair, bleached an odd, ac1d1c yellow , and 

apparently hacked into mcred1bly random short lengths 

Same hands, though Blunt, chewed, bloodied fmgernatl s And 

shakrng Trembling uncontrollably as they reach up to rest on the glass 

face of the counter top before us " H1, Ms H Remember me') I seen you 

come m the store " How could I forget her') Although h1stoncally and 

socially dis tanced from me w1thrn the co nstramts of age and 
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soc10econom1c delineators, she was nevertheless enJoined inextncably to 

me by the bonds of gender, sexual 1dent1ty, and womanhood 

"\Vow, Molly Jeez Nice to see you" She's playing bnefly with my 

car keys upon the glass counter top, and her hands are trembling 

convuls1vely as she does so The sales clerk eyes her cunously The truth 

ts, she eyed us both cunously Me with my purse and credit cards and 

profusion of parcels - looking fixed-up and well-heeled and clad in soap­

powder tennis whites And Molly Shabby and chewed-up and hard-up 

looking Thick legs encased m torn leggings and massive breasts above 

them swmgmg and strammg w1thm worn, faded cotton 

"Your baby girl, Molly? How 's your little girl?" 

" Oh, she died Of S I D 's Yeah, she died I got another baby now, 

though A little boy I got another one now " She delivered this with 

nonchalant, although apparently guileless, md1fference She might have 

been telling me that she 'd moved house, or re-scheduled her working 

hours, or purchased new shoes - the sort of casual and relatively 

ms1gmf1cant life changes people inform you of when you haven' t seen 

them for a while 

Shock and d1sbel1ef overwhelm me " Your baby died? Oh, my God 

Jesus Your baby died? Oh, my God I'm sorry, Molly Your baby d ied 

I'm so sorry " 

"Yeah, well I got another one now " The cashier across from us 1s 
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transfixed at this She' s proffering a Visa slip m a nt1c1pat1on that I ' ll 

eventually sign 1t, but she herself appears to have long-since forgotten the 

slip, which remains clutched between her outstretched thumb and 

forefinger Her eyes travel from Molly to myself and back again 

" You wanna see him, Ms H? I had him two weeks ago He's nght 

outside You wanna see him?" I stir and fumble for the Visa slip and the 

cashier avoids my eyes I gather my purse and parcels and earner bag and 

we leave at this , pushing on through the crowds outside the store and on 

out into a vast fast-food fair beyond 

We find the baby in a small plastic earner cot placed on the ground 

and up against a pillar, and a young man s its on a small wrought-iron 

chair near him 'This 1s my boyfriend," Molly announces "He's the dad., 

She's pulled up another of the ornate wrought-iron chairs and 1s sitting 

now with the young man seated before me f'm still standing, clutching my 

plastic bags and my purse and my car keys, a nd I'm momentarily lost for 

a response to this Meanwhile the young man gazes up at me, grinning 

guilelessly Most of his teeth are missing and the few which remain are 

broken and discoloured I study him with some interest and search ra pidly 

and inwardly to categonse and frame and place him in this perplexing 

sche me of events - and to place him somehow, too, w ith the delus ive. 

bloated girl before me and the sleeping baby at his feet 

He' s a small guy - and v1s1bly thin - I can see that nght away Frail 
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shoulders protrude from a black cotton muscle shirt, and numerous tattoos 

cover his chest and back and arms He has dark skin with black hair and 

eyes T he hair 1s o iled, and like Molly ' s, 1t appears to have been hacked at 

random mto oddly incongruent lengths, the longest of which fall about his 

brow and eyes But the eyes which he turns up my way are warm and 

trusting, and the toothless smile appears w ide and untmng 

The baby stirs, and I turn then to study the tiny, st1ll -sleepmg infant 

at our feet The baby 1s beautiful You could see that at once His skm was 

dark - very dark - and his tiny features appeared even and flawless One 

small hand protruded from his blanket-wraps and momentanly opened 

and closed , and his mouth, r saw , opened and c losed, too, in an 

unconscious and somehow vulnerable sucking motion He was covered 

with an open-weave, blue blanket, and I pondered bnefly on the blueness 

of this blanket I knew intu1t1vely, but somehow w ith certainty, that m 

Molly's scheme of thmgs, gender delineation begms early, and mamfests 

itself most specifically, perhaps, m the choice of trad1t1onal blue for baby 

boys 

" He's beautiful, Molly," I say I fell silent after this What else was 

there to say? The child was, mdeed, beautiful Tmy Vulnerable Fragile 

Sleeping and unaware Lost m the unconscious, innocent sleep of the 

newborn With no knowledge of self o r of his certain tragic future At 

least, I figured he faced a tragic future It was incomprehensible to me 
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that this bloated, impoverished, half-mad gtrl could ever comprehend the 

enormity - the ungraspable, miraculous e normity - of the arrival of this 

fragile and unique new life w1thm the unlikely scheme of all things m this 

unfathomable universe of ours Molly had a boy-doll wrapped in a blue 

blanket, and 1t was equally incomprehensible to me that she'd ever be able 

to mother him And the boy-doll s lept on, his tiny mouth opening and 

closing fractionally, and his one visible dark hand twitching briefly and 

spasmodically as we watched him A boy-doll still lost m the s leep of the 

innocent, and as yet unaware that a delusive a nd damaged and maybe 

dangerous mother awaited him 

" My little munch kin pumpkin", coos Molly, and I stir at this, 

shifting my eyes from the sleeping infant to Molly She's pulled out a 

plastic feeding bottle and although she shakes the milk within it with 

apparently vigorous intent, she doesn ' t reach for the infant or attempt to 

feed him Meanwhile, the baby sleeps on, one tmy hand still spasmodically 

opening and closing above the blanket from time to time, as though sudden 

laughter o r the scrape of metal c hai r legs nearby momentarily startled 

him 

" He's very beautiful , Molly", I offer again " I' m glad for you " But 

her gaze 1s glazed and distant and has already settled beyond me Eyes lost 

somewhere in the morass of thronged crowds beyond us And the hands 

within her lap grasp, tremblmg and uncontrollable, the now-fo rgotten 
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feeding bottle 

" It was nice meeting yo u", I offer finally , smiling down at the 

young man beneath me 

" Yeah, yeah It was nice", he says, his smile gummy and his few 

remammg broken teeth standing m his lower Jaw like defiant, courageous 

things I walked off at that, clutching my plas tic bags and numerous 

parcels - on through the mall and out into the warm spring sunshme 

beyond I needed that sunshine A1r-cond1t1oned malls are curiously cold 

and chilly things, I remember thinking, as I walked away that day 
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Take Me Golfing and You Can Take Me to 
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Take Me Golfing and You Can Take Me to 
Bed 

lt was late June and exams were over It was hot that day - one of 

those bnl11ant, blazmg, sun-drenched days of high summer - and we were 

celebrating Celebratmg summer and celebratmg endmgs, but celebrating, 

too, the beginnings which the long months of summer now promised 

We'd gathered at a student's home - out m a back yard - on a small , 

slatted, wooden sun-deck A low wooden railing enclosed us m a clustered, 

somewhat mt1mate community We were a small group - maybe fifteen or 

so m all - myself, my students, and, of course, Rahim Rahim - a volunteer 

assistant sometimes m my classroom - but more, a valued friend to me 

Rahim and one male student crouched over a portable barbecue 

we'd brought along with us, and were engrossed tn squ1shmg fat and 

bloodied liquid from uncooked hamburger patties, whtle lmmg cnsped 

and already browned patties to the outer, cooler edges of the gnll One 

group stood nearby, proffenng open buns already piled high with scraps 

of torn lettuce, thick tomato slices, onion nngs and heaped vanet1es of 

relishes Others gathered, standmg and clustered, about the deck, or sat m 

rows agamst the stuccoed house walls - eatmg, talkmg, and remm1 scmg 

The school year was gone and we found ourselves at once regretful and 

enormously relieved 

But this story 1s less about school years and rem1mscmg than 1t 1s 

about two people And on that day, m this story, those two people were 
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Rahim and Melanie 

Melanie 1s seventeen and beautiful She's part Chinese, although to a 

casual observer this might not appear obvious Her hair 1s black and 

corkscrew-permed, and she pulls 1t sharply from her brow and temples, 

snatching 1t up in a dramatic cascade of thick curls She's tiny and slender 

and somehow fragile-lookmg And beautiful Deltcately , wide-eyed 

beautiful Her physical fragility , however, belies a tough, aggressive and 

often confrontational manner, and that tough exterior m turn beltes 

remembered and insistent pam Like loneliness and reJect1on and betrayal 

Melanie 1s bitter and, at times, explosively violent, too She regales us 

often with tales of her scraps and skirmishes with aggressive female rivals, 

or she casually recounts stones of the successfully v1c10us beatings she 

often administers to unfortunate female antagonists outside downtown 

nightclubs, or, more recently, within private apartments 

Melanie has ltved independently since she was fifteen It's important 

that you know this, and that you know, too, that she has struggled s ince 

early adolescence with alcohol and drug add1ct1on A brief spell at a drug 

and alcohol rehab1htat10n camp at the age of thirteen did httle to cure her, 

and, indeed, qwte perversely, 1t appeared to push her inexphcably closer 

to the numb euphona of datly alcohol and drug-induced escape Melanie 1s 

street smart and wary but always lonely She tells us of men and of lovers, 

but she tells us, too, of the denouements, betrayals, and bitter disputes 
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which ultimately and always conclude her relat1onsh1ps For one so young 

she 1s well aware of the inevitable dange rs inherent to estabhshmg a Joint 

account with a ma le llve-m lover, or of the foolhardy n sks m shanng 

furrnture and household items (only to dispute ownership later) with new 

and untrustworthy me n And s he ' s certarnly known plenty of 

untrustworthy men Believe me, 1f you knew Melanie, you'd learn a lot 

Abo ut men, that 1s About life and lovers and cash transactions and sexual 

betrayal 

But today it' s the barbecue, and the bnght sunlight contrnues to 

warm and embrace our clustered group Late June and summer awaits us 

But Melanie 1s restless She' s between men and she' s broke She' s lonely, 

too It had been hard to persuade her to JOtn us this day, and 1t was harder 

still to persuade her to stay She threatens often to leave and talks of 

pressing engagements or urgent tasks which await her later that day 

She refuses to eat but she' s watching Rahim with sly but speculative 

interest from across the billows of fat-spattered smoke 1ssU1ng from the 

barbecue coals between them Rahim, meanw hile, 1s obl1v1ous to her 

attention and 1s chatting amiably and somewhat absently about his plans 

for that day It transpires that he' s meeting with male friends and plans a 

golf game in the late afternoon "Yeah, well We ' re playing out at 

Metchosm, man Then we' ll grab a coupla beers out at The Six Mile Way 

to go, man " 
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"Golf')" Melanie asks suddenly and unexpectedly from across the 

smoke billowing between them " You're playing golf? I mean, hke, you 

want company')" She draws closer to the barbecue gnll, ignoring the 

sudden spurt of fat which appeared momentarily to sting her hps " I mean, 

like, wanna take me golfing')" She giggles playfully before continuing 

"You wanna take me for a few beers, too?" Rahim pauses at this, his 

spatula raised and momentarily frozen m m1d-alf, and his eyes, startled, 

curious, and maybe amused, meet hers He's twenty-five years old, and 

he's not stupid, this man He knows a good offer when he hears one, but 

perhaps he has already calculated that this offer, from this girl, heralds 

unwanted and maybe messy trouble Hts eyes shift briefly and fmd mme 

Smoke issues fitfully between us and his eyes, on mme, are somehow shy 

and maybe apologetic, I thmk A sudden spurt of fat leaps and sizzles on 

the hairs upon the back of his hand, and he starts at this, relieved, I know, 

to turn then from me and to attend once more to the task of squeezing and 

reordering the s1zzlmg patties before htm 

Melanie 1s stlent for a while She looks down and studies the 

rounded toe of her running shoe which she nudges and scrapes within the 

narrow space between two wooden slats beneath her She stirs eventually 

and shrugs her shoulders a little w1thm the shoulder pads of her Jacket 

She's wearing a thick blue sports Jacket with a white team emblem 

embossed upon its glossy fabri c, although the sun blazes on and the 
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temperature continues to soar She left soon after that, suddenly and m 

apparently 1mpuls1ve haste, her hands thrust before her and bunched at her 

stomach within the Jacket's big pockets And we continued with the 

barbecue and o ur easy, warm, mclus1ve chatter 

Eventually we dnfted inside and gathered in one room We lo unged 

on sofas and armchairs, or sat cross-legged on the carpet or upon the 

raised ttled hearth before the fireplace Two cats soon Joined us and 

moved from one to the other of us, nudg ing and rubbing against elbows 

and ankles, and lingenng occasionally to curl for a whtle w1thm the fold 

of someone's lap The late afternoon sun , soft and diffused now , shone 

through the wmdows, and the trees, which lmed the street beyond, were 

touched with sunlight, too And I sat on and thought of Melanie Long­

smce gone but still with me somehow Melanie Beautiful and always 

lone ly And I marvelled again at that Because beauty without, 1t seems, 

does not compensate for emptiness w1thm 

Later, to\\-ards evening, Rahim drove me back to school But when 

we entered the pa rking lot I remained, without attempting to altght, w1thm 

his car It was odd that I d1dn ' t want to leave , and odder sttll that Rahim 

appeared in no hurry for me to do so He'd forgotten, perhaps, about his 

golf game in Metchosm and the promise of a few beers with male friends 

later I'd opened the passenger door upon arnval and had one foot already 

lodged on the asphalt surface to my nght, but I remained stilled and 
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frozen m that odd pos1t1on and began to cry Incredibly, Rahim was 

neither surpnsed nor fazed by my sudden tears He found gentle words 

for me He talked of summer and of the endings which always herald 

beginnings 

"And about Melanie," he offered eventually " I' m sorry About 

Melanie You know that Like, 1f she needs help moving an ' all - like, she 

said she was moving to another apartment - I ' II help cart stuff You know 

that Like, I don ' t mmd helping " 

I turned at this and smiled at him, and I thought his eyes were 

anxious as they found my own His forearm spanned the steenng wheel 

before him, and I wanted suddenly to touch the dark hairs upon the back 

of his hand But I didn ' t 

" You can' t fix things, Denny Some things don't ever get fixed So 

forget about stuff O K? Like, forget about stuff " 

I d1dn ' t forget, though, and nor have I s ince I never saw Melanie 

again She didn 't return m September She moved - I know that And I 

know, too, with a somehow cunously female certainty, that she moved on 

then to find a new and perhaps more obliging lover Obliging and always 

ready to use her And betray her And, of course, mev1tably and always 

ready to desert her 
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Embracing Death: A Casual Encounter 

There's a bench outside my classroom, across the hallway from me 

It's an old oak bench, varnished a glossy-dark, although many an ancient 

scratch and gouge remains still clearly v1s1ble beneath its laquered shine 

It's a popular spot, this old bench of ours All the trysts and love affairs 

and sexual denouements of adolescent ltfe unfold there I' m often there 

myself, too I s it with students - often troubled students - when we need a 

quiet place to talk, and I sit there, too, with friends and colleagues when I 

myself am troubled, and seek some private place to talk This bench 1s 

important to me You can probably see that 

I suspect that I won ' t ever forget this bench, either I' ve lived much 

of my ltfe there, I sometimes think At least, some of those unfathomable 

and often poignant ltfe events which are somehow milestones m a teacher's 

ltfe, have, for me, unfolded there Events in my own life and m the 

sometimes tragic lives of my more troubled students 

Like Lynn and her hfe You'd hke Lynn No, it's more than that 

you'd hke her - it 's that 1f you knew her well at all , you'd want often to 

enfold her m a warm and reassunng and somehow safe embrace Because 

Lynn 1s never safe and neve r reassured 

Lynn was raped Two years ago Brutally and v10lently And 

although persuaded to press charges, she lost her case m court She never 

ment10ns the rape or any of its brutal details, although she often - indeed, 
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probably da ily - alludes to an 1rrat1onal but unshakeable fear of imminent 

attack fro m sly and furtive strangers w hom she believes pers istently and 

cleverly conspire to conceal themselves from her Fear, a powerful and 

intrusive companio n, inexorably shadows her Fear - the gift and 

inevitable afte rmath of rape 

Lynn 1s more than fearful , though S he's depressed Endlessly and 

s ilently depressed She sits on the sofa across from me m my classroom, 

her knees and feet drawn neatly together and always tnmly aligned Her 

sho ulde rs hunched tight w1thm a black leathe r Jacket A Jacket which I 

have never seen her once remo ve It 's this grmdmg and ineffable 

depress10n which 1s the f irst thing that you'd notice about Lynn , and it's 

the frequent, sudden sltde of tears that would prompt you often, 1f knew 

her at a ll, to enfold her m your warm and safe embrace 

If you saw he r you'd unde rstand this at once She's tiny - short and 

compact and somehow neatly made She's Polynesian her skin 1s dark and 

her eyes are Onental and beautiful and black Her hair 1s magnificent 

Waist-length, tangled, corkscrew curls, bleached a surpnsmg burgundy­

red he re and the re a lo ng a few tousled lengths Thick, apparently 

uncombable curls, massed abo ut her shoulde rs, face, and eyes, and 

shielding he r always fro m the dangerous and intrusive world which 

threatens beyond 

Lynn and l talk sometimes, and you may well imagine that when we 
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do, we usually choose to do so curled together upon the bench outs ide 

Rape 1s only one of Lynn's problems Daily survival 1s another and 

pe rhaps more urgently pressing one Lynn 1s twenty years old and 1s 

maintained on welfare She shares a rooming house along with its owner 

and three other young women, but she 1s fearful of eviction, as she has 

repeatedly broken the house rules and has permitted a lover to remain 

overmght - concealed within he r bedroom - but discovered, nevertheless, 

when daylight dawns She's always ha rd-up (she mismanages her already 

meagre monthly allowance) and the threat of imminent ev1ct1on terrifies 

he r 

One day - and it's the day I mean to tell you of - we' re s1ttmg out on 

the bench and talking of these and other pressmg issues Ev1ct1on, cash 

flow, men Those sorts of thmgs " Like, I can't have a guy over Not ever 

Jason stayed O\ier a few times, though, but I got caught We were real 

quiet, too But you can' t have guys there Not overmght Not ever, Ms H " 

Her two hands are clasped w1thm her lap, and she's twirling her thumbs m 

a perpetually ci rcular motion, o ne about the other Her eyes, perha ps 

avo1dmg mme, a re down and studymg the thumbs " We can't use the 

phone, either Not after eleven, anyways An ' I have to buy my own totlet 

paper" This statement momentarily distracts me Intimate, perplexmg 

ltfe-story details ltke these always appear somehow s1gmficant to me 

"Jesus You have to buy your own toilet paper?" I ask, 1mplymg 
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o utraged d1s bel1ef, but already some how unsure of the perceived 

unfairness to such a request "And Jason can't stay over?" I'm more sure 

of this one This strikes me as some sort of invasion of her human dignity 

She ignores this avenue of d1scuss1on , however, and instead 

astonishes me with "They've reduced my Prozac The doctors did For 

my depress10n They're cutting my Prozac " Prozac? The doctors reduced 

her Prozac? Something dangerous and unsettling here Something I' m 

unsure and certainly afraid of I reached to touch her two hands, still 

clasped within her lap, and the two thumbs momentarily ceased their rapid 

rotation at this 

"They - the doctors - they reduced your Prozac?" 

"Yeah Like, I took a bunch of pills, see In August They gave me 

Prozac Afterwards, like in the hospital, they gave me Prozac " I'm 

stunned and briefly silenced at this, my head down and eyes focussed 

somewhere m her lap Her voice 1s steady and largely without expression 

as she continues " I took a bunch of pills, see, Ms H Like, I took 

everything I could get my hands on They took me to hospital and pumped 

my stomach I was there two weeks and that' s when I got the Prozac In 

August " 

"Jesus, Lynn You were in hospital I never knew I never knew 

about the pills and the hospital and a ll " My eyes are down, and my hand, 

within her lap, now hes palm up and opened on her knee 
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"Yeah, well Like, well, I never told you Don 't worry, Ms H l'"e 

done this stuff before Like, slashed my wnsts and stuff They gave me 

Prozac, anyways The doctors did Except now I see a worker " I stirred 

and reached up to touch her long tangled hair, and proceeded to move the 

thick curls about her shoulders and randomly rearrange them She falls 

stlent for a while, but when I touch her cheek with the back of my curled 

index finger, I inadvertently prompt her sudden tears Her tears are 

profuse but oddly s ilent I attempt to stem their tide with the fingers of 

one hand, but l succeed only in red1stnbutmg them, along with streaks of 

mucous, across her cheeks Neither of us has a tissue and it seems 

unthinkable to me to break apart or move away from her at all A few 

cunous onlookers - three female students - wander by, and one hesitates 

briefly Just before us and appears to contemplate approaching us, but she 

moves on instead and Joins her two companions who are already hurrying 

on by 

I use thumb and forefinger to brush more tears and mucous across 

her cheeks, and I attempt agam to rearrange the tangled hair, as though 

such bus) rearranging were somehow a useful or constructive thmg 

"Yeah, well l might quit school, Ms H ", she offers eventually Her 

eyes are down and her thumbs have resumed their rapid rotat10n at this 

"Like, quit school and all Get a Job Like, I might get evicted and all 

Like, I need a Job, Ms H " The words I knew I needed were hard m 
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coming, but when they did arnve they spilled m rapid confusion from my 

tongue 

"Don't go, Lynn Don't leave school Not yet You need fnends 

and, I guess, someone You need - something You can ' t go You need -

someone Don't leave Don't go Not yet " She greeted this outburst with 

silence, her eyes al ready distant and slldmg from me And the words and 

the promises continued to spill from me, and I remember the sense of 

perplexity and inadequacy which overwhelmed me I remember how 

skillfully I toyed with the truth, and how stoically I managed to avoid 1t 

Truth and truthful words, that 1s Words ltke loneliness and desolation 

And rape And sU1c1de 

These words fnghten Lynn, and her fear m turn unnerves me She 

never ment10ns rape, but mstead she talks of "bad things" and " bad 

memones", and on that day, huddled on the old oak bench with me, she 

scrupulously skirted the word "sU1c1de", and mstead spoke casually of 

poppmg pills and slashmg her wn sts - as though such misadventures were 

relatively commonplace events In a young woman's life, rather than the 

tragic unfoldmg of an unfathomable matnx of human misery 

And on that day I, too, found SU1c1de one word ha rd to get my 

tongue around T he very sound of 1t - the sort of bald, undressed, and 

unpretentious quality to 1t - unnerved me Lynn, too Because on that day -

and throughout the days of the few remaining months Lynn stayed with 
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me - we both mtu1t1vely recognized and understood that some words -

bald words - are much too painful and too dangerous to be given v01ce 

Because you can't dress those words Or soften or diffuse them Rape, for 

Lynn, 1s one of those words And sU1c1de, of course, 1s the other 
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A Deadbeat Like Me 

was recently part of a ministry-funded accred1tat1on 

process I teach m a large senior secondary school with approximately 

s1xty-f1ve teaching and clencal staff servicing more than one thousand 

students I had never expenenced a school accred1tat1on before, and I was 

cunous Mostly I was curious because so many of my colleagues were so 

angry 

"Who the hell are they?" 

"Bloody mterference And we've got a Job to do meanwhile " Heads 

raised around the staffroom and nods of approval at this 

"What the hell do they know?" More nods behind suddenly lowered 

newspapers, as a murmur of agreement nppled through the staffroom 

However, a few of my colleagues were ant1c1patory and supportive Some 

sincerely be lieved m the accred1tat1o n process and thought something 

positive might eventually come of 1t And as for me - I was curious - and 

hopeful , too I thought 1t healthy for each of us to look inwards and to 

examine not only our own praxis, but to examine, too, the complex1ttes of 

the interactions within the infrastructure of our school as a whole I was 

pleased Pl eased w ith the look inwards, and pleased, too, with the 

ant1c1pated look outwards following the team's arnval 

And when the team did finally make its much maligned appearance, 

(staff had been told to spruce up classrooms and students had been 
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instructed over the P A system to practice guarded awareness during the 

v1s1t) I was even more pleased Pleased because the team paid attent10n to 

me Pleased because team members listened to me Pleased because they 

were interested (enthralled, I thought) w ith everything I had to say And 

especially pleased when they copiously recorded my views and 

suggestions One team member happily informed me that even as I spoke I 

was drafting the team's written report, and that my very words would 

shape the final document That last bit really pleased me 

So you can see I was impressed and that I was thoroughly enJoying 

myself But something happened one day - something which at first only 

unnerved and unsettled me a ltttle - but which later, in some ms1d1ous and 

inexorable way, began to cause me real discomfort and concern What 

happened 1s that Trent spoke up We were in English class one day and 

Trent decided to speak up 

"This team These guys in suits runnmg around the school Who are 

these guys anyway?" 

"They're the accred1tat10n team you've heard about T hey're domg 

their 'site' v1s1t - you know , lookmg around and asking us about our 

school, our work, our relat1onsh1ps - that sort of thmg " 

"Oh, yeah? Then how come they don't wanna talk to me?" This took 

me aback 

"Talk to you? Sure they do They'd be fascmated 1f they got a 
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chance to talk to you Especially you " This latter I added w ith honesty 

and affection, and 1f you knew T rent like I do, you'd unde rstand this 

It's important, I thmk, that you do know somethmg of T rent He's 

tall - well over six feet I'd guess - and painfully thm His pants fall m 

empty pleats from bone-slender hips, and you suspect a body hke a w ire 

coat hanger supports the soft folds of his rayon shi rts They're expens1ve­

lookmg shirts, too - bold and v1v1d and patterned - with 1mposs1bly big­

shouldered Jackets m fashionable shades of taupe and olive-brown tossed, 

with studied indiffe rence, about them He has pale, browmsh hair which 

he sltcks back and stiffens with gels and hairspray, and he has bad skm 

He's a lways scratching and squeezmg and plucking at cystic, filled-up 

pustules about his face and neck But he's vain about his appearance, 

dressing flamboyantly and with meticulous attention to deta tl , and he 

always sports two unusually large gold hoops in one ear 

Most of the other kids don't like him They tell me that he lies - hes 

about his law-breaking escapades (he's currently fighting an assaul t 

cha rge) , lies about his mcredtbly vast previous busmess and employment 

expenences, and hes, too, about his extensive acquaintance with booze, 

drugs and sex But Trent's hes (exaggerations I suspect) don't bother me 

at all Rather the tragedy of his need bothers me In class he's o utrageous 

He loves attention and his incessant chatter 1s at once funny and 

provocative He means to shock, but mostly he means to offend Hts 
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bigotry and preJud1ces appear impenetrable and are firmly rooted m both 

racial and gender d1scnmmatory assumptions He hates homosexuals and 

he refers to his dates as his bitches Hts words often prompt sadness tn me, 

and although he'll sometimes gnp my two shoulders at this with sudden 

and apparent compass10n - and maybe some apology, too - his eyes, I 

think, are pleased and proud to find and hold the sadness he knows he has 

created m my own 

You can see that he's a puzzle, at once spurning and embracing me 

And I can promise you that Enghsh classes are always ltvely when Trent 1s 

around On this day he was sitting across from me at the big blue table rn 

our room, his long frame tilted back m a chair much too small for him, 

while he s tudied me with his usual patromsmg condescension But his eyes 

had smiled when I'd said that he was fascmating 

"Oh, yeah? Well , I asked 'em The chick m the blue suit - I asked 

her" 

"Chick?" I'm unhappy at this The affront offends me personally 

somehow "Trent, that's the lady who's heading up the team She's an 

admm1strator somewhere She's a nice lady - bnght and honest, I thmk A 

nice lady, Trent" My discomfort only deltghts and further fuels him 

"Oh, yeah? Well , the chick didn 't wanna talk to me, anyways " I 

pondered on this and bnefly turned over the hkehhood of his unexpected 

claim I 1magmed him approachmg the leader of the team The chick m 
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the blue suit He'd appear at once threatenmg (1mpress1vely tall with the 

sltc ked-back hair a nd big earri ngs a nd a pustule-encrusted face thrust up 

close to her), but he'd seem temptmg - enticing even - too, as he probably 

swayed with exaggerated, confrontatio na l conceit above her and promised 

her "a good time" or "a real eye-poppmg d1scuss10n" or "a bunch a' 

deadbeats with a lo t to say " I marvelled that she could resist a n offer ltke 

that 

"You mean you asked her9 The lady m the blue suit9 You asked 1f 

you could talk with her9" 

"Yeah , sure did T old her to come dow n to our English class 

sometime Told her you've got a bunch a' deadbeats down here " He 

studies me with amusement and watches for my reaction "Nah I didn't I 

didn't say deadbeats " His eyes are surpnsmgly gentle at this, and he s its 

suddenly upright, his elbows on the table before him and his bunched fists 

somehow clumsily pushed close to mme "I didn't really say deadbeats I 

said you had a bunch a' mterestmg kids down here An' real mterestmg 

discussion I said we talk all the time " A rueful , somew hat apologetic 

smile at this, as I shifted uneasily m my seat "I said we talk m Enghsh I 

said we'd tell her lots of stuff About schoo ls and stuff About thmgs 

A bout school " 

And he would, too, I reflected, as I adjusted my position m my seat, 

still facmg him fully but with one arm c lutchmg the hard chair back now 
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He'd give her an earful I smiled at this and suddenly I wanted him to 

Give her an earful 

"Ask her again, Trent I'll ask her, too The team need to hear what 

you guys have to say " 

"Oh, yeah?" Pale, cynical eyes on me now, as he leans back again, 

the small chair wedged beneath his shoulder blades He stretches his long 

legs under the table and his toe nudges suddenly at my shoe He moves 

uneasily at this, and readjusts hts frame into a more upnght pos1t1on 

"They ain't interested m Iistenmg to kids hke me Deadbeats and that 

They wanna talk to student counctl Them real geeky kids " I'm sttll half­

turned m my small chair and my eyes are down as I play with paper and a 

pencil on the table top before me 

"They're not geeky kids, Trent I worked with student council when 

I did the pancake breakfast " I studied the yellow pencil in my hands It 

was short and blunt-ended Someone's anxious teeth had chewed and 

chipped away the yellow paint Trent watched me, his gaze unwavering 

whtle s llence enveloped us His hands were before him on the blue table 

top, and the fmgernali of one mdex finger curled and tapped, playmg 

briefly and surpnsmgly with my own outstretched fingernails "Sure they 

were told to talk to student counctl You think the admin would want 

them to talk to a deadbeat hke me?" His pale eyes remarned amused, but 

somehow they belied his tone of irony and res igned betrayal He smlied 
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and his fingernail tapped my knuckle this time 

The team never did fmd time for Trent and our English class And 

1t seemed to me he was especially eloquent all that week Eloquent about 

alienation, exclusion, and loneliness Eloquent about teachers who locked 

classroom doors in order to eliminate late arrivals, or, astomshingl) , 

teachers who proh1b1ted access 1f a student were unfortunately found with 

one foot within and one foot without the classroom threshold as the bell 

rang Eloquent about the agony of enduring a podium-style lecture when 

really you were longing to play Hak1-Sak outside m the sun But mostly 

eloquent about bemg a deadbeat and feeling unwanted 

We had a small party - a wme and cheese - at the end of that week 

to bnng the team's v1s1t to a respectable and amicable close It was hot and 

they'd opened both the door and wmdows to the staffroom to allow a 

breeze to flow through 1 arnved late and stood by the open doorway as 

the team leader began her closing remarks The chick m the blue SUit, I 

mused as I watched her Incredibly, she was weanng the blue suit that day, 

too I leaned against the door Jam and I longed to cross the crowded room 

and reach for the wine I saw displayed upon the counter top, but instead I 

remamed trapped by the collection of bnefcases and book-f11Ied bags at 

my feet, knowing with certainty that any clumsy manoeuvrmg across the 

room would bnng sudden and unwelcome attent10n my way The words of 

closure continued - polite affirmation followed by mild reprisals Fluent 
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and conspic uously inoffens ive words somehow I thought briefly of Trent 

Proba bly out there somewhere snea kmg a sly smoke and crunching the 

butt on the gravel of the school parkmg lot Maybe posturing about his 

bitches, his bigotry, his disillusionment A sense of fut1ltty to all of this 

somehow Deadbeats and dropouts and Trent m the school parking lot -

and me m the staffroom as the monotone of restrained suggestions flowed 

endlessly on The tone of the final closing comments shifted suddenly and 

predictably, peaking inevitably on a note of encouragement - even praise -

for our mult1tudrnous talents and accompltshments, and I propelled myself 

eventually and with unveiled haste for the wme upon the d istant counter 

top 

"Deadbeats ltke me gotta lot to say 'Cept there am 'I anyone out 
there that's listening " Trent S 1992 
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A Born Loser 

Marvin 1s fine-boned and darkly Onental His head 1s shaved 

fashionably bare at both back and sides, but he sports a long pony tat! on 

top, which he secures with an elastic band mto a high, popped-up lookmg 

clump He has poor eyesight and wears thick, oddly v1s1ble contact lenses, 

which often appear to slide across his eyeballs He has a way of looking at 

you directly, although he usually glances away quickly, smiling always, 

and the contacts appear to gltde around as his head turns sideways He has 

a gentle manner and 1s always softly spoken 

I liked him nght away There was somethmg vulnerable about this 

kid standing one day before me and clutching a yellow course-transfer shp 

which he held in both hands He looked down at me from across the far 

side of my desk, and his eyes were gmleless and engaging 

"I got kicked out of English But they thought I could fini sh 1t with 

you Except 1t wouldn't be English 11 It'd be Commumcat10ns If that's 

0 K with you " Brown, steady eyes Watching me, and wa1tmg A frank 

but somehow hesitant gaze Perhaps he ant1c1pated reJect1on Perhaps, like 

me, he hated askmg I took the yellow sltp, m1t1allmg the box where my 

name appeared, but scannmg the sltp for his name, too 

"Marvm," I said, and I smtled at him, lookmg up at htm and fmdmg 

the lens-ftlmy eyes pleased to hear his name Hts hands were on the edge 

of my desk - at least his fmgers were - and he played bnefly and 
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mterm1ttently with papers there 

"Mr Davidson kicked me out'' 

"Mr Davidson kicked you out? Wow " I sounded impressed and I 

was, too "Whal did you do - to get kicked out I mean?" 

"Oh, Mr Davidson hates me That's why he chucked me out " My 

tnterest was piqued at this, and I ant1c1pated at once a tale of confrontation 

and reJect1on 

"Mr Davidson hates you?" 

"Yeah, well He hated me nght away Like, the first time he saw 

me " This seemed unltkely - astounding even - as I studied the dark, 

slender, harmless-looking kid before me He was sltghtly butlt and had 

somewhat patchy, unusually dark Oriental skin The eyes were trusting 

and were asking something of me, and his manner was uncertain as his 

fingers messed with the papers on my desk 

"He hated you? That couldn't be " 

"Yeah Like, he did He said I was a loser He said I was a born 

loser the first day of class " 

"He said you were a loser the first day of class? He called you a 

loser?" My mcredultty was sincere, and I pushed away a sudden and 

unwelcome sadness which descended at his words 

"Yeah, well Like, when I walked into class the first day he said, 'I 

know you You're a loser"' I'd n sen at this, leavmg my seat to perch -
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half s1ttmg and half weighted on one foot - on the corner of my desk I 

was close to him - maybe too close - and he edged 1mpercept1bly back a 

little towards the wall He was turned then towards me, but one hand 

continued to play with the papers before him 

I persisted 

"He called you a loser? Right out m class?" 

"Yeah He said he knew me from a Fnday homeroom one time 

When he'd seen me there And he said he knew nght away I was a loser 11 

I reflected bnefly on the man I knew as Bill Davidson Acerbic and cruel 

and bnlhant Tall, with a heavy frame, he has dark, close-cropped ha1r 

and a clipped, somewhat patchy-looking beard, liberally streaked with 

grey Hts voice 1s cnsp and his speech 1s always spare but fluent He 

occas1onally corrects vocabulary m1susage m others, apparently fmdmg 

such errors sloppy and 1rntatmg m educated colleagues He 1s not without 

humour, however, although his laughter 1s usually provoked by evident 

rnsmcenty or conceit rn others 

I sense that he likes me, but I'm a little afraid of him Hts tongue 1s 

bitter and astute, and his height somehow threatens and overwhelms me as 

we stand at the staffroom smk together, rinsing our coffee cups and 

exchangmg tnvialtt1es He's patnarchal and cynical, and his eyes on mme 

are amused and pleased to find submission and maybe some anxiety m my 

own 
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That's probably what he ltkes about me, I'm thmkmg, as I watch 

Marvm reach agam for the papers on my desk We fall s ilent, the two of 

us, and Marvm messes with the papers and I study the dates and numbers 

and mk squiggles on the yellow transfer s ltp I'm still holdmg I proffer 

the sltp and soft , brown-filmy eyes meet mine He stirs and his eyes hold 

mme briefly 

"That day The first day m Engltsh class I turned around to get a 

pencil A pen or somethmg To borrow one And he said, 'Stop lookmg 

around for approval "' I'm without a response to this, and I'm saddened, 

too Bill 1s sttll standmg near me at the staffroom smk , we're still washmg 

coffee cups together, and his power and c ruelty sttll overwhelm and 

enthral and pm me there 

Marvin draws closer and I slump a bit more now, sitting rather than 

half-standmg, while still weighted on o ne foot "Yeah, well I got a pen 

anyways And I wasn't looking for approval either " Hts fmgers were 

stroking the edges of the papers on the desk before him, but he stopped 

bnefly at this and smtled at me A resigned sort of smile And I knew at 

once that I'd learn to love this skinny, vulnerable ktd with the unltkely­

looking pony tat! and the dark, fish-lens eyes 

"Yeah , well Anyways, we had to wnte this paragraph But he 

comes up and grabs mine and nps it up and throws 1t on the floor and says 

it's rubbish and I have to do another one " More gentle strokmg with his 
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fingers along the edges of the papers strewn about the desk "And he never 

even read 1t, either " 

I remember thinking about 8111 I remember thinking about him 

nght there as I sat s lumped on the desk 1 remember wanting to touch 

Marvin's hands and the s lim, dark fingers messing with my papers But 

mostly I remember thinking about Bill 

He'd told me once about his wife, Kathleen, and how she'd been 

repeatedly overlooked when seeking work as a nurses' aide He'd seemed 

angry about that And I'd seen him with his wife once, sitting in an 

aud1tonum somewhere, his grey metal chair Jammed-up close to hers 

And I remembered she'd looked tmy and compact and dark, and he'd sat 

large and sour and very close to her 

And I remembered the day he'd told me there was no time ever to 

talk, chatter, gah for God's sake with students m class, as there was only 

one Goddamn day to cover the entire Goddamn Renaissance for God's 

sake m Western C1v I thought about these thmgs and I thought about the 

anger and sadness balled-up tight within him And Marvin's brown eyes 

found mme again Compassionate, gentle eyes I thought 

I'm still afraid of Bill He still stands at the smk, patnarchal and 

sarcastic, with an acid smile for me And I still have Marvm With me 

every day and next year, too A skmny, sober, thoughtful kind of kid Sad, 

too I'm somehow s ure of that It's a wise, forgiving sort of sadness 
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though, and one which, for Marvin, yields a vast, although resigned , 

understanding of life's many confounding and inexplicable injustices 

We none of us ever stops measunng, assessing and evaluating our 

world and our expenence of 1t We take the measure of each other every 

moment of every day of our lives Being alive means bemg an evaluator -

of ourselves, and others, too But I reflect that teachers often do more 

than merely evaluate student progress Teachers sometimes Judge the 

bemg w1thm The very stuff, the very essence, of another 

Like the stuff of Marvm Skmny and vulnerable and chucked out of 

English class Standmg there with the yellow transfer s lip which I'd finally 

placed within his hands Brown eyes and sl1dmg contacts and a hesitant 

smile And I reflected for a while, as he stood there, on this On life and 

losers and BIil and his pam 
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I sat propped up in bed that night - two pillows bunched at my back 

for support - and a second bedspread folded at my feet I was watching 

T V while simultaneously thumbmg through the pages of a magazine It 

was late June and school was almost out The tnumphs and struggles of the 

academic year had drawn to a close, examination papers had been 

corrected and scored, and marks-gathenng forms had been returned to 

our office clerk-typist T he only concerns left to fuss about were the 

mevitable gift-giving and speech-making ceremonies (which we always 

felt obliged to inflict upon those poor unfortunates who were leavmg us) 

and the end-of-year staff barbecue and golf tournament L1f e looked 

pretty good I relaxed against the pillows and nudged the second bedspread 

a little closer with my nght foot My daughter, Rebecca, suddenly 

appeared at my door 

S he's a sturdy, blonde fifteen-year-old, often given to the 

unreasonable tirades of the unpredictable adolescent, but given, too, to a 

certain empathic passion for the h ves and circumstances of others And 

tonight she had somethmg mteresting to share with me She crawled on 

my bed, nudgmg me firmly aside so that we may both more equitably 
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share the two pillows at my back 

"Look, Mom Bruce's annual You should read this stuff" I feigned 

mterest 

"Mm mm Looks good" 

"No, Mom Read 1t You should see this Do you wanna read 1t?" 

TV gunshots and sudden screammg momentanly drowned my reply 

"Yeah Looks good " Reachmg absently for the annual "Bruce's, 

huh?" But something arrests my attention "An annual? Like an end-of­

year annual? This 1s Bruce's annual?" 

"Yeah " Proudly "Read 1t, Mom It's really mterestmg You should 

read this stuff" I took the thick wad of roughly stapled pages from her I 

turned 1t over and thumbed rapidly through 1t An annual? Couldn 't be 

No hard-back No glossy pages or colour pnnts No ads No profess10nal 

pnntmg JOb Done on a school photo-cop1er? An annual ? 

"You sure this 1s an annual? I mean, 1t doesn't look hke an annual ", 

I offer susp1c10usly , although I'm al ready begmnmg to understand 

And 1t was, indeed, an a nnua l - the product of a local alternative 

school - a well-establtshed refuge for the unwanted and dispossessed 

w1thm our system Street kids Alcoholics And drug addicts 

Rebecca was thnlled with this clumsy, soft-covered , non-gloss) 

product And she had good reason to be It made for some pretty 

mterestmg readmg 
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"The lonelme,·s LS hard to live WLth 

Depresswn LS only the .first step of death 

You always wish they'll come back 

But they really can't come back 

There are several stages of death, but death is everywhere 

So we all have to accept ti before your heart dies mstde 

Teresa 

"Pretty heavy stuff Yo u know these kids?" I ask, my interest 

piqued, although susp1c1on and sudden doubt assatled me, too "Fnends of 

yours?" 

"Well, yeah Jason, he's a skater And Cindi, she's from downtown 

Yeah well, I guess I know her from downtown And Bruce - you know 

Bruce, Mom " I remembered Bruce, vaguely He'd once sat on the brown 

velvet sofa m our downstairs den, while I'd stood briefly nearby and 

attempted to engage him m friendly and reassuring chit-chat I remember 

that I appeared to terrify him, and that he had remained silent I'd 

hastened somewhat clumsily then to escape Rebecca claims that he's made 

a number of suicide attempts She says he once watched his best fnend 

commit su1c1de - a few years ago - m some other city, a small place, 

somewhere up north 

All of this I'd heard before, but the images return suddenly -

unwelcome and unsettlmg images T V voices and more rapid gunfire 
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suddenly invade my thoughts 

"Turn the TV off," I say, and Rebecca looks pleased at this I 

thumb pages backwards, hngenng randomly over smudgy, oval-shaped 

reproductions of students' photographs The pictures are blurred and ink­

blackened, and each face 1s imbued with somethmg ugly and oddly 

threatening I reflect wryly on the numerous glossy, coloured photo 

reproduct10ns resplendent that year in my own senior high school 's annual 

- pages and pages of tanned or rosy faces, each proudly pmsed above the 

squared-off shoulder pads of an academic gown ( deep royal emblazoned 

with gold) - the guys graspmg phony, leather-bound tomes to their chests, 

and the girls clutching blossoms of red roses beneath their chins Even the 

caps ("mortar boards" I thmk) were set Jaunttly, a lmost cheekily, atop 

those robust young faces, and each blue-clad figure was tastefully p01sed at 

a careful angle to the camera, while each glowing face was cleverly turned 

more directly towards 1t 

But back to the smudge-blackened faces in my hands that night - and 

the words "My Phtlosophy" beneath each darkly md1stinct prmt 

"Shlf happens " Kurt 

"Life goes on " Stacy 

"You ilve, you d1e " Ben and Dave 

"Lt/e's a blfch and then you dLe " Tammy 

"Don't thmk about LI Just get through lf " Erm 
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"Klil 'em all l et God sort 'em " Philippe 

"Kill 'em all? My God Pretty heavy stuff, Rebecca " My daughter 

1s pleased at this She has my attent10n and she knows 1t She knows, too, 

with the unfaltering wisdom of the very young, that the pages of this 

book, which she has cleverly put before me, are powerful and authentic 

and filled with pam And I'm at once enthralled and aghast 

"life zs like a bowl of soup So hold your nose and take tt one szp at 

flme " Christy 

"No money No life II Ovzdw 

"Get baked and be happy " Shawn 

"Don't think Drink " Merlin 

"My phliosophy? Smoke lf all " Zack 

"My God " Outraged increduli ty and some righteous head-shaking 

"These kids do a lot of dope?" My daughter shifts a little uneasily at this 

and turns to readjust the two pillows behind us 

"Yeah, well Yeah, I guess so " More pillow adjusting and some 

nervous laughter 

"If you can't sell Lt, leave Lt be 11 Steven 

"We're here for a good flme, not a long flme II Shawn 

"life stinks II Jake 

"life sucks II lzsa 

11 You lzve, you dze, you lte, you cry II Tom 
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"Revenge rules and what comes around goes around " 

NtgeL 

"My God Life stmks? These kids really believe this stuff?" 

D1sbehef and confusion and sadness Rebecca, too, 1s momentanly assatled 

by the ahenat1on and mh1hsm of the words before us She draws her knees 

upwards and angles them towards me, nudgmg closer, but distanced 

somehow by the silence between us We contmue JOtntly to clutch the 

stapled wad within our laps, a world of unshared and little understood 

adolescent 1so lat1on stretchmg between us Re becca sta rts, returning 

suddenly from some place of unsetthng memones 

"There's Phil And Ryan Oh, my God, Lmdsay " Hoots of 

unexpected laughter as she draws my attent10n once agam to the text 

before us 

"Deal wllh stress wtth a machete " Lindsay 

"Drmk, get drunk, and faLL down " Bruce and Kurt 

Rebecca loved these last two And some really were rather funny 

Rebecca's stifled giggles mev1tably seduced me "What about this gem?" I 

asked, a shnek of hystena suddenly escapmg me 

"He who stands on tollet seat htgh on pot II Chn~ 

We clutched the text m dehghted convuls10ns at this But readmg on, we 

were puzzled and soon sobered 

"Sex Ls bad " Ray 
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"Sex 1s bad9 " I ask Rebecca qutzz1cally She regards me wanly, her 

eyes searchmg mine for the hidden agendas I shrug, implying a sort of 

phtlosophtcal bewilderment, and we move on to safer turf 

"Be mellow and hang wllh your brothers " Ryan 

"Whatever happens, happens " Todd 

"LLve one day at a flme " Cohn 

"To llve LS to die " Jason 

"Know thyself" Amtan 

A certain resigned wisdom here I was really starting to hke these 

kids Meanwhile, my own sturdy, wise child nestled closer Her long, thick 

blonde hatr brushed my cheek, as she wrestled the pillows from me Know 

thyself, I mused Know thyself I wondered, then, about the teachers who 

had put this powerful and poetic collect1on together - and I wondered, too, 

about the absolute and unJudgmg honesty with w hich 1t was presented - an 

honesty which was itself somehow a bitter md1ctment of the very world 

which spawned 1t 

I reflected suddenly on the ngours and climate of my own semor 

high school, and I pondered mev1tably on the anomaly of my own pos1t1on 

there - resource room teacher for the unwanted, the fatlures, and the 

under-achievers - w1thm an mst1tut1on h1stoncally devoted to promoting 

the academic potential of its predommantly white, upper and middle-class 

chentele Ours 1s an exclusive society We value our u01vers1ty-bound 
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honours s tudents We're proud of thelf hentage - a worthy history 

engraved yearly rn heavy black pnnt on varnished wooden shie lds 

Decades of honour rolls gracing the walls of our gymnastum Supervising 

a scholars ht p exam recently, I scrutinised those plaques The ticking 

stlence and mounting boredom prompted my interest I guess I hoped that 

some fam1har name would leap out to amuse and interest me And indeed 

there were many names But the foohsh and wayward were not among 

them 

Honour roll hsts appear also in our annual, as you may well imagine 

they might But you may well imagine, too, that our annual ts vastly 

different in both appearance and intent from the shabby but powerful 

book which Rebecca and I had examined that night Our kids can't say 

"shit", or talk about dying, or promote 1ll1c1t drugs m the respectable 

pages of our pubhcat1on, funded as 1t 1s by local business inte rests, and 

widely d1stnbuted as 1t 1s throughout upper-class suburbia 

Street kids and dope addicts have no place m respectable society, 

you might well say - and no place m respectable schools - or respectable 

annuals for that matter So what 1f a few street kids hang out on 

Government Street and do dope m dark and unseen places? So what 1f a 

few thirteen-year-old prostitutes support their habits with a few cheap 

tncks each night? So what? So keep them out of suburbia And out of 

suburban schools Please 
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Know thyself, Amian said Society 1s cradled and nounshed w1thm 

our schools Schools are our past, they are our present and they are all the 

future that we will ever have Exclusion and the maintenance of ng1dly 

enforced economic class structures belie the very democracy we purport 

to promote throughout our pedagogical practices Ethics ts a component of 

our w1dely-accla1med grade twelve law studies, but ethics were somehow 

tossed aside tn the exclusive practices found tn current pedagogical 

systems today Programme funding and capital cost budgetmg rarely 

favour alternative school systems Street kids and Junkies aren't worth 1t 

But I heard the voice of those street kids and Junkies that night And 

thetr black poetry was f illed with pam 

Yes, I know you well 

I've seen thls house 

The dust has filled the cracks of years 

And I search for words that must exist 

To my that you mean nothmg to me 

And I clench my fist 

Agamst your hands 

And I know that I am weepmg 

Knstal 

But there were other voices m this book, too Vulnerable voices of 

fragile hope Cmdi has such a voice. May her voice, m this story, speak to 
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you with all the passton and poetry with which she spoke, that mght, to 

me 

In my fifteenth through seventeenth years I lived mamly 

on the streets Unable to get a .1ob through my lack of educatwn 

and work experience, I began doing drugs and supporting 

myself through illegal and deprecating means 

I must tell you that one and a ha(/ years ago I was on the 

streets, and now I am m !ichool and I am a publtshed poet There 

are many others ltke me on the streets today 

Please, don't shut us out 

Know thyself, Amian said Know thyself and know thy deepest 

heart And know, too, 1f your heart or your doors are closed 
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It was early September when Dana walked into my ltfe He was 

seventeen and he looked like trouble at first He was unusually tall - well 

over six feet - and painfully thin An oversized T shirt hung about his 

sha rp colla r bones and shoulde r blades, and his long, shoulder-length 

brown hair largely obscured his caut10us and evasive eyes He was part of 

a repeat English 10 class I had that year 

He always made the other kids laugh They loved his d1srupt1ve 

behaviours - late arrivals with his walk-man blasting, constant tapping and 

banging and thumping in class, or sudden head-flopping and snoring 

routines whenever things seemed too settled or uneventful for him Mostly 

kids hoped that something confrontational and exciting might explode as 

unw1ttmg teachers encountered this remarkable and und1sc1phned student 

But 1t turned out that, for me at leas t, he was never much trouble at 

all The other ktds knew at once that I loved him, and they watched me, 

throughout the long ensuing months of fall , nurture this unruly and 

unresponsive weed The group was small - sixteen of us in all - and I 

usually left the lonely enclave of my teacher's desk to JOtn my students as 

they ctrcled the two large blue and yellow tables we'd hasttly thrust 
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together I'd sit next to Dana because 1t always worked better that way 

When he'd sta rt tapping and banging and shaking (we'd be reading poetr)) 

I'd reach out w ith only the smallest movement and touch his shirt sleeve 

He'd quit the thumping and rattling for a bit then And when hts head 

flopped defiantly into his folded arms on the table-top (we'd be discussing 

an essay topic or a story theme) I'd reach out gently and brush his 

shoulder, and he'd s it up for a while then, and a small npple of laughter 

would briefly unite us all before we began again 

He never once completed a wntten homework assignment for me, 

although occas1onally he tossed off a few hurried, empty Imes in class 

And he never part1c1pated m d1scuss1on, although m hts own uniquely 

tragic and clumsy way he sought our attention each time hts head flopped 

defiantly onto hts bare forearm, long hair spread-eagled on the bnght blue 

or yellow table to p And he'd watt then for my gentle, sleeping-beauty 

touch to signal his return to us I think he listened to us, though How 

could he not? The kids talked of drugs and alcohol and sex And often -

depress10n and loneliness, too How could he not be ltstenmg to us? 

But tf he never spoke or wrote for me, nor did he for any other He 

was fa1lmg - miserably Hts teachers hated him He was silent -

mart1culate, uncommumcat1ve, and unreachable He arnved late, 1f at all , 

and always without pen or paper And he was rude - rude m chtldtsh , 

unsoph1st1cated and unexpected ways In Socials 10 he rested his head on 
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his chair back and snored aud1 bly, thereby at once ensuring his teacher's 

explosive fury and his own mev1table removal from the classroom The 

students loved 1t (Dictation and B C's coastal rainfall patterns had fatled 

to captivate them, but Dana's snores were, in contrast, almost mspmng ) 

But his math teacher hated him most She sent him down one day, 

along with two other unruly and uncooperative classmates, to work with 

me in my resource room setting I was often the recipient of the more 

defiant and incorng1ble students among our otherwise well-d1sc1plmed 

ranks It transpired, however, that Dana had no problem with this math 

"You can do this stuff You know this stuff So how come you fatled 

Math 1 Q?" I ask, curious and somehow displeased 

"Missed the exam Turned up at the wrong time " 

"You missed the exam? You m1Hed 1(1 But wouldn't the teachers 

have given you another chance?" Smiles from Dana at this fooli sh thought 

I persist, indignant and genuinely puzzled "But did you talk to the 

teachers'7 And how come you missed the exam, anyway?" 

"I met the other kids walking back from school They were walking 

back the other way That's how I knew I had the time wrong It was the 

morning - not the afternoon I thought 1t was m the afternoon The math 

exam, I mean " 

"And they wouldn't give you a second chance?" More wry smtles 

He perceives an innocence in my uninformed questions, and he regards me 
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now w ith amusement and some incredultty 

"Yo u k1ddmg9 They hated me the re 11 It was then that I suggested 

challengmg the Math 10 course This notion pleased him 

"You mean take the exam now? Yeah Sure Can J9" We needed two 

off1c1al rubbe r stamps - from the pnnc1pal and the head of the math 

department - and having acquired both with surpnsmgly little opposition, 

we then a pproached Dana's math teacher I hadn't forgotten that she hated 

him, and that undoubtedly she had good reason to I imagined that 

persistent thumpmg, bangmg, shakmg, and tappmg might upset her, but I 

was pretty certam that audible snoring or head-floppmg might mfunate 

her And she was funous, too Furious that Dana might challenge Math 

10, but outraged, and perhaps fearful, that he might prove successful 

We'd all agreed to an examrnat10n of some length and considerable 

difficulty, m order that Dana might thereby convmcmgly demonstrate his 

skills, and that having done so, he might set about at once using class­

release time more profitably for other studies And 1t was agreed, too, that 

his math teacher should prepare his exammat1on 

But the exam was a long time in commg Long enough that Its 

arnval heralded only one remaining week before the semester and regular 

course completion drew to con cl us1on L1f e ts indeed a cu n ous and 

troubling affair A nd hfe has its ironies with w hich to torment and to test 

us Dana eventually benefited not a whit from class release time - well , 
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0 K , four days - but he was assailed, nevertheless, with an examination of 

considerably greater length and complexity than that which his classmates 

faced only one week late r And I raged inwardly, w htle Dana o nly 

shrugged - the resigned and wise shrug of someone who has been there 

before 

The truth 1s, Dana didn't care that much at all He didn't appear to 

care much about anythmg really I knew he smoked a lot of dope And I 

knew he wanted me to know , tn a cunous, sly sort of way T here were 

a lways those covert mnuendoes and anomalous hmts, and that half­

whispered double-talk he'd engage m whenever I was around Was he 

testmg me? Teasing me9 Wantmg something from me? T he eyes were 

amused but wary behmd the thick, long brown hair, and the sidelong 

glances weighed and watched me always 

In some ways he was a loner, although the other kids seemed to ltke 

him well enough Gtrls li ked him, but he rarely responded to thetr 

attentions with any mterest or enthusiasm He was shy and mart1culate and 

given to sudden and unexpected disappearances The other kids said he was 

good w ith small children, and that he was kind and remarkably gentle with 

the two-year-old he often baby-sat But he remained aloof and 

disconnected from most of us 

Hts school records were a revelat10n A successful and perhaps even 

gifted student throughout his elementa ry and Junior-secondary years, 1t 
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seemed that somewhere around grade nme he had suddenly fallen off a 

proverbial cliff A total and abJect record of failure had plagued both his 

remaining grade nme and his two grade ten semesters I wondered why 

this was so And I knew that I needed to ask him 

But we had no pnvate place to meet and talk, Dana and I My room 

was always teeming with kids and the incessant chatter which came with 

them So we sat on the bench outside my classroom For me this bench 1s a 

pecuharly intimate place - an oasis at once strangely pnvate but quite 

public, set unaccountably amid the crowded and uncanng melee which 

throngs the school's mam hallway A worn and scarred old seat, veneered 

and glossy-hard, but safe somehow, and inviting, too This 1s where we sat 

and talked 

He never looked at me directly His eyes, cautious and troubled, 

remained hidden behind the thick, brown hair I knew he might take off at 

any moment He shifted uneastly on the hard seat and carefully avoided 

touching me 

"Dana, I know things are hard for you sometimes I mean dope, 

drugs, stuff, you know I mean it's OK I mean, no, it's not O K I mean 

it's O K to talk To me, I mean " All this without eye-contact and without 

touching 

"Yeah, I screwed up I know this I'm a screw-up I guess " 

"So how come you screwed up m grade nme? I mean -you're not a 
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screw-up Not to me you're not A screw-up, I mean But what happened 

m grade nine? Something happened m grade nine" He studies me for a 

moment with perplexed interest 

"Nothing happened in grade nine I screwed up, that's all " 

"But you went from good grades to straight D 's and E's Right 

across the board " 

"Yeah Well My s tep-dad buggered off in grade nine " This 

astounding statement momentanly s ilenced me Most guys his age hated 

their step-dads 

"Oh You really ltked your step-dad I guess? I mean you hated when 

he left " Inexplicably, we seemed to have drawn a little closer Hts left leg 

was shaking uncontrollably, but that wasn't unusual for Dana, and his left 

hand, big and strangely darkly-red, lay curled ha lf open on his trembling 

knee 

"Yeah, he was O K I guess My mom, she liked him He told me 

one night He gave me a beer and told me he was leaving Gave me a beer 

outside and everything " I was clutching his left forearm now I squeezed, 

1mplyrng s hared pain, and he recognised my sq ueeze and drew 

1mpercept1bly closer 

"Yeah, well My mom, she's gonna throw me out She says I've 

gotta go live with my dad My real dad that buggered off when I was four 

Not my step-dad, my real dad m Pnnce George " We'd abandoned the 
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space between us now I alternately clutched his left forearm or grasped 

the hand on hts knee 

"My mom, she says I gotta clean up Like, do good m school, or get 

a Job My dad, my real dad in Pnnce George, he's married now He's got 

kids " The hallway before us 1s s uddenly crowded as kids spill 

unexpectedly from behind closed classroom doors, but the mdtfferent 

faces m the crushing throng around us only eye us with mtld and 

somewhat distant cunos1ty 

"Do you want to stay here, Dana? I mean here, at the school?" 

"Yeah, I wanna stay " His eyes are down Mme, too We watch his 

knees continue their shaking 

"I guess your mom's nght, maybe You gotta clean up I mean clean 

up m lots of ways Do you want to stay, Dana?" 

"I wanna stay " His shoulders Jerk awkwardly and spasmodically as 

he tosses back the long, thick hair His eyes meet mme suddenly Wary, 

wanting eyes "I wanna stay Yeah I wanna stay " 

But he didn't Stay, that 1s W1thm weeks he was gone - kicked out 

by our team of four administrators Staff who knew him were delighted 

with this dec1s1on - 1t had been a long time m coming most of them 

thought - and a general consensus prevailed that fmally, thank God, the 

admm had shown some 'balls' The other kids said that he'd gone to 

Pnnce George - that very weekend - the moment that letter, or phone call, 
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or perhaps both, had arrived home from our admm1strat1ve team 

And we never heard from Dana agam Nor did we ever speak of 

him again - of ht s broken past and his uncertain future - of his tragic 

failure and our own d1sgu1sed fail ure, too He was no longer a problem 

He was gone Besides that, we had other kids, other problems, other 

failures to focus upon now And we were busy preparing to kick them out, 

too 

But I've often thought of Dana over the years which have ensued I 

remember the day that we sat on the o ld, oak bench I remember hts 

curled but open hand, palm upwards, the f ingers big and clumsy and 

curved inwards I remember his hands and hts eyes and his words and, 

perhaps, his lies I remember the crowd which suddenly thronged and 

crushed near us, the eyes of each w ithin it curious but instinctively 

distanced from any public pain 

I've thought often of the bnef coming together of Dana's life with 

mme I am a teacher and teachmg 1s fi lled w ith passion and hope But 1t 1s 

fraught, too, with confusion and some regret I operate a lways within the 

uny ielding parameters of a re lentlessly n g1d, d1sc1phned and linear 

pedagogical world , a world which can't or won't stop for the malcontents 

or the und1sc1plmed or the broken few w ithin its ranks 

I thmk we punished Dana because a d1squ1etmg sense of failure 

pervasively unsettled us, and we needed then to regain our suddenly 
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shifted sense of equtl1bnum Does he ever look back w ith regret, I 

wonder? Does he still smoke dope and take care of little kids? And does he 

still shake and rattle and tap all day? Did he find a home with his real dad? 

Did he ever find a fnend? A teacher who might love him? A belonging 

place to be? I wonder, did they want him m Pnnce George? 
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The Story of Robin and Beryl 

This 1s the story of Robin and Beryl A nd 1t 1s a story with an 

unwelcome but oddly familiar nng for me A story of hatred and 1solat1on 

and mutual betrayal 

Beryl was part native Indian, and this was unusual for a teacher of 

science in a predommantly white, upper-class suburban high school But 

let me tell you about Beryl Beryl was short and heavtly built She always 

wore her hair m a rigid crescent of tightly permed curls , and her eyes -

bright, narrow Oriental eyes - were almost entirely concealed beneath the 

unusually plump overhang of her eyelids She had strong, muscular legs 

and she often wore sturdy tennis shoes with thick, white socks Beryl was 

Robin's Chemistry 11 teacher and he hated her 

But let me tell you, too, about Robin He was tall and well-made, 

with big shoulders and a powerful , chunky frame He was eighteen years 

old and still a long way from graduatmg He spent most of his school day 

with me m the somewhat intimate safety of my resource room setting He 

smoked dope and drank beer, but he was clever and resourceful, too 

Whenever someone inadvertently locked my filing cabinet Robin could 

always force the lock for me, w1eldmg a cleverly stolen screwdriver and 

flashing me a warm and prideful smile We became friends that year, 

Robin and I 

He'd always sit alongside me at the big yellow table in our room, a 

The Story of Robin and Beryl 



101 

Socials 11 text spread open before us, but we'd often ignore the text and 

talk of other things He loved horses and dreamed of travelling abroad 

He'd smile at me often - his eyes blue, amused, but trusting - and he'd 

Jostle me with a big elbow and beg for a cigarette break And I'd always 

let him go - for sly, forbidden smokes behind the outside double doors 

beyond our classroom - and he'd always rush back in , heading 

unaccountably for the window and thrusting 1t open 

"God, but you keep 1t hot in he re" , he'd say, sucking m cold air 

from outside "It's my PM S , Ms H 11
, he'd say And his smile would be 

warm and affectionate for me from across the room , as his head turned 

towards me from over his big shoulder 

You can see that I loved him and that I thought him innocent and 

harmless and always kind So when he told me about Beryl he took me by 

surprise He was failing Chemistry 11 , and one day he talked about this 

and about Beryl 

"She's a bitch A real ugly bitch God, she's an ugly bitch God, I 

hate that ugly bitch " My two hands were spread before me on the yellow 

table-top and maybe my mouth had fallen open This from my gentle, 

beer-bellied Robin? This from the big, sturdy , sweet kid who begged for 

cigarette breaks and suffered from PM S and broke mto filing cabinets 

with stolen screwdrivers? 

"You don't mean that That doesn't sound like you, Robm II Hesitant 
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and wanting something else from him 

"Yes, I do She's a real ugly fucking bitch " I look down, 

contemplating my two hands still spread before me on the table-top My 

heart 1s stilled and I'm inexpltcably afraid somehow He draws closer then, 

cautiously but with mtent Hts arm moves behind my chair, encircling and 

enclosing me Bndging maybe the sudden distance which stretches now 

between us 

"Maybe it's because she's Indian I don 't know " He offers this 

uneasily and we both recognise dangerous and unchartered waters here 

"She's JUSt an ugly, fucking bitch, that's all " 

"I heard she was sick once - a long time ago", I say, searching his 

face and his clear, steady eyes 

"Yeah, well Maybe But we boo her Like we boo her down m 

class " I absorb this, turning 1t over slowly and with infinite care, and 

reaching, as though from some vast and impenetrable distance, for some 

meaning to hts puzzling words 

"You boo her? Like boo? L ike boo out loud m class?" Hts arm 

encircles me still He's turned towards me Intent, senous intent m the 

blue eyes now 

"Yeah, well Like we wait for her to make a mistake On the 

blackboard Like she can't do math and she gets 1t wrong Makes mistakes 

And we yell and boo and hiss Bang on desks and stuff We all do " No 
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art1f1ce, no guilt, no self-consciousness about him Steady blue eyes 

regarding me with patience, and, I thought, some tenderness, too Hts 

largeness 1s warm and envelopes me, but his words stretch long and 

Irretnevable between us, and we fall silent for a while 

And I'm p1ctunng Beryl , fat and tight-lipped and flustered - pinned 

and spread-eagled at a chalkboard - somewhere in this school , an upstairs 

hallway maybe, a classroom above me perhaps Somewhere each day in B 

block Facing the hum1ltat1on and dens1on and shame And Robin draws 

closer, knowing with certainty that I'm betrayed 

"I can't believe you'd do 1t, Robin Not you I mean, boo Boo 

someone down and everything " 

"Yeah, well I do I like 1t " Stoic, d1spass1onate words "I ltke 1t 

You gotta believe 1t I do 1t I wait for her to make a mistake and then I go 

after her " He studies me cnt1cally, but with gentle and compassionate 

eyes He wants something from me, and I want something so much more 

from him His arm encloses me still , and I'm slumped now heavily against 

1t We remain m silence A silence which at once distances but mexpltcably 

umtes us 

We never spoke of Beryl agam She'd sometimes sit near me m staff 

meetings, and I'd watch her correct papers there, busy and distant and 

inattentive to d1scuss10n around her Her head would be down - her eyes m 

proftle completely obliterated by the fatty overhang of eyelids - eyes 
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hidden, too, from my cunous stares She always seemed O K - on the 

outside But I mused often on some pnvate place within her heart A place 

of memones and pain 

And as for Robin - he's gone now He never graduated he left and 

works now in a ski resort somewhere But we were close, the two of us, m 

the months that he remained with me And we'd often find the filing 

cabinet inexplicably locked, and Robm never failed then to please me w ith 

his strength and ingenuity - wielding always a cleverly acqmred stolen 

screwdnver - while embracmg me, too, with his qutck and affectionate 

smile Of course he failed Chemistry 11 , but I never asked Beryl about 

him I never asked Beryl about Beryl Not ever Not once And nor could 

I ask her now 
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Who Are You, Anyway, Henry? 

Lana 1s seventeen years old She's tall and slender, w 1th pale, pretty 

eyes behind an unruly frame of perm-crinkly hair which falls often about 

her brow and neck She laughs a lot and has an oddly h1gh-p1tched, 

scratchy sort of voice She's a boys' basketball groupie and she dogs the 

beleaguered team at every game She's harmless and fun-loving and 

without guile Basically a mce kid, you'd say 

So 1t took me by surprise the day she appeared at my desk in my 

c lassroom, pulled up a chatr close to me, a nd without preamble or 

warning, burst mto sudden, stifled tears T he room got quiet at once as 

idle c hatter around us abruptly ceased Kids working m scattered groups 

nearby were curious and studied us with s ly and speculative, although not 

unkind, interest I touched her knee and brushed mascara-black tears from 

under her eyes 

"What's wrong, Lana? Can you tell me? Tell me what's wrong?" 

She stems the flow of tears with the heels of both hands and sits suddenly 

upright and resolute 

"Mr Ekstrom JUSt told me to cancel my grad dress He said I won't 

be needing one He said I might as well forget 1t 'Cos I'm gonna fail 

Consumer Ed 12 " She straighte ns further at this and places her hands, 

flat and palms down, m her lap "An' it's already half made," she adds, 

flexing and tensing her fingers, and scrutm1smg, w ith apparently puzzled 
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intensity, the backs of her hands 

"Forget what? Your grad dress? What for?" Incredulity and a hint 

of sudden anger softening my voice 

"He JUSt said forget 1t I stood m the doorway an' he said I wouldn't 

be needing a dress 'Cos I'm not gonna graduate " More tears An 

abandoned, noisy flurry this time, while I sit rn reflective s ilence and 

study the girl before me She's plucking vamly at her fmgernails through 

the blur of tears, and I offer her a batte red roll of half-used toilet paper 

which, unaccountably, has been propped on my desk for weeks She has 

the open-mouthed attention of every kid m the room, but she seems distant 

and somehow unaware of this, as she contmues absently to mop the flow 

of mucous from her nose with a wad of bunched and soggy tissue Tmy 

fragments of the white paper remam glued to the skm under her eyes She 

shrugs and s ighs, 1mplymg sudden resignation, I thmk 

"I asked him JUSt now - JUSt now before break I asked him tf there 

was any way I could bnng my percentage up 'Cos I'm standmg at forty­

three percent An' he said no No way Nothmg An' that I wouldn't be 

needing a dress a nd everythmg So I went to Family Man an' I started 

crymg an' Mrs Miller said I could come down an' see you, 'cos I asked 

her " We all sit in puzzled silence at this 

"Family Man?" I manage eventually "That was your next class?" 

"Yeah But I couldn't stay 'Cos I was crymg so much " I sat a nd 
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thought of a ll the things I might ask her, but I was a lready certain of her 

answers before I'd posed my first question 

"Did you offer to wnte an essay? Do an extra assignment? Did you 

say you'd do some research maybe? Something extra?" 

"Yeah But he said no We don't do assignments and stuff We JUSt 

wnte tests " 

"Yo u JUSt wnte tests? That's all you do? Just wnte tests?" 

"Yeah An' I've fatled them all I can't do tests, Ms H You know 

that We have a test on the chapters every Fnday On all the chapters But 

I can't remember all that stuff All the laws and everything Even when 

Kareem helped me study an' we made index cards an' everything, I sttll 

only got eight out of twenty-five " Her eyes are puffed and bloodshot, and 

her gaze has settled briefly upon some distant and unfocussed spot upon 

the wall "So I guess 1 won't be needing a grad dress after all And 1t1s 

almost fm1 shed, too " We sit in silence for a while at this, while Lana 

alternately plucks at the fingernatls in her lap and then raises her eyes to 

stare agam at some distant spot upon the wall behmd me 

"Li ke 1t1s a lmost finished and 1t1s taffeta an' all," she offers 

suddenly "My mom sewed my sister's grad dress, too But mme took ages 

'cos It's got bones m the top Like m the top - up here " Her hands travel 

briefly across her breasts and her nb-cage beneath them, but soon return 

to rest flat and palms down, but ltmp this time, m the cradle of her knees 

Who Are You, Anyway, Henry? 



109 

which she has thrust close to mme 

I knew she was m no pos1t10n to f ight back Her youth, her gender, 

and the h1stonc culture within which her educational expenences have 

been spawned constrain and silence her She's subservient, d1senfranch1sed 

and mev1tably governed by both her own ignorance and the ng1dity of an 

inherently rule-bound hierarchy of students and faculty which perpetuates 

that ignorance 

She'd said the dress was taffeta "Fuchsia," she added "And 1t 

cnnkles and rustles and 1t feels funny, too 11 I thought she'd cry agam at 

th is, but her gaze remamed fixed on the wall beyond her, and tt was I, 

mstead, who fought to control a sudden rush of tears 

Part 2: 

Henry teaches Marketing and Consumer Ed 12 But you'd have to 

know Henry to believe that he'd tell someone to forget about her grad 

dress And JUSt weeks before graduatmg, too And you'd have to know 

him to believe that he'd evaluate student progress sole ly on the basis of 

accumulated test scores 

Not that I can lay claim to knowmg Henry really Others do Men, 

mostly Because Henry favours, I thmk, the society of men He's taught at 

our school for well over twenty years now , but I imagme he's adjusted 

little, if at all , to the many and remarkable changes he must have witnessed 
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unfolding about him dunng those lengthy and vaned years 

He's tall and he stands up straight He was once an officer m the 

m1!ttary, they say, and one day, I remember, he wore an officer's uniform 

to school A dark, greenish uniform I reca ll , resplendent with brass 

buttons upon the epaulets and pockets and down the front closure, and 

with a hard, stiff-peaked cap to top 1t all off 

Hts hair 1s dark, although it's streaked grey about hts temples and 

brow, and hts eyebrows are unusually thick and coarse, and sprout long, 

curly white bristles which move about when he talks He's mt1m1datmg, 

too He's at once funny and outspoken and irreverent, but he's cruel and 

sharp-tongued, too, with both students and colleagues alike 1f 1t pleases 

him And 1t often does please him Because Henry 1s bad-tempered 

Almost always bad-tempered 

And how Lana must ignite and fuel that temper, I reflected that day, 

as she bumped her chair across the linoleum towards me and moved 

closer, her knees nestled firmly then agamst my own I tilted my head 

down towards my shoulder, and scrunched my lips up tight whtle raising 

my eyebrows somewhat as I studied her that day, imparting, I hoped, a 

look of warm compassion and tangible affection Because I was certain 

that Henry imparted neither 

Shnll and unreliable and not too bright That's what Henry would 

say of her I was somehow sure of that And Lana, I suspected, was sure 
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of 1t, too 

Part 3: 

June and grad dresses Soon here and soon gone And the grad 

dresses which bloomed and blossomed that summer were displayed, as 

always, but bnefly and forgotten at once But in this case one finely-boned 

and crinkly taffeta dress was unhappily discarded before it was forgotten 

And September was suddenly here The days still Indian-summer 

hot, and the sun s lanted lower and diffused softer now through the 

classroom windows behind me Today I'm sitting in the school cafeteria -

a vast and uninviting place - scattered as always about its perimeter with 

surpnsingly few tables, and hned along one wall with a row of glass­

fronted vending machines But today its usually yawning space 1s thick 

with pushing, disorganised throngs, as staff and students alike mingle and 

crush and chatter We're registering new students, but inevitably and 

unwillingly, we find ourselves rewntmg the timetables of those who are 

returning, too But I'm enJoying what might otherwise prove to be a 

stressful occasion, as happily, I find myself assigned to Station Six, where 

all that 1s expected of me 1s a smile and a scnbbled m1t1al on completed 

course forms 

And that's JUSt what I'm doing - reaching with outstretched hands 

and with my face turned up and smiling - and proffenng two yellow 
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carbon-copied course forms to a young woman before me She's smtlmg 

down at me, her eyes bnght and unusually black I notice, and her hair 1s 

wild and bushy and dark about her neck and shoulders But my eyes are 

drawn suddenly beyond her shoulders Beyond them, where the fast food 

vending machines line the wall behind her What I saw there astounded 

me No, 1t stunned me more hke 

It's Jody Blond, solid, bouncing Jody - a returning student w ho 

plans to graduate in January But she's touching - reaching up balanced on 

her toes - and touch.mg He nry's eyebrows She's standing before Henr) 

near the slot machines, Jostled and thronged by the apparently indifferent 

crowds which surround her, and she's smoothing and, yes, strokzng his 

eyebrows No - she's ltckmg her fingers and us ing saliva a nd spittle to 

shape and define them I think my mouth dropped all the way open, and I 

know my fingers fro ze about the yellow course forms which I'd 

momentanly proffe red but now clutched and retained , because I 

remember that the young woman before me was eventually forced to 

wrestle the forms from my grasp, her smile now gone and her eyes 

puzzled and perhaps not a little afraid 

Not that I cared Because I'm watching Jody who's f1 xmg Henry's 

tie now She's up and on her toes again and she's adJustmg and shovmg the 

knot around at his throat He appeared bnefly , I thought, to contemplate 

escape I saw that he started back slightly, and that his two hands rose 
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momentanly, although only fractionally, at his sides But he probably 

figured, I thought, with that mtu1t1ve instinct which 1s borne of unexpected 

public exposure, that a mere shove to his tte was nothing compared with 

spittle-slick eyebrow stroking 

And I stared on Transfixed a nd dumbfounded But I learned 

something from those few bnef and astomshmg moments on that warm 

September day I learned that I knew nothing of Henry Except, perhaps, 

that his shell was as penetrable and as fragile as my own 

And I've thought often of Henry smce that day Henry with his acid 

and bitter-sharp tongue Touched bnefly and irrepressibly by a plump and 

freckled kid And a female, too L1ckmg her fmgers and smoothing the 

recalcitrant white whiskers which sprout o n his brow Touchmg the 

already neat knot m his dark, college-stnped neck-tie, and smtlmg up 

guilelessly mto the fnghtened and startled eyes which he turned down to 

meet hers 

Reaching thoughtlessly and Joyfully beyond the separation of age 

and sex Reaching where my heart and fingers are much too afraid to 

venture Because ltke Lana, I'm afraid of Henry Afraid and always 

distanced from him Distanced by his cruelty, his wit, and his bushy, 

whiskered brows But distanced most of all, perhaps, by his stubborn 

disregard for boned and cnnkly taffeta gowns 

Who Are You, Anyway, Henry? 
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Janice: Vignettes 

Part 1: 

Janice was eighteen w hen she arrived Short and almost skmny, she 

had long, uneven hair which hung always about her face and neck and 

obscured he r eyes, while sh1eldmg her, too, from the intrusive eyes of 

others She'd often adjust the pale strands, m order that she might at least 

see somethmg of the world before her, and thereby perhaps avoid those 

unexpected table and chair legs which appeared so frequently to trap her 

unwary feet 

It was amazmg that Jamee ever found her way to my classroom at 

all Certamly the school didn't want her and said so 

"She dropped out m grade eight for God's mke Who's gonna get 

her through her grade ten essenflaLs? Get nd of her now She's someone 

else's problem l et SJ take her on She doesn 't belong here and you 

know that You wanna make L~fe harder fo r us? That Lf? Who'.\ gonna take 

her on anyway? You?" 

But Jamee stayed Agamst all odds, this shy and skinny kid stayed 

She was hard to get to know She rarely spoke, and when she did, she 

expressed cymc1sm and distrust, and of course this distanced her from us 

She was uny1eldmgly unkmd m her appraisal of others, and she was often 

subversively cruel m her assessment of more dull-witted peers She had a 

fnend , Megan, and at lunch time I'd stand at my c lassroom w mdow and 
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watch the two of them wander off across the back fields together, each 

with a curled hand he ld down to conceal the lighted cigarette within 1t 

But 1t must have been hard for Jamee to be m o ur school - hard 

even to walk down our hallways - peopled as they were with tightly-knit, 

exclusive groups of well-off kids But she did walk those hal lways -

although always tn a sort of snotty, defiant way - and always with Megan 

tn tow 

She never part1c1pated in school social events, and as far as I know, 

she never had a date with a guy from the school She once had a perm and 

pulled her hair back JUSt the tiniest fraction from her face, and a school 

counsellor and myself rushed at once mto ecstasies of false assumptions 

" There'.\ a change Don't you think? The hair - 1t's s,gn{ficant 

perhaps?" 

"Absolutely You've made some headway I'm sure of ti She's 

learning to trust- reach out - you know " 

Together we purchased Jan an eight dolla r ticket to a school dance 

She was broke but had bnefly mentioned Fnday's dance But she wisely 

thwarted us and ignored the school dance, no doubt spending Fnday night 

tn more socially equitable circumstances 

It's not that we didn't make progress Jan completed three basic 

grade ten courses, and dunng her second semester with me she even 

acquired a few grade 11 credits But she talked often of quitting Although 
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evasive and secretive about her ltfe outside the school, she occasionally 

revealed details of a home ltfe bereft of order, and apparently rooted 

firmly in abuse or neglect borne of poverty and long-term parental 

alcoholtsm 

She'd left school three years ago to earn five dollars an hour 

packing shelves at K Mart, and when she eventually returned to the 

mst1tut1onaltsed and md1fferent climate of senior-high school, she felt 

threatened and inadequate I was somehow s ure of that Meanwhile, 

nothing we ever did or said embraced the ltfe experience and complex 

cynicism which she brought with her Nothmg shifted to make a place for 

he r R1g1d course requirements, a content-dnven curnculum, and 

compet1t1ve letter-grading practices are the foundations of a system which 

values above all others its university-bound honours students Parental 

advisory groups seem always almost excl usively made up of well-heeled 

professionals, and 1t 1s the societal and ethical persuasions of these people 

which dnves and perpetuates both the poht1cs and philosophy of the 

school Jan's mother works shifts at K Mart, and she' s never once stepped 

through the doors of our school And 1f she had, she probably wouldn't 

have ventured beyond the foyer The trophies and plaques m poltshed 

display cases there would doubtlessly have overwhel med and mt1m1dated 

her I think 

June rolled around that first year And as Jan waved good-bye and 
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set off across the back fields to the family's low-cost town-house complex, 

I reflected on an mcorngible pedagogical system which so relentlessly 

mamtarns ng1d , exclusive, and soc10-econom1cally enforced class 

structures Our honours students shone that year at our final assembly 

Three male students were brought forward before the crowded 

assemblage and we heard of the scholarships which had been bestowed 

upon them A number of well-groomed and profess1onal-lookmg parents 

were on hand to JOtn with the teaching staff m celebrating the school's 

glowing academic record Jan wasn't there, though And certainly no-one 

noticed Or mourned her absence Jan was already at the far end of the 

back fields, a wide expanse of scrubby, sun-yellowed grassland between 

herself and the sttll -resoundmg echoes of our self-congratulatory applause 

I thought at that time that she may not return It's not that she hated 

her first year with us she may even have viewed 1t as that first step m the 

proverbial Journey of a thousand miles It's more that she always kne¼ 

there was no place - no authentic place - for her to be with us And 1f 

there 1s no place for you, then K Mart at five bucks an hour might look 

less hke a dead-end and more hke a refuge 

But mcred1bly, she did return There was something tenac10us about 

this kid She's twenty now, but she's closer, at least, to graduatmg 
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Part 2: 

It's Consumer Ed 12, and a group of ten of us 1s s1ttmg squished up 

close m a small storage room upstairs We're squished up close because 

the room 1s tmy and already Jammed with two tables - one larger placed 

centrally and almost fillmg the available space, and one smaller shoved up 

against a wall We spend seventy minutes every second day up here, as 

another teacher with a much larger group uses our classroom at that time 

I'm sitting at the larger table, surrounded by students, and I 'm 

alternately nursmg the cold coffee cup before me or playmg with the 

papers and car keys I've earned upstalfs with me Jan and her sister, Mel, 

are sitting up on the smaller table to my left, both with bare knees drawn 

up against their breasts, and heels wedged firmly agamst the table edge for 

support They're fnends , these two - Jan now twenty and Mel JUSt sixteen 

They're inseparable, too They have to be Parental rage and neglect long 

smce umted them m bonds of mutual support against a common threat 

We'd been discussing B C's Rental Act, and we'd moved on from 

this to talk of consumer protectio n m the event of landlord abuse or 

1rrespons1b1hty And so Jan's unexpected comment shouldn't have stunned 

and stlenced us rn quite the way 1t did 

"Sluts The sidewalk sluts That's what he calls us " Moments before 

she 'd been descn bmg cond1t10ns of shabby d1srepa1r at the low-cost 

townhouse complex where she and her famtly lived, but she'd mentioned, 
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too, with swift and sudden bitterness, a manager there 

"S luts? The manager calls you sluts?" I manage at last 

"Yeah Like, the sidewalk sluts He doesn't ltke us hanging out on 

the s idewalk outside He moves us o n Says we're sluts and that " The 

small storage room grew quie t at this, as we each turned over this 

d1squietmg disclosure and somehow sought to assess 1t I'm turned m my 

chair, one elbow on the hard wooden back support, and my face 1s turned 

up and towards Jan She's avoiding my eyes All our eyes She's clutching 

her feet and plucking at a bare toe na il T he open sanda ls she's wearing 

have thick brown straps enc1rclmg her ankles and feet, and she's chipping, 

wi th frowning concentration, at the peehng red polish on the bare toenails 

which peek through Her head 1s down and the long, pa le ha ir tratl s her 

knees m uneven strands 

Her sister, Mel, stirs then "Yeah And fuck-faces He calls us fuck­

faces, too " 

"Fuck-faces?" This from T rent, w ho's s1ttmg across from me, his 

long frame, as always, til ted back m a small wooden chair, and his legs, 

crossed at the ankles, spread beneath the table before him He's usually 

impudent and cynical w ith his parodies and nd1cule of those around him, 

but today he seems to have momentari ly put aside the snickers and sarcasm 

which we might othe rwise have expected from him, and instead his eyes 

are soft and his tongue 1s stilled as he looks up and studies Mel on the table 
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above him She's a plain girl really A pinched, pale, hard-up looking kid 

Sort of weasel-like, and always bad-tempered But her eyes are beautiful 

Blue and fnnged black with thick and curling lashes 

"You want me an' a coupla guys to beat the Ii vin' shit outta him for 

ya?" Trent asks, but the smile of amusement on his lt ps belies the 

compassion in his eyes 

"God, no No " Jan's sitting upright suddenly, her arms now ng1d at 

her s ides and her two hands flat upon the table top "God, no We'd get 

kicked out And we only pay a thousand a month " I reflect on this, and on 

the shabby structure which ts the townhouse complex JUSt beyond our 

school playing fields A low-lying, olive-green budding, with a weed­

tufted path and a yellow, scrub-patch grass square before each unit 

Trent persists , though, and he's regarding the two girls with real 

intent now "Listen, me an' a coupla guys We'll beat the shit outta the 

bastard for ya O K?" I shift uncomfortably w1thm the confines of my seat 

at this , and I'm readying myself for some appropnately teacher-like 

intervention And I sense that my students expect this of me, too, as 

although Trent's expletives are arresting and st1mulatmg, they're not 

commonly employed in most senior-high school classrooms But Rahim 

speaks up first He's Kenyan and dark and a little older than the kids A 

fnend of mme and a guest speaker today And w ise m the ways of the 

world and rental acts and consumer nghts, too, as he's JUSt completed a 

Janice Vignettes 



122 
degree m economics at the univers ity He embarks upon a lengthy 

d1scuss10n of poss1 ble action which might not only wisely circumvent the 

manager, but might access, too, the townhouse owner's support through a 

formal wntten complaint But 1f these sane words reassured me, his final 

ones didn't "Mmd you, beatm' the livm' shit outta this guy doesn't seem 

like such a bad idea, too " Thoughts of law suits and the loss of my Job 

bnefly assailed me, but I needn't have worned Jan and Mel were not only 

unnerved at the notion of filing any formal complamt, they were 

pos1t1vely appalled - no, ternf1ed - at the prospect of Rahim and his 

buddies admm1stenng a livm' -sh1t beatmg 

Eventually, and perhaps predictably, we didn't do anythmg The 

girls still live there and they're sttl l moved on from the public sidewalk 

beyond their unit, and they remam, of course, the now-renowned fuck­

face sluts of the ent1re complex And I've reflected on this m the months 

that have ensued Maybe because I am female, too Sometimes I fantasise 

feeling threatened and d1senfranch1sed, and I 1magme some guy 

(unaccountably he's always dark and middle-aged and creased about the 

mouth) tellmg me with assured distaste that I'm a fuck-face A slut And I 

try to enter the expenence and to get a sense of 1t somehow But it's hard 

to delineate and 1dent1fy the softness of my core with these raw and 

pamful images, and I sense, too, a treacherous insanity somehow 1mphc1t 

m the attempt Oddly, anger never surfaces Only something sad and bone-
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deep regretful For me and for Jan and for Mel And, I guess, for the 

townhouse manager, too For him and for women everywhere who spend 

their wakmg hours as fuck-faces, and sluts 

And Jan's distance from us puzzles me less Twenty years old and 

still strugglmg to graduate Hard-up and resentful and often out-of-sorts 

Out m the hallways sometimes because she has to be Head down and 

avo1dmg eye contact as she shoulders her way through throngs of well­

dressed nch kids At least, that's how she sees 1t Rich kids with expensive 

Jeans and designer labels And T shirts with the names and motifs of 

currently popular, but inevitably pncey, clothing Imes Jan's not weanng 

this stuff, though She's wearmg the brown plastic sandals with the wide 

ankle straps and the big buckles Her dernm shorts are fashionably frayed 

at the edges, but her T shirts rarely sport designer labels 

The sidewalk s lut The fuck-face H1dmg always behind the thm, 

pale hair I'll bet she never forgets 1t, either Because 1f you hear 1t often 

enough then, of course, you know 1t for truth 

Part 3: 

Jan agam And still a puzzle to me really It's late June, and summer 

awaits us The classroom ts hot and kids sit around m small , relaxed, 

chatty groups A few near the door are pamtmg cardboard scenery for an 

English 12 play, and others thumb through magazmes with two 
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V 1etnamese students who speak little English Odd smgletons scattered 

around the room attempt math and science projects, but the heat and our 

desultory chatter frequently distract them 

And I'm readmg a letter A letter given to me JUSt moments before 

by a student Janelle Shy, 1mpuls1ve, blushy Janelle, who will graduate m 

only a few weeks, and who has rushed suddenly from the room after 

thrusting this letter in my hand It's one of those ending letters, filled with 

affection and regret and personal disclosure And 1t prompts sudden and 

unexpected tears in me Kids around the room grow qmet at once, 

watching me and weighing this surprise event 

Trent again He's up and on his feet and s tanding before me 

Concern and some amusement in his eyes But I sense that he'd like to 

reach across and touch me somehow "You O K? Everything O K?" If you 

knew Trent, you'd understand that he's an odd kid really The sort of kid 

who wouldn't be fazed at all 1f his teacher suddenly burst mto tears at her 

desk on a beautiful sunny day when only moments before she'd been 

goofing around and stealing someone's Natcho chips But he's wise and 

knowledgeable m the ways of women, this boy, and sudden tears on sunny 

days don't surpnse him 

But then Janelle was back and I was up and on my feet and 

embracing her and squishing her hard against my breast And crymg, too 

And she cned then, and said not to, and we both said we'd never forget, 
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and that letters are important, aren't they, too And Trent smiled benignly 

on, revelling m the display before him 

But someone else was watching me I saw that From across 

Janelle's shoulder Jan was watching me Stilled and transfixed and 

wanting something I knew that at once 

We packed up early that day, as the heat was stifling and relentless, 

and besides, 1t was Friday, too I sat alone at my desk for a while after 

they'd all gone, and the hot June sun from the windows behind me blazed 

on and scorched my back My coffee cup, discarded throughout the week, 

had grown a circular, green-black mould I saw, and the papers and memos 

before me appeared suddenly overwhelmingly numerous and d1sorgamsed 

And I still held the letter m my hands 

Jan wrote a letter that weekend And of course I knew she would 

She made a scrap-book, too, replete with hand-written text and crooked, 

s liced-up photographs pasted onto lined foolscap C lumstly stapled to a 

crayoned title page A book of memories, she called 1t Placed before me 

with watchful eyes I turned the glued and stapled pages over, and 

expressed surprise and pleasure and gratitude But of course that wouldn't 

do "Read the letter The letter I wrote you I wrote you a letter Read the 

letter, Ms H " It was on the desk before me and I knew 1t was a dangerous 

thing A ticking time bomb, I thought Because so much was ridmg upon 

It 
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"I'll read 1t later, Jan When I'm by myself I hke reading these 

kinds of letters by myself" I'm lymg The letter's leaping at me hke a 

IIvmg thing 

"No Read 1t now I want you to Read 1t now It's O K To read 1t 

now I mean " I'm unw1llmg to open the letter, but 1t seems, mev1tably, 

that I must And I know what Jan wants from me Tears A spill of love 

and passion and pam at least equal to, but perhaps greater than, one spilled 

upon another student only days before But isn't 1t odd how on so many 

occasions an unwanted and shameful flood of tears will overw helm and 

defeat us, but that when we need them most, the treacherous tides elude 

us? The letter's m my hand and my eyes are down, and I'm murmuring 

words of gratitude and love, but her eyes on me are na rrow, watchful , and 

betrayed 

It's odd that I never cried I couldn't somehow, because my heart 

ms1de was leaping about m an agony of confused anxiety And the sadness 

w1thm me was balled-up closed and tight and buned deep beneath my rib­

cage Too deep for me to retrieve Especially as those steady eyes stayed 

on me The fuck-face slut, I remember thmkmg, with the wa1tmg, wantmg 

eyes And my own eyes remained sto1cally down, as tears are random, 

traitorous things, and on that day defied me 
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It's a bleak and bitter November day, and the sky beyond the small 

window across from me 1s blotched white and empty-grey It's Saturday 

mornmg - around e leven, I thmk - and I'm sitting on a corner of someone 

else's bed in a motel room somewhere out of town lt's a large room and 

the two double beds within tt are unmade - the patterned brownish-grey 

bedspreads flung back and the sheets and brown woolly blankets heaped m 

abandoned disarray upon them I'm perched small and tight, my knees and 

feet drawn closed, on Just the tm1est corner of the bed, carefully avoiding 

encroachmg upon the sti ll -warm and sleep-wrinkled sheets behind me 

And I'm surrounded by men Five of them Three lounging on the 

other bed and one distanced from me on an armchair pos1t1oned in a far 

corner of the room And then there's Kenny - standing close and before 

me 

This story - 1f 1t amounts to much of a story at all really - has 

haunted me for some time now, perhaps demandmg some release in its 

eventual telling It resurfaces often and always asks something of me 

But you'll need a little background first I teach at a large senior 
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secondary school, and this year I agreed to sponsor the semor boys' 

basketball team That's why I'm sitting to this odd pos1t1on - perched on a 

crumpled bed m a motel room out of town, and surrounded by men who 

are coaches or ass istant coaches or team managers or other such things 

Kenny - Big Kenny - who stands close and agamst an oak dresser 

before me, 1s tndeed aptly named, as he stands a powerful and pndeful six 

foot six, but my eyes are drawn more often to Eddy - Big Eddy - sitting m 

the distant corner and not so aptly named He's small and fratl of stature, 

with narrow sho ulders and a c rumpled, oddly aged face for one stIII 

young He's gentle and soft-spoken and his eyes are warm as they turn my 

way He's with us because he has a Class Four dnver's license and often 

dn ves our team bus 

Kenny's lounging now, half s1tttng, upon the edge of the oak dresser 

agatnst the wall, his long legs braced before him and the toes of his canvas 

sneake rs nudging at my own patent leather shoes And I'm watchtng 

myself m the oak-trimmed mirror hung on the wall above the dresser 

beneath 1t I'm wan and pale, with creamy pale face make-up and mascara 

smudged eyes Slender and shadow-haggard, with sharp collar bones 

hollowed and white agamst the black sweater I'm wearing A big pho ny­

gold necklace aglitte r with plastic-glass at my throat All turquoise and 

green and fiery red gems - and curiously mappropnate at eleven a m on 

this bleak November day 
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But my eyes shift from my own unsettling image to the big and 

swaggering man to the nght of 1t Kenny You'll need to know something 

of Kenny as my story unfolds, and I hope m the telling you'll learn to love 

him a little Because, perversely, I do 

A big guy for sure Straight, shmy brown hair with a v1s1bly 

receding hairltne Soft, pretty blue eyes, but without contacts today and 

hidden behmd heavy , black-framed spectacles The black leather purse­

pouch tied about his hips, and thrust, as always, provocatively out at his 

crotch A bottle of beer in one hand while his other reaches down to nfle 

within an opened bag of potato chips on the dresser beneath him 

Beer bottles and half-eaten bags of potato chips, Chees1es, and 

pretzels lltter the room Large, oil-stained cardboard pizza boxes he 

abandoned upon the dresser and the T V stand, and a pungent, although 

not unpleasant, odour of stale onions and garlic emanates persistently from 

them 

Kenny laughs and guzzles more beer He's tellmg s tones and 

anecdote-Jokes and the others laugh frequently and explosively along with 

him Meanwhile, I'm remarkably silent And the woman in the mJrror 

looks back, scrunched-up small and painted creamy-white Female and 

vulnerable and alone Out of place, too, I thought, and somehow wanting 

not to be 

Kenny giggles and hoots and even snorts a little in the back of his 

Alienation of Sex 



131 

throat, while occas1onally waving the beer bottle about for added emphasis 

as his words and his laughter spill forth But his eyes slide my way now 

and then Is he posturing maybe for me? But this thought soon s lips away, 

as his words, instead, arrest me 

"Yeah, well This time, me an' a coupla guys - this place we had - 1t 

was a non-stop party, man Like, man, I'm tellm' ya, a par-dee Jeez, man, 

one time, this place we had In Vancouver Like 1t got real crazy every 

night " He laughs again, but it's more like a chuckle this time, and he 

raises the beer bottle for another fast gulp But his eyes slide my way 

again from around the slender neck of the bottle, e nsunng that I'm still 

watching, and ltstenmg, perhaps 

Behind me, and across the room from him, a T V screen spills 

bright images and rap1d-gunflfe commentary as a weekend sports event 

unfolds upon 1t Basketball or football or soccer o r some such action 

Kenny's attention 1s drawn momentanly to a sudden flurry of act1v1ty 

upon the screen, and hoots of approval burst briefly from each of the men 

a round the room All of which eludes and puzzles and substantively 

excludes me Because the sport means nothing to me, and the shared 

community of these men seems impenetrable, n chly aggressive, and 

exclusively masculine And the woman in the mirror stares back Silent 

and with black and guarded eyes 

"Yeah, well This chick, man " Kenny resumes his tale and his 
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words startle me and dislodge me from my own darkly introspective gaze 

"This chick, man, she was Miss Vancouver or Miss Kamloops or 

someplace A real mce-lookm' chick Blonde Jeez, man, stacked, too " A 

bnef, reflective pause at this, and another, longer pull at the neck of the 

beer bottle A few grunts and murmurs of interest from the others around 

him, although heads are mostly turned towards the bnght, movmg images 

on the T V screen behind me 

"Anyways, this chick, man, she comes up the stairs of this place 

we've got, and she goes nght for my buddy Like nght for my buddy, 

man, and pms htm up against the wall " Interest 1s piqued at this and heads 

turn towards him, although, perversely, Ke nny's eyes remain levelled on 

the TV screen across from htm "Up against the fnggm' wall, man. An' 

she'd walked in with this other guy, too Like, she came with thts real 

nerdy guy an' she JUSt dumps this fella and heads n ght for my buddy " 

More laughter and murmured grunts of approval from around the room 

at this Someone passes out bottles of beer, whtle Kenny reaches down and 

idly nudges open the hd of a cardboard pizza box on the dresser beneath 

him, vainly searching for discarded slices perhaps overlooked the mght 

before Meanwhile I shift uneasily on my tiny patch of bedspread, but I'm 

Ieamng back now , one arm behind me and a ng1d support for my tilted 

weight, while my splayed and open palm finds pizza and potato chip 

crumbs on the sheet beneath 1t 
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"Yeah, well This place we had Guys, ltke anyone, wrote all over 

this one wall Real funny stuff Right at the top of the sta1rs Everyone 

did An' thts chick, next day, she wntes too Jeez, some chick, man, I'm 

tellin' ya " Hts eyes turn with cool dehberation my way at this Snorts of 

laughter m the back of his throat and his soft, pale eyes hold fast to mme 

"Yeah, she'd written overnight I guess 'Thanks, guys, for the H unganan 

Cluster Fuck' " Hoots and shrieks of laughter from all of them at this, and 

Kenny's eyes are amused and pleased as they continue to hold fast to mme 

"Yeah, a Hunganan Cluster Fuck, man " My face 1s up and maybe I 

manage a smile But his head 1s back now and he's guzzhng beer agam, 

before lowering the bottle and resting its flat base on the belt buckle at his 

m1dnff, while leanmg back against the dresser, and thrusting his pelvis 

and leather purse pouch before him And I look away then because I see 

Big Eddy 1s watchmg me 

Big Eddy, s itting in the far corner across from me, his head down 

but his eyes up and levelled my way He's s lumped m an armchair up 

agamst the wall, his elbows out and restmg on its wooden arm frames, and 

his two hands are drawn together at his chm, with the thumbs thrust back 

towards his throat Closed and reflective and watchmg me So I flash him 

what I imagine to be a wry and philosophical half-twist of a smile, but I'm 

unable to discern any respondmg recognition m the eyes he's turned my 

way He JUSt looks tight and embarrassed and maybe ashamed for me 
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You're probably wondering why I'm making so much fuss about all 

of this But I couldn't begin to descnbe to you the tumult of emot10ns 

which exploded and spilled and overwhelmed me as I sat there Small and 

bunched-up tight on that tiny patch of bedspread, and feelmg female and 

inadequate and somehow violated, too And stupid Very stupid Because I 

had no idea what a Hunganan C luster Fuck might enta!I, although [ 

imagined it complex and athletic, and I marvelled, and perhaps I raged, at 

the mystenous talents of Miss Vancouver, o r Miss Kamloops, or Miss 

Someplace Else 

But I was lonely, too Lonely rn the company of these men, and this 

somehow gnpped and saddened me Tears suddenly threatened somewhere 

deep beneath my throat and I floundered and fought fast to control the 

treacherous tide w1thrn me And Big Eddy stared mutely on - s ilent, 

apologetic, and definitely ashamed 

Oddly, 1t was Kenny who revived me "You're quiet today, chick," 

he smiles down at me, and I shift uncomfortably, avo1dmg his eyes What 

1s 1t I want from this man or any other') Recognition? Acceptance? 

Respect? I'm unsure But the brutality which issues from his mouth 

astounds me And I long for gentler words 

Hts maleness distances him from me Because unw1ttmgly, or 

perhaps Joyfully, he renders me foohsh and d1senfranch1sed and ultimately 

separated from him 
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Part 2: A Tongue Down My Throat 

Separated within the company of men An odd concept really 

Perhaps brought more v1v1dly into focus for me within the confines of 

that strange motel room out of town - a shambles of beer bottles, pizza 

trays and heaped-up bedding about me - and without one s ingle fam thal 

thing or person to ground or reassure me To root and secure me m all 

that I'd known before 

The a lienation of sex Overwhelming and often tragic, too Carried 

within me and perhaps v1s1ted upon me more often than I cared to know 

And not always m strange motel rooms out of town, either 

Like the night we sat m The Toad m the Hole - a pub restaurant 

right here in town - and familiar turf indeed We were celebrating a 

winning league game, and Kenny and myse lf were Joined by the two 

coaches of the team we'd JUSt defeated, but spmts were high aJI round that 

night, and an air of nbald JOV1ahty and teasing aggression pervaded the 

evening 

A pub patron soon Joined us upon our arrival He was someone's 

friend, I eventually gathered, although I never heard his name and I was 

never introduced to him He was short and middle-aged, and the creases 

about his eyes and mouth evoked something warm and good-natured, I 

thought He regaled us with a merry tale of his drunkenness the night 

before, and he proudly told us that m a vam attempt to break into his own 
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home, he'd fallen off the roof and had seriously Injured both his back and 

his nght leg And he did, indeed, appear to shift often and uncomfortably 

w1thm the confmes of his wooden seat His tale was greeted with loud 

laughter and general approval from a ll of us Me mcl uded It seemed 

appropriate to laugh a long w ith these guys, especially as their world and 

their apparent perceptions of 1t largely confounded and puzzled me 

I'm s1ttmg to the left of Kenny We're on a wooden bench and up 

against a bnck-faced wall He's a big man, Kenny You have to understand 

this Big enough to shrink me somehow So I'm lodged somewhere close 

and behind his left shoulder, and his forearm reaches across me to rest on 

the table top, while his fmgers nurse and twirl a beer bottle placed before 

him I'm fond of this guy, but 1f you'd seen me that night this might have 

surpnsed you Squished tight as I was agamst the cement and rough bncks 

behmd me, his shoulder and bulk and loud laughter pmnmg and excludmg 

me But then, that was m the company of men On other, 1f rare, 

occasions, I'd seen another Kenny Someone at least transiently vulnerable 

and troubled and sad 

But tonight he's Jovial and m control Dnnkmg beer from a bottle 

and recallmg numerous wild scrapes from his past An astoundingly 

van ed and lund past, too, I remember thmkmg, for o ne still relatively 

young 

"Yeah, well , this chick This chick I'm datmg at this time " He's 
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leanmg forward now with his elbow thrust out on the polished wooden 

table top before him, and his vastness has somehow managed to obliterate 

me "A Mormon Th1s chick's a Mormon Like a real nice chick an' all 

that, but I never even got to first base with her Like a real rehg1ous type 

An' man, I tned I even took this chick to church Everything, man But, 

Jeez, I'm tellin' ya, the chick never let me do her " He shakes h1s head at 

this in 'A-hat appears to be a gesture of resigned disgust tinged with wry 

amusement T he three men with us laugh along, too, and the chuckles in 

their throats impart a shared communion of empathic amusement and 

mutual regret 

"Anyways, this one time, this chick, she introduces me to her 

sister " Kenny leans back once more agamst the wall behmd him as he 

resumes his tale, his shoulder crushing and pmning me there, although he 

appears unaware of my presence beneath him The rough bncks and 

plastered mortar cling resolutely to my thm sweater and pnck my back as 

I attempt to shift a httle Because I've already started longmg to escape 

Sensing suddenly and with intu1t1ve certamty that there was no place for 

me here - here rn this company of men But his shoulder and s ize and his 

laughter have me trapped And besides, whatever unnerved and threatened 

me lay w1thm, rather than without - but within me too deep and resistant 

to retneve somehow An uneasy fee ling, that's all An Irrational , 

unwelcome urge to escape 
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"So anyways, this chick, she introduces me to he r s ister A 

Mormon, too Whole fnggm' family's Mormon An' the chick I'm dating, 

she says 'It's my sister's birthday, so go give her a kiss ' " He pauses at 

this, a snort of laughter catching somewhere m his throat or nose , and he 

appears to revel momentanly m the implied sexua lity of this remembered 

embrace "So anyways, I give the sister a kiss An' Jeez, man, this chick, 

she shoves he r tongue nght m my mouth Right down my fnggm' throat, 

man I mean, Jeez, man, nght down m there In my throat, man " He 

shakes his head at this, apparently overwhelmed by the astounding and 

unlikely luck he'd encountered that day "Man, I loved 1t Right down my 

throat, man Her sister, too " Laughter all around at this "So, anyways, [ 

drop the first chick and start datmg the second An' Jeez, she's beggm' me 

to do he r like the first one never would An' both Mormons, man Jeez " 

More head shakmg m a pparently renewed disbelief at this, but he's 

warmed to his tale and his memories, and may be he's warmed to women 

everywhere Because his head 1s turned towards me now, his face down, 

and his eyes are searchmg mine I'm blank and a little frozen somehow 

It's d1ff1cult to read the eyes he's levelled on mme Proud and unkmd, I 

fantasise But then I'd been longmg to escape him and this company of 

men for some time now 

Instead , I laugh, somewhat feebly, I thought The truth 1s, I was out 

of my depth, and I knew 1t, too Unable to grapple with the confused 
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melee which rushed up and gnpped me C lumsy, unsure and afraid m this 

treacherous and unfamiliar world of men Social skills and ready chatter 

eluded me I was lost for words, for a response, a defence of any kmd at 

all And I remember his heaviness crushed my shoulder beneath him, and 

I remember his smile as he looked down and held my gaze A benign 

smile, although his eyes were enJoymg something else Something which 

invaded and plundered And something which separated me from him 

From him, from them, from the company, that night, of men anywhere 

Part 3: Some Girls Cry, Though 

I wonder often about the ltves of other women I wonder about 

them in the company of men I wonder about the hearts of women 

everywhere Invaded, plundered hearts, I sometimes thmk 

I'm a teacher and I spend much of my life m classrooms and m 

schools But my 1dent1ty as a teacher 1s fused inexorably with a powerful 

sense of femaleness which diffuses and dehneates the self w1thm me I'm 

vulnerable and ahenated sometimes And I reflect on this and on the lives 

of the young women I teach Often vulnerable and alienated, too The 

bonds which inevitably unite us stretch beyond the constramts of mere 

pedagogy, and span, mstead, centuries of female unity, and rage, and 

apathy, perhaps, too 

Like Jan and me In English class together, and always egging each 

Al 1enat1on of Sex 



140 

other on How I love this skinny, blonde, gutsy kid Hiding always behind 

her hair but afraid of no-one Especially guys Especially not afraid of 

guys 

And the re a re plenty of guys she might be afraid of L ike Trent 

Tall , bone-slender Trent Swaggering above me and enJoying, l suspect, 

the power imphc1t in his height But enJoymg perhaps more the power of 

his tongue - acid and rapid and mean like a whip He dresses well , T rent 

Rayon Jackets and soft silk shirts Sleek, gelled-back hair and big, glttzy 

Jewellry But bad skin, too Pustules and pimples and acned lesions ltke 

you wouldn't believe 

I should tell you right away that I love this kid And this would 

astound you 1f you knew him, as he despises women A ll c hicks, hoes, sluts 

and bitches Cunts, too, if he thinks I'm out of earshot But he's not too 

worried 1f Jan's within earshot He might enJoy 1t, even Her response 1s 

always visibly cool disgust - except m English class Jan loves English 

class, and I do, too Because we read and talk a lot in Engltsh class And 

we often talk of interesting things - like men, and sex, and betrayal, too 

Her discourse 1s often passionate and voluble - she talks of the 

exclusionary practices favoured by male teachers, who persistently ignore 

or overlook her, while instead seeking responses almost always from male 

students She talks, too, of the sexually explicit innuendoes and insults with 

w hich male students daily demgrate their female peers, but perhaps her 
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most unsettling indictment rests with male teachers who passively ignore, 

or even s lyly encourage, the unwelcome attention which their female 

students daily endure from male peers 

And Trent loves all of this Everything that she has to say delights 

and fuels him She talks of homosexual and Lesbian nghts and he shneks 

with abandoned laughter (He despises homosexual men - all fruits, fags, 

and faggots - but Lesbian women he appears to view as at once allunng 

and re pulsive) Mostly he loves Jan 's heated references to the overtly 

sexual lang uage descnptors used to de lineate and define women -

descnptors spaw ned throughout centunes of our cultural hentage - but 

descnptors employed with astounding and remarka ble v1c10usness by 

young people of both sexes today 

Chicks, whores, and hoes And bitches Trent doesn't date girls He 

dates bitches "My bitch tonight " he'll happily gnn, his head turned 

sideways to engage a fellow male student m the launching of a new and 

preposterous tale, but his eyes sltde my way at this, ensunng, perhaps, that 

he sttll has my unwtlltng attention 

And I often wonder who his bitch might be that night, although it's 

largely inconceivable to me that one exists at all A vacant, scraggy thing, 

I'd imagine - tough on the outside but pinched-up tight on the ins ide But 

then I have a vast and v1v1d 1maginat1on 

Although I don't imagine the pain which haunts and torments Trent 
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Trent who swaggers and postures and chatters endlessly above me, but 

who occasionally, and with swift, astute bitterness, tells of a father who at 

once reJects and despises him An odd kid, really Imparting conf11ctmg 

need and hate Often grasping and lightly shaking my two shoulders with a 

warm, flat-handed gnp, his eyes amused and affectionate as they hold my 

own, but eyes pleased, too, with the words that spill from his mouth Talk 

of bitches and the betrayals he perpetrates upon them You can see that he 

wms but more often repels me 

And others, too Like Natalte - she's one I've watched him wm and 

repel Embrace and fl ay In telling of men and in telling of Trent, I should 

tell you of Natalie They're fnends, these t\vo, Natalie and Trent, but thetr 

fnendsh1p 1s a complex and stormy affair, troubled always with denials 

and reJect1ons and apologies and tears Apologies from Trent, that 1s, 

because it's T rent w ho dishes out the reJect1o ns and denia ls, and it's 

Natalie ¼ho responds with the tears Like the day I found them both m the 

ladies' staff bathroom 

And that was a surpnse in itself, as female students are stnctly 

forbidden to use the ladies' staff bathroom (vast and mostly deserted 

though 1t usually 1s) and it's the refore unthinkable that a male student 

would be foolhardy enough to enter this hallowed enclave So you can 

1magme my astonishment to discover them both there - Natalie huddled 

and sobbmg and gaspmg for air through mucous-clogged sinuses, and 
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Trent distraught and prancing about while anxiously eying the entrance 

with evident and mountmg dismay 

Under normal Clfcumstances Natalie is an extraordmanly beautiful 

young woman, but today her usually plump, rosy-brown radiance has 

given way to a now blotched and bloated complexion, and mascara­

streaked mucous smears her across nose and lips and cheeks She's 

wearmg a long turquoise dress with wide straps which cross on her bare 

back, but the dress appears crushed and water starned across her breasts 

and s tomach, and her two hands alternately fly between an attempt to stem 

the vast flow of tears and mucous on her face to smoothing the crushed 

stains at her breast I embrace her at this, and her long brown hair sticks 

to my face and hps I push the thick, tous led mass from her neck and push 

,t behind her, and my eyes meet Trent's suddenly from across her bare 

shoulder He's leaning now, half s1ttmg, on the porcelain edge of a sink 

which stands against the wall Tnumph maybe m the eyes he has levelled 

on mine But unaccountably, uncertainty, too 

"Jeez, man " His gaze shifts and he adJusts his pos1t1on on the nm of 

the sink, focussmg bnefly but with studied mtent upon his hand beneath 

him, his thumb apparently twisting and t1ghtenmg an already secured and 

turned-off tap "It's your fuckmg boyfnend, Natalie Fucking 1llegal 

Mexican 1mm1grant - and fucking around on you, man " Eyes raised to 

mme again now Pleased and resolute eyes this time "The guy's datmg 
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other chicks I'm doing her a favour, man Chick's gotta know the truth, 

right?" But I sense he wants to embrace her, too, and maybe fold her 

within the long bone-sharp frame he has braced against the porcelain sink 

What ts tt a bout the bonds which at once unite and separate men 

from women? Complex and d1squ1etmg bonds indeed And what 1s 1t that I 

want from Trent, from Trent or any man for that matter? What I wanted 

then as always eluded and defeated me, although 1t assailed and shook the 

girl I held within my arms And I crushed her momentanly closer, 

sensing with sudden urgency the bonds of femaleness a nd longing and 

betrayal which Joined us always And which separated me from Trent 

Trent Troubled and uncertain But with those pleased, triumphant 

eyes still levelled, unwavering, on mine Separating me from him From 

him and the society of men everywhere For a whtle, at least, from men 

everywhere 
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Freda and the Cougar Hockey Players 

Freda 1s one of my students She was born in V 1etnam and once had 

a V 1etnamese name She was abandoned on the steps of a church as a 

newborn but was subsequently brought to Canada as an infant 

Freda ts fat Very fat Her fatness 1s such that 1t not only controls 

and directs her hfe, It creates and constrains her very experience of tt It 

delineates her view of herself and the censonous view of others regarding 

her It shapes and measures and cruelly defines her It eliminates 

opportumties and thwarts her chances Because Freda 1s an adolescent 

And the world of adolescence 1s complex and rigidly Judgmental 

Would 1t help 1f I told you that her eyes -narrow, Oriental eyes -

are beautiful? Or that her hair - thick, and glossy-black - ts soft to the 

touch? It probably wouldn't help Because the first thing that you'd see 1s 

that Freda 1s fat Very short and very fat 

I struggle into school each day Push with my backside through the 

door to my classroom Saltva-wet lunch bag gripped m my teeth, purse 

and keys slipping mevitably from my grasp The briefcase I've 

momentarily placed on the tiled linoleum topples d1scouragmgly onto Its 

flat-faced side Its handle eludes me and I nudge 1t with my toe through 

the door 

But I'm in suddenly And she's there Freda Always Every day 

S1ttmg and waiting for me She's up and on her feet at once, squealing and 
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shnekmg and rushmg to see what I'm weanng 

"Oh1"(Squeals) "You've got pants on today' You look so beautiful 

Turn around Let me see You look beautiful " How can I not love this 

child? She turns me and twirls me and squeals some more She admires me 

and circles me and embraces me with smiles 

"Open the blinds and take down the chatrs You wanna get me some 

coffee?" I ask But I bnefly touch her hair with gentleness and love 

We're fnends , the two of us And all that Freda 1s, she tells to me All the 

wantmg, all the need I ltsten and I mostly offer hes 

"I'm fat The other kids don't hke me Guys don't hke me I wish 

JUSt one guy would hke me Do you thmk a guy will ever like me?" 

"Sure a guy will ltke you Lots of kids hke you " Lies "Anne hkes 

you Anne really ltkes you " Half hes Anne 1s Chmese and chooses to 

hang out with a t1ghtly-kmt, exclusive group of Onental gtrls 

Sometimes I take Freda out for lunch The two colleagues I'm 

usually with are often cool and perhaps resent her tag-along presence We 

sit m Boston Pizza and eat cheese bread, and I have Freda strategically 

placed at my nght, so that she 1s distanced then from the other two, and 

thereby 1s hopefully perceived as less mtrus1ve by them I talk almost 

exclusively to Freda and my two colleagues eye us disparagingly But the 

followmg day I don't ask her for lunch, and I walk out hurnedly, eyes 

down and furtive, fumbling with my keys and purse And I know her eyes 
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are on me The betrayer and the lonely, puzzled eyes behmd me 

Freda 1s lonely Lonely for a guy A date A lover a ll her own And 

she dreams of the Cougar hockey players The Cougar hockey players 

who attend classes at our school They're btg, husky, handsome guys, too 

The stuff of fantasies And whenever we're alone, Freda talks mcessantly 

about these guys These bold, aggressive but elusive guys 

"Tim said ht to me yesterday Right outside the gym 'Cos you sent 

me up with the note for the peer tutor and Tim opened the door and I 

gave him the note and he remembered me and he satd ht to me later O h, 

God, he's so gorgeous " Hands clasped and elbows squeezmg the ample 

breasts beneath her sweat-shirt "He's so gorgeous Don't you thmk he's 

gorgeous, Ms H?" 

"Yeah , he's pretty cute, alnght n I'm searching absently but with 

mcreasmg urgency for Enghsh essays buned somewhere on my desk 

"He'd never go for me I mean, would he? I mean me bemg so fat 

and all " Fmgers plucking and rearrangmg the sweat-shirt "Do I look fat 

m this? My legs look fat, huh?n I stop, one hand sttll reaching but 

momentarily frozen, graspmg an as yet unnfled stack of papers which I've 

somehow managed to unearth from the other precanously balanced ptles 

Transfixed bnefly by the legs she displays before me Thick trunks, 

mcongruously encased m white stretch leggings Stnps of fragtle lace 

straming at each ankle 
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"Your legs are fine the way they are " Lies "You'll lose that 

weight" More hes "It's your age, that's all " Bigger, desperate hes now 

"I'm fat, Ms H You know I'm fat really " I fumble now , my hand 

d1slodgrng and unbalancing another unruly paper stack My reply 1s hard 

in commg It falters and momentanly I choke upon 1t Her eyes ask so 

much of me - honesty, hope, and the certamty of love I'm searching now 

for words to shape those things she asks of me To shape some certamty of 

love But the words each day are hard m commg They tnp and confuse 

and often elude me 

School ended JUSt recently It was June and the annuals were out 

The yearly ntual was once agam under way Kids everywhere were 

scnbblmg on the annuals of fnends or foes ahke Scnbbhng funously on 

every fly page and margm, on back pages and photo pnnts, on poetry and 

graphics Funny words, kmd words, obscene and obtuse words Messages 

of hope and regret, of promises and love And Freda's annual certainly 

boasted its proud share, too 

But she wanted somethmg - some word - from Tim "He's JUSt next 

door, Ms H - m the art room Will you ask him? To sign 1t? Wnte m 1t 

for me? Will you? Ask him? Don't tell him it's me Not with all those kids 

around and stuff But will you9 Ask him?" 

I take the book and go next door He's a chunky, handsome guy 

He's wearing a long overcoat although it's June His face 1s big and open, 

Freda and the Cougar Hockey Players 



150 

with wide, flat cheekbones He regards me with interest, but smiles when 1 

proffer the annual Laughter and innuendo and teasing engulf us He asks 

for her name, and although laughter again erupts suddenly around us, his 

asking touches me, and I look quickly away as he takes the book from me 

Freda 1s thnlled "He signed 1t? He d1d9 He knows me? He wrote my 

name? Oh my God Does he know me do you think?" 

"Yeah, I think maybe he does I think maybe he noticed you I think 

he knows you And I thmk he ltkes you, too " And I have not betrayed my 

heart, although 1t 1s leaping suddenly into my throat 

And I watch Freda with the annual , closed now and clutched to her 

breast And I ponder then on love and empty dreams On luck Or on the 

tragic lack of 1t On some cosmic, random, unaccountably cruel selection 

process On never, ever being lucky enough to have a Cougar hockey 

player tell you that he wants you 
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On Hairy Moles and the Vast Unfairness of 
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On Hairy Moles and the Vast Unfairness of 

Life 

Carol-Anne has been with me three years now I couldn ' t tell you 

that I love her I don't But my heart 1s sad for her at times If you saw 

Carol-Anne you 'd understand this That 1s, tf you' re female, you'd 

understand 

Because Carol-Anne 1s ugly There 1s no other way that I can put 

this to you, and 1f you're to understand anything about Carol-Anne at all, 

it 's important that you grasp this nght away Carol-Anne 1s nineteen years 

old and ugly 

She's short and heavily built, with a frame that 's at once massively 

muscled and bloated with fat Her shoulders and legs appear sturdy-thick, 

whereas her breasts and buttocks are swollen w ith fat And her face 1s 

plain - its features are oddly unpleas ing m their conf1gurat1on - and 

numerous, pale, bumpy moles w 1th protruding black whiskers are 

clustered low on her left cheek, JUSt above her Jaw-hne And then there's 

her hair Coarse, black, 1mposs1bly unruly hair Pe rmed a nd unevenly 

trimmed, and randomly controlled here and there by an incredible 

assortment of headbands, clips, combs and elastic bands - all employed 

about her head m often quite remarkable and preposterous combinat10ns 

You have to believe that I'm not exaggerating And perhaps you 'II 
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more readily do so when I add that her eyes, at least, are beautiful Big, 

brown, hmp1d eyes, frmged black with thick lashes But havmg said that, 

you can forget about the eyes nght away Because the lumpy, whiskered 

moles and the ever mucous-runny nose beneath them inevitably and 

inexorably defeat them 

And 1f you think things couldn't get worse - they can Because 

Carol-Anne 1s far from bnght, and her speech and expressed thought 

processes are painfully slow and always pedantic She's fond of recounting 

small and ms1gnif1cant details of her daily life (like " I got up too early 

because I forgot to reset the alarm", or "Mom made coffee this morn mg 

but - g uess what - she forgot to plug m the pot") but she' ll recount these 

events with much gaspmg, horse-like laughter, having assumed, I imagine, 

that such anecdotal recounting will confound and amuse those who are 

hstenmg 

I spend a considerable amount of time with Carol-Anne at school, 

and I'm probably the closest thing she's got to a fnend I've pondered 

often about this That 1s, I've pondered often about her conspicuous lack 

of peer-group fnends But I've understood, at last, that 1f an ugly face 

does not defeat her, and 1f pedantic, unimaginative conversation patterns 

do not, then her intense, expressed self-interest or exclusionary self-focus 

most certainly does And this self-focus astounds me Because Carol-Anne 

1s deeply committed to the Christian faith and the untiring service of 
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others and faithfully attends church services and Chnst1an youth 

organisat10ns devoted to community work throughout the city This 

doesn 't mean, however, that Carol-Anne 1s able somehow to listen or 

engage herself m the recounted lived expenences of others, nor yet does 1t 

mean that she 1s able in any way to leap w1thm those expenences and share 

with empathy or passion the lives of others And this not only inevitably 

excludes her from the lived expenences of others, 1t in turn prompts 

others, once they have the measure of her, to exclude her - quite 

deltberately and systematically - from the passion and the promise of thei r 

human social intercourse 

It ' ll go something hke this Brad (one of my students and also 

nineteen) 1s standing across from me JUSt beyond my desk He's recounting 

for me the somewhat mcred1ble and indeed unfortunate litany of events 

which have plagued his last week, m an effort not only to account for his 

week-long absences from class, but m a needy attempt, too, to wm my 

sympath) and support He 's been evicted from his roommg house and 1s 

without shelter for the rnght, he's facmg imminent drug and assault 

charges (he claims he's innocent of the drug charges and was unfairly 

provoked m the assault), he 's down to his last ten bucks but 1s bravely 

resisting hunger, and he's sick with bronch1t1s, to boot Students standmg 

nearby are clearly impressed, and I am, too I express mcredultty, 

consternation and admmng support Carol-Anne, across from me and 
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alongside Brad, 1s moved to comment, too 

'Tm sick, too An' my mom's got a cold, too And guess what - I 

woke my mom up agam last mght I coughed so much " Snorts of laughter 

and some vigorous mhalmg of mucous into the back of her throat 

accompany this unexpected disclosure Meanwhtle Brad turns and regards 

her m apparent disbelief, and maybe even my mouth drops open a little at 

this He s tudies her with bnef but astute mterest He's clearly we1ghmg 

homelessness, destitution, 1mmment starvation, assault a nd drug charges 

(and bronch1t1s) agamst this robust, hairy, pedantic girl's apparent concern 

with a snotty nose His eyes are confused, but he's not at all unkmd this 

young man, and shaking his head m some perplexity, he shrugs and soon 

resumes his tale 

Carol-Anne 1s at once ignored Inevitably forgotten and discarded 

by each and every one of us stand mg there It wasn ' t hard for me to 

ignore and discard her, too Because Brad 1s swashbuckling-attractive, 

astutely charming, and always entertaining But like Brad, I, too, am not 

unkind, and on other less d1vers1onary occasions, Carol-Anne often has 

my focussed, although somewhat forced, attention 

There was the grad dress, for example " It's purple, Ms H With a 

big white collar Mom's makmg 1t Mom said after my perm we'll get a 

purple head-band to go with 1t " She's standing across my desk from me, 

massive breasts and th ighs straining within the constraints of a pink fleece 
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Jogging smt, which resembles, in some curious way, I think, an mfant's 

sleeping suit A brown, button-down knttted cardigan sweater, somewhat 

shrunken m appearance, has been forced about her shoulders and breasts, 

and gaps, which appear between each fastened button, threaten to burst 

open where sudden arm movements add further strain to the gapmg 

closure 

"The dress sounds beautiful, Carol-Anne " I'm rearrangmg papers 

and memos on my desk and carefully avo1dmg her eyes " I bet you' ll look 

beautiful m 1t, too" A few students nearby glance idly my way at this, 

eymg me with speculative and clearly amused mterest They perceive my 

hes, I thmk, as altru1st1c, although no doubt misguided 

"I want you to come round when I'm getting my next fittmg , Ms H 

Mom said it's O K for you to come Mom's still got the gathers on the 

waist to do It 's gonna be down to about here but maybe a bit longer" She 

md1cates a skirt length somewhere JUSt above the knee, and I reflect with 

mtu1t1ve female wisdom that this choice, for Carol-Anne's frame, might 

prove unfortunate 

"Wow Sounds good And you suit purple, too Let me know about 

the fittmg I wanna be there" I' m a well-meaning person - you have to 

understand this But life overwhelms and confounds and a lways confuses 

me It's the vast and mexpltcable unfairness of life which unsettles me 

most The sort of unfairness which favours some and randomly pumshes 
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others Unfairness ltke hairy moles and snot-crusted nostnls Because m 

senior-high schools girls need to be beautiful f 've reflected often upon 

this and upon the focussed, intense, sort of bolled-down microcosm of the 

world at large which constitutes the socially interactive world of 

adolescence I'm a woman I understand these thmgs And I knew and 

understood long ago that women everywhere need to be beautiful 

Beautiful and sexually desirable Because a society which 1s inherently 

patnarchal inevitably weighs and measures and evaluates its women 

sexually And 1f that' s true of the world beyond the walls of the high 

school , 1t 1s even more true of the still-raw and powerfully patriarchal 

world of high-school adolescent social structures 

Imagme Nineteen and ugly Nmeteen and without even one sexually 

redeeming feature Nineteen and without any remote hope that you might 

ever flower into a sex obJect I reflect on this and I reflect, too, on my 

own still-emerging womanhood and stymied sense of self Raised and 

nurtured, compltc1t and passive, within the sexually controlling and 

overtly male-dominated world which spaw ned and shaped me 

Overwhelmingly, and indeed admittedly, relieved that m the vast and 

incomprehensible complexity of thmgs, snotty nostnls and lumpy, hairy 

moles did not select, and thereby afflict me 

Other things afflicted me, however, although these thmgs appear not 

to afflict Carol-Anne A sense of self-betrayal haunts me - a certain 
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knowingness of my own compltc1ty m the constructing of my quick-sand, 

illusory sense of sexual 1dent1ty There's an innocence to Carol-Anne, 

although 1t 1sn 't one I'd want I often search her soft, vacant eyes, hungry 

for some echo - some hint or bnef glimpse even - of astute self­

knowledge But I never find 1t And I wonder then tf her eyes, which 

maybe search my own, ever find the hes I hide so well within them 

She leaps before me as I wnte these words Clumsy and swollen m 

the bnght red plastic botler smt she often dons for rainy bike ndes home 

It's a bibbed, buckled, incredible affair with an enormous red plastic cape 

which tops 1t off I laugh warmly and consp1ratonally with her whenever 

she dons this fantastic ensemble, but my gaze s lides surrept1t1ously 

sideways to search and warn - and more desperately to plead with - the 

frankly amused and dehghted eyes of my male students nearby 

Nevertheless, I find 1t hard to love this girl She dogs and shadows 

my every footstep Turning, often unexpectedly at times, within the 

narrow confines of my crowded classroom, my elbow will inadvertently 

find and nudge her plump breasts somewhere Just behind me Momentary 

1rntat1on sometimes overwhelms me then, because love 1s an elusive and 

defiant thing, and appears never to respond when bidden, but more ltkely 

and indeed often quite perversely, 1t appears frequently to find its obJect 

in somewhat unworthy rec1p1ents 

I stood m the staffroom recently with a male colleague who knew 
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and taught Carol-Anne "She's stupid, Denny And Jesus, she's ugly" I 

smiled up at htm at this, stunned but compltc1t as ever And his eyes were 

consptratonal and amused as they found my own Teasing, fl1rtattous eyes 

And my own, which I levelled up and on his, were as wide and as innocent 

and as false as ever 

I turned away at this Reflecting wisely, although unhapptly, that 

self-knowledge 1s perhaps a far greater affl1ct1on than hairy moles And 

self-betrayal ts perhaps the greatest affl1ct1on of all Not, I might add, that 

I was willing to trade either for hairy moles or snot-crusted nostn ls 

My male colleague-fnend JOtns me at the staffroom smk His arm 

reaches beyond and around me, embracing me, as he reaches for paper 

towels secured to the wall to my nght Bold, fl1rtat1ous eyes on mme 

Studymg me closely And fmdmg, thank God, no moles o r snot with 

which to reJect me Some small comfort here, though Small Very small 

mdeed 
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Freda and the Rose 

Freda was with me two years She graduated last year and moved on 

that June to find other worlds to conquer and, hopefully, other friends to 

love Freda was my student - and much more Freda was my friend 

She went with me everywhere She'd even follow me mto the ladies' 

staff bathroom and watch me apply lipstick there, although she was well 

aware that students were stnctly excluded from sharing, and thereby 

mvadmg, the pnvate sanctuary of staff toilet factl1t1es But she was wise 

and astute, this kid, and not without some courage She soon had 1t figured 

that where one teacher accompanied her, another was unlikely to kick her 

out She'd carry my purse and my car keys, and she'd place these items on 

the counter-top which nestled m an alcove JUSt ms1de the door It was a 

small , boxy, almost-intimate alcove, afforded on one s ide by the outer 

wall, and on the other by the long, JUttmg lme of toilet stalls beyond 1t 

She'd stand behind me at the mirror, watching me apply hpst1ck there 

Freda loved watchmg me apply lipstick I'd lean forward towards the 

mirror, wielding the bnght, exposed lipstick wand, and I'd purse and 

stretch my lips across my teeth But I'd always pause at this, and search 

her eyes across my shoulders, because this was the moment she loved 

most And her eyes were a lways warm and black and merry-looking, and 

I'd shrug and laugh a little then , imparting, I 1magmed, something 

consp1ratonal, but vulnerable, too 
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Mostly, though , she loved to follow me down to the staffroom 

Students aren't permitted here either, I might add, although this never 

fazed Freda She was cheeky and out-gomg, and she'd carry my purse and 

my coffee cup before her, and sail bravely on through the staffroom door 

as I opened and entered 1t Once tns1de, she was studiously obhv1ous, I 

noted, to the mildly disapproving interest she drew from faculty members 

scattered tn armchairs about the room She'd stay close to me, near the 

smk or the cupboards or the counter-top, and she'd commence bustling 

about at once, with demonstrable and dec1s1ve intent She'd drop my 

nickels and dimes mto the staff coffee machine, studymg carefully the 

black l1qu1d which issued forth , but usually she deemed this substance too 

thick and unpalatable for my tastes - whereupon she'd commence busily 

then to press the button which emitted add1ttonal Jets of hot water She'd 

weigh earnestly the quality of the coffee collected m the mug before her, 

and once sat1sf1ed with the dark liquid's perceived strength or lack of 1t, 

she'd reach for the can of evaporated milk nearby, and add, with 

scrupulous care, mmute and measured portions of the cream mto the cup 

And she'd turn then, with renewed and spmted tntent, towards my staff 

drawer - the contents of which she'd proceed at once to unload and sort 

and arrange m appropnately manageable bundles She'd categonse memos 

and pamphlets and computensed sheets accordtng to weight and bulk, 

always placing the larger, heavier items beneath the smaller ones which 
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she balanced carefully on top Meanwhile, a few older male colleagues 

scattered about the room might peek sourly from behind raised 

newspapers and study us with mtld but perplexed disapproval 

You can probably guess that I loved he r And still do She's long 

since gone no"' , but her presence continues often to invade my unwary 

thoughts Leaping at me unexpectedly at times Always as bright and 

cheeky, but as complex and needy as ever 

Freda ts fat Extraordrnanly and unattractively fat It's important 

that you know this, because Freda's entire adolescent life has been 

governed and shaped by this unfortunate and self-mfl1cted burden 

Imagrne seventeen and fat Potentially beautiful , though, I often suspect, 

as Freda ts V 1etnamese and exotically creamy-dark But her frame 1s short 

and carnes always its massive weight of flesh and fat 

She longed to be thin She dreamed and schemed and fantasised and 

even talked to God She talked to me, too, I might add, and although I 

listened, I always lied Deceit spilled easily from my tongue, although tl 

dragged more heav 1 l y at my heart 

"I'm fat, Ms H Everyone thinks I'm fat I wanna be thin, Ms H , 

real bad I wanna be real thm My first mom made me fat She made me 

fat " (Freda has been in foster care s ince infancy, and she stoically 

attnbutes her excessive weight, accumulated throughout the years, to the 

generous feeding habits encouraged by her first foster mother) 
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"Freda, you're still beautiful " I touch and rearrange her hair at 

this , which 1s, indeed, remarkably beautiful Thick, black, blunt hatr 

"You'll handle the weight No problem Puppy fat - that's what they call 

1t That's all " But as my ltes rush forth, my eyes shde from her own, 

because 1f my tongue could lie, my eyes would not 

But she kept one thing from me Until the last, she kept JUSt one 

thing from me Two years of happy forays into the bathroom and 

staffroom together Two years of friendship and shared secrets Two 

years and then one hot and bltstering day in June 

She had a rose this day A long-stemmed, red rose A number of the 

kids had these roses, given to them by the Family Management teacher, 

with instructions to deliver them to different elementary schools that day 

Our grade twelve students, 1t transpired, had worked briefly as teaching 

assistants m selected kmdergarten classrooms across the city, and the roses 

were tokens of apprec1at10n for the teachers who had welcomed them 

there 

But the rose which Freda waved about before me was a somewhat 

sad and sorry thing, I thought, its long prickled stem no longer stiff but, 

instead, now ltmp and bouncing cunously about, as though unable to 

support the weight of the droopmg bloom bobbing at its end It was hot 

that day, and white, relentless sunli ght blazed m through the window 

behind me m my classroom, and my clothes clung close and damp about 
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my back and breasts and nb cage You can probably imagine the cond1t1on 

of Freda's rose - cut and benbboned upon its slender stem hours before in 

the early cool of morning - its blood-dark petals now curled and closed 

and dying 

Freda wanted a nde across town "The rose'll die, Ms H Look See 

- it'll die real soon An' it'll take me ages to catch the bus there It's so 

hot, Ms H Will ya give me a nde, Ms H ? Will ya?'' Freda hates bus ndes 

You have to understand this, but perhaps even more than the ndes 

themselves, she hates the walks that access those ndes - the walks, albeit 

relat,vel) short, from home or school to nearby bus stands I glance about 

my classroom Kids too heat-exhausted to take advantage of my absence, I 

wisely speculate And besides - it's hot and it's the last school week of 

June And the rose she's clutching and waving before me 1s indeed a 

sorry-looking thing 

So that's how 1t happened that I drove Freda across the city that day 

It was unbearably hot in my car The windows were down and the air 

which blew through was thick and heavy and brought us no relief We 

drew up and stopped at traffic lights along the way, and the heat blazed m 

and assailed us then ltke a ltvmg, funous thmg She turned my way as we 

waited there, flashing me a warm rush of a smtle, and I smiled back at 

her, suddenly and unaccountably touched to see the rose cradled gently m 

her lap, its closed head nudging downwards between her knees 
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Eventually we found the school and parked on a gravelly patch of 

scrub land adJacent to its Iron-fenced grounds Oddly, she made no effort 

to disembark And somehow, I didn't want her to - which was astounding, 

as the sun blazed on, its heat inexorably magnified, I knew, by the glass 

wmdsh1eld before us, and its relentless fury then further mtens1fied within 

the airless, claustrophobic mtenor of the car 

I k.new she had something to tell me "You're pretty, Ms H ," she 

offered suddenly and surpnsmgly, and I shifted m the sticky confines of 

my seat at this, susp1c1ous and mtu1tively alert My sweater was clinging to 

my back, and my eyes were fastened blankly on the steering wheel before 

me "I wish I were you, Ms H Honest I wish I were you I JUSt wish I 

was" 

There 1t was The words were out Puzzling, unsettltng words 

Words I needed to attend to And closely, too And I stared on out at the 

grey pebbles and the sand-gravel and the dust on the thm scrub land 

before me All dazzling somehow under the white glare of the June 

sunlight She wished she were me? She wished she were someone else'? 

We sat m silence for a while I thought about this, and I thought 

about Freda, and I thought about me, too I thought about the cunous and 

impenetrable perplexity of 1dent1ty, or that bewildering and unfathomable 

sense of separateness from others which descends at times when one 

encounters the unwary eyes or faces of others Faces m bus windows 
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which flash by on the highway, each one leaving always an mdehble bram-

1mage behind Or the eyes of others - the eyes of strangers - which search 

slyly for mine across sidewalks or theatre rows or shopping-mall 

walkways Eyes which mirror but defend what's within And something 

desolate and d1squ1etmg descends then So - what\ tf llke to be you? 

I sat on, silent and reflective and as perplexed as ever, my eyes 

down and studying my two hands which gnpped the steenng wheel before 

me I noticed suddenly, and for the first time, the encroach mg suntan upon 

my wnsts and forearms 

The truth 1s, I've never wanted to be anyone else I'm cunous, it's 

true, about the souls and selves of others, but I'm only transiently and 

phtlosoph1cally engaged I clmg to the sense of self within me with a 

passion and tenacity which 1s at once exhtlarating and ferocious So 1t was 

hard to grasp and comprehend her words that day 

"I look Chinese" Her words startled me and I shifted my gaze and 

turned towards her then to f md her head down and her eyes focussed m 

her lap She was playing with the rose, caressing the brmsed, purplish­

black outer petals and toymg idly with the soft, dark bud cradled w1thm 

them "I wanna be white I wish I was white Like you I wanna be white, 

that's a ll " 

How does one respond to words like this? My throat was suddenly 

tight, and my tongue was sti lled and silent I didn't touch her Didn't reach 
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to console or comfort her 1 Just sat and studied the dark head turned 

down and away from me, the long, blunt sweep of her hair almost grazing 

the soft blossom beneath 1t Her words spilled on, although my heart was 

floundenng fast to close itself to them "I look Chinese , see And guys 

don't hke that Besides, I'm fat And guys don't like that, either ( wish I 

was thin, hke you You're pretty, Ms H , because you're thin and you're 

white, too I always wanted to be white So's one guy would like me Just 

so 's one guy might like me" 

It's a cunous world, this world of ours A world of dusty, gravelly 

parking lots, and hot June days A world of sad kids with even sadder 

dreams A world where young females learn early that men want white, 

Western, slender girls Silence continued to envelop us for a whtle, and 

the white heat blazed inexorably on through the windshield before us 

Freda stirred eventually and reached down to gather the knapsack at 

her feet She held the rose up and away in one hand, while she struggled 

with the other to raise the heavy book-filled bag mto her lap She turned 

and smtled at me I touched her wnst with my index finger, and then I 

traced w ith my fingernail the brmsed-blood petals of the blossom still 

bobbmg on the limp and prickly stem before me 

"I hope the teacher likes 1t Your rose, I mean And about bemg 

white," I manage at last, "forget that stuff You're beautiful the way you 

are " A wry smile from her at this, and the bnght, black eyes she levelled 
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on mme were astute, but oddly forgiving, I thought, too 

"Yeah, well We'll see About the rose, I mean" She left at this, 

struggling with the burden not only of her knapsack but with that of her 

own vast weight m her efforts to free herself from the narrow confines of 

the car, but she struggled, too, I saw , to protect the fragility of the now 

long-since wilted blossom still clutched m one hand I sat on and watched 

her wander off across the dusty scrubland before me She turned once, 

before disappearing finally from view, the heavy book-filled bag dragging 

at one shoulder, and brandishing the st1ll-bobbmg rose, she smtled and 

waved goodbye with 1t 
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Chapter III: 
The Conclusion 

Listen, Only Listen, Because This 
is a Story 

And this 1s, indeed, a story A short story it's true, but one w hich 

tells of other stones - maybe all ston es - to ld and retold everyw here 

throughout recorded time Told m familial c ircle-huddles a round fi res 

which burn before shadowy rock-caverns under vast and star-spattered 

skies, but told, too, on subway trams and city buses on dark November 

eveni ngs when the yellow street lamps have Just begun to soften the 

gathering gloom beyond Told m pubs and cafes where shaded wall lights 

and brass fixtures and rows of ceiling-stored glassware enc ircle and 

enclose the storyte llers he ld w1thm the ir warm embrace Or told m parks 

and woodlands - on grassy slopes and under leaf-laden summer trees, 

where the words are nch and soft and slow in coming, and the storyte llers 

he amo ng pebbles and w ild clover-turf But told, too, on w h1te-1ced 

snowbanks w hen laughter and falling about suddenly and unaccountably 

cease, and the storyte llers, drawn close and momentanly silenced, rush 

then with steamy breath on the frozen air, and a tumble of words and 

memories and remembered tales fall from them Stones, stones, each and 

all of them stones So draw up close now and listen well Because this, 

too, 1s a story 

Songs and Silences 



172 

Hornby Island 1s somewhere further north and off the coast of 

Vancouver Island, where I live It's summer on Hornby and maybe ten or 

so years ago Late August, but stormy and blustery and unseasonably cold 

that year I'm with my daughters - twm girls - and they were still small 

and very young ten years or so ago We ' re up on a high bluff of rocky 

outcrops, and an angry, tumultuous sea rages beneath us Our path wmds 

alternately within thin forest and scrubland to our left and then out onto 

the bare and rocky overhang above the pebble-black beach below It 's a 

well-travelled, and, I think, well-loved path, this one But deserted and 

only ours today No other adventurer appeared foolhardy enough to brave 

this storm and these bluffs on this day Pine needles and soft, decaying 

mulch soften our footfalls, but numerous gnarled tree roots Irne our way, 

too, and reach often to trap and tnp our feet wherever the path draws 

dangerously close to the vast drop below 

It's late afternoon and the storm engulfs us Wmd and ram whip and 

flatten us Me m the middle with my two small daughters clingmg 

resolutely to either side of me Afternoon still , but an oddly early-evenrng 

dark seems somehow to have crept about us, stealmg softly from the thrn 

forest to our left Heavy and omrnous, too, where black clouds roll rn 

above us A fierce and white-frothed sea rages on beneath us, waves high 

and funous and crashing upon the rock-Jagged shorelme which awaits 

them Tree branches snap and threaten to our left, and the washed-out, 
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rock-loosened path glides and gives beneath our feet Wmd and ram whip 

relentlessly about our breasts and thighs and sting our cheeks and eyes 

It was no mistake that we were here We'd planned this walk along 

the high bluffs and we'd set out m heavy rarnfall But we hadn ' t bargained 

for the venomous fury of this storm That was an unexpected th nil 

"Tell us a story Please Oh , tell us a story," begged my two 

daughters, clmgmg to my waist and about my hips, and shnnkmg with a 

rush of sudden fear as the storm raged on about us and the path brought us 

suddenly within inches of the vast and giddy drop beneath "A true story 

A scary story Oh, tell us a story Please " So I did I told them a story A 

wild, black fantasy of a story, which hovered somewhere between myth 

and nightmare A story of dark and lonely places Of night and night's 

creatures Of mv1s1ble, dangerous things Of wild and wtld1sh things Of 

howling winds and the lash of black ram at night Of mulchy paths soft 

with pme needles but strewn about with gnarled and treacherous tree roots 

- l1vmg, ram-black, malicious roots - all eager to ensnare any foolish and 

unwary feet which came their way 

I told of storms and terrors and the unknown Because this story 

hovered without me, although 1t sprang so freely from w1thm me It 

lurked m the thm and shadowy forest to my left but 1t leapt with fury 

from the white waves beneath And my daughters clung closer Awash 

with terror and ecstasy and pleading for more 
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And my tale gathered strength as the storm raged on And the 

afternoon drew towards evening and the sky was black and heavy-close 

above us And I told of mystenes and of sorcery and of thmgs not human 

Of black buses with black windows which earned away small and 

unsuspecting children walking home from school Of a golden girl, golden 

all over, with golden fingernail s - sharp and dangerous hke those of a wild 

cat - but thick and curled inwards, too, like those of a crab Of dark, 

empty houses with dark, empty windows concealing the always-creaking 

rockrng chairs behrnd them Of things unknown and unsolvable and 

unspeakable Of puzzles and frights and thrills and dizzyingly ternfymg 

dreams And the wmd howled more furiously about us, and my daughters 

clung faster to my waist and about my hips And the sea raged with 

renewed fury beneath us and the ram soaked us nght through 

The story fell from me It ltved in the wind and the ram and the 

agony about me But 1t sprang from ancient tales too Tales my father told 

me years ago Late at night when I was very small and had crusted, puss­

filled styes upon my eyelids, and my mother, with unwitting but well­

meaning cruelty, treated the clustered boils with washcloths soaked m 

botling water And my father would qmeten my tears and screams with 

stones Only hush Quiet now and hush And I ' ll tell you another one 

And the wind howled on and our feet slipped on the ram-loosened 

rocks on the path before us, and the sea churned angry and white-crested 
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beneath us Hungry for us maybe Eager to engulf us were we to slip And 

my daughters clung closer and begged for more "Tell us more Please 

Make up some more " And so I dtd Because that day my story fell from 

me m a rush and a torrent ltke the very ram which struck and soaked us 

It grew m my gut but 1t howled m the wmd It spat and flew ltke the 

branches which smashed and cracked about us It was born on the bluffs 

and It ved m the s torm 

We never forgot that day or that story, my daughters and I One 

day, somewhere, sometime, part of that story will spill from each of them, 

and the memories and the terror and the ecstasy of that day up on the 

high bluffs of Hornby will fmd voice and smg - or howl - agam They'll 

tell of the girl - golden all over - with the long golden fmgerna tls which 

curl ltke claws, and they'll whisper a tale of a black and sm1ster bus with 

black and sinister windows concealing the small children already lured 

w1thm 1t They 'll tell of storms and w md and ram and churning seas 

beneath them Of ram-soaked hips and thighs and resolute clmgmg Of 

mothers and love and w1ld1sh things 

Because all stones - gathered, heard, 1magmed and experienced -

are the tapestry of our lives Through the telling of our stones we search 

our meanings 

And our stones are found everywhere Some, it 's true, are borne on 

the wmgs of storms high up on rocky bluffs But many are not Many of 
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mme are fleeting, tender things, although I recall v1v1dly their bnef 

embrace In eyes and faces and sometimes the bnefest of encounters And 

m memones, too 

Old and sun-dappled memones Me m a publtc park m England 

years ago Thirteen years old and stretched out on my stomach on a vast 

patch of tree-shaded turf Big trees amassed with leaves and greenery and 

sunlight above me The curved edge on each blade of grass beneath me 

sharp enough to s ltce my skm as my mdex finger strokes the length of 

each Bugs bnll1ant and glossy-black and scurrying about w1thm the 

untnmmed and luscious growth beneath my palms Reading poetry To 

my father He's out of work but content to wile away the hours of 

indolence with me Listening to poetry - my poetry - m a public park 

Poetry and sunltght and something magical that day 

My father died m the years which followed, and as 1t happened his 

death and the cunously complex events which accompanied 1t, were 

themselves the stuff of a thousand tragic but paradoxically comic stones 

Some I've already wntten The others await my telling And I' ll tell them, 

too Because they live both within and without me and are somehow 

sp1nted thmgs They wait only for me to give them the voice which 1s 

their own 

And so 1t 1s, perhaps, with a ll stones Stones The tapestry of life 

itself A vast but elusive well of myth, dream, 1magmat1on, understanding 
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and paradox Found m ancient tales and the symbols of folklore Found in 

the pale, plam face with empty eyes across from a supermarket checkout, 

but found, too, in the blotched and tenderly scrunched face of a newborn 

Found m dead carnations dropping bitter-sweet leaf fragments on a table 

top, and m ram-wet pavement cracks sprouting fragile spnng weeds 

Found m the stmk of decaying compost packed with sltme and black earth 

beneath your fmgerna1ls - when your father dies and you reach for livmg 

roots to nurse And found m the yellow glow of street lamps at night and 

m the damp creep of autumn's fogs which whisper always of lovers and 

promises of long ago Found everywhere on every day of our lives And 

found not only m our past but rn our future too Wa1tmg only to be 

plundered and spilled by those of us who choose to give them voice 

Dangerous, too In the early months of my marriage I wrote a poem 

- tender, pretty, s imple words of love - for my husband I found that 

poem years later, pnnted m a neat and wobbly-childish hand on the flyleaf 

of a pocket-sized paper-back A miniature book of renowned and 

passionately romantic love poetry One of those palm-sized texts you find 

displayed at a s upermarket checkout Mostly diets, astrology, or 

romance All wntten and published spec1f1cally for the lonely and 

desolate and bereft among women This one was love poetry, however, 

but perhaps 1t had not been misplaced along with the astrology and dreams 

and fantasies with which 1t had 1t had 1mt1ally been stacked I thought I 
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remembered purchasing that tmy text I knew I remembered wntmg the 

poetry I held the battered book w1thm my hands, and my daughter, 

Rebecca, stood nearby - silent, mtngued but unsure Exammmg me 

closely She's unearthed this unexpected treasure from the dark recesses of 

hallway closet And she ' s watchmg and weighing me A few wobbly 

words upon a somewhat yellowed page But a s tory , too An 

uncompromising, d1sclos1ve sort of story And I regretted that Too much 

revealed Too many memories and too much of me Because poetry, like 

stones, tells secrets, and m the tell mg of each you ' II spill your secrets 

q u1 te desp1 te yourself So we stood m the dow nstairs hall way, the two of 

us, and I made hght of the words, the poetry, the battered ltttle book, and 

me She wasn' t fooled, though She knows a story when she's holding one 

And she knows that my story 1s her story and a ll our future stones, too 

In tellmg and recreating our stones we search our meanings And 

search our past and future, too Stephen Hawkmg once asked and perhaps 

still asks "Why, 1f we can remember the past, can we not remember the 

future?" In story, Stephen, perhaps we can Because story defies the 

constraints of space and time It rushes with a fury mto the vortex of 

cosmic black holes, but 1t lives m the ancient and distant past as much as 1t 

does m the future which roars to engulf 1t It soars with the storm-winds 

but 1t scuttles w ith the black beetles under sharp blades of grass It howls 

with black ram on wind-scoured cliffs, but 1t 1s stlenced to a whisper m 
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the hands of a sixteen-year-old in a dark hallway 

And Rebecca held on to my tiny book of poetry We stood barefoot 

on cool ttle and 1t was dark about us The closet stood aJar before us Dark 

and laden with secrets And stones, too Stones buned in the past but 

found more m the future And Rebecca knew this She knew 1t with the 

unfaltering and mtu1t1ve wisdom of a gatherer of stones Poetry and 

stoned "'ords Found m wobbly and ch1ldltke pnnt on the yellowed flyleaf 

of a tiny supermarket checkout text But a story, nevertheless, and she 

knew 1t, too 

I sttll teach m a semor-h1gh school And I still tell stones And I'm 

sttll so often overwhelmed by the complexity and cunos1ty and beauty and 

degradation and betrayal and sweetness of human expenence Life still 

presents itself weanng its many piebald, veiled and paradoxical faces And 

only stones begin to unravel them Stones in the eyes and faces across 

from me every day of my hfe Brad with the pale eyes and the bnght 

kerchief who's selling diet pills nght now Deanne with the Mexican 

boyfnend she met on a cruise ship Natalte who sleeps curled on my 

classroom sofa all day, her cheeks damp and flushed and her palms open 

and thrust behind her Or Tracy who leapt to her feet tn fury one day and 

hurled a sugary doughnut at the hfe-s1ze poster of Manlyn Monroe on the 

classroom wall The white 1cmg ts still clmgmg, incongruously somehow, 

to the blue-tinged cleavage between Manlyn 's breasts Stones, stones, all 
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of them stones And all wa1tmg for the voice I ' ll one day give them, while 

I wait, too, for the understandrng - fleeting, visceral and maybe 

unpalatable - which they ' ll m turn give me 

I still wnte poetry, too Sometimes - and always 1mpuls1vely -

I tell an English class that I' ll brmg along some of my own poetry to read 

aloud m class, and occasionally a perplexed or curious student will remind 

me to do so But usually I've regained my wits by then, because of course 

I know I never will Because 1f stones tell some secrets, poetry tells all I 

once took. one of my stones and read 1t aloud to an English class I sat on a 

soft tasselled cushion on a high wooden chau and my students were close -

crushed tight on two shabby old sofas and clustered on small chairs 

enc1rchng me Oddly, mcred1bly, the words of the story touched me as 

they fell from me, and I found myself suddenly struggling to control a 

treacherous break to my v01ce which threatened unexpectedly to betray 

me My students stared on, mcredulous, mtngued, and m some cases, 

compassionate too Because story telling, ltke poetry, 1s indeed a 

dangerous affair 

Something hke wnting this thesis, perhaps Somewhat dangerous 

and inescapably self-revealing I've thought often about all of this in the 

months which have ensued smce I embarked upon this work I've thought 

about all 1t asked of me and a ll that I found so d1ff1cult to surrender 

Perhaps because I guard my secrets well and struggle a lways when I wnte 
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to reach within myself and wrestle free the story or the demons or the 

truths which ball up hard and tight to elude me And I wonder often about 

other story tellers About their dreams and demons and balled-up, 

armoured truths 

Estes (p 19) wntes that the storytellers of today, like those of long 

ago are "the descendants of an immense and ancient community of holy 

people, troubadours, bards, gnots, cantadorafi, cantors, travelling poets, 

bums, hags, and crazy people" Well , I'm one of them I was always a 

storyteller, and before I wrote stones, I thmk I told them When I was 

three or four and very small I stood on tall chairs so that my cousm could 

brush my long hair without bending to reach it And I told her stones 

And she listened and she brushed and I told some more And later, m 

school, I wrote my stones then In a ruled exercise book protected by a 

paper-back cover hardened with varnished and pigmented paste splodges 

A book of stones All mystenes, murders and ev il things 

Today I wnte my stones fitfully , passionately and most certainly 

irrationally And I fmd them everywhere J find them, even as I wnte 

these words, m the tender, astoundingly bnlhant tufts of grass, amassed m 

pockets and crusted about with crystalltsed snow, which he beyond my 

kitchen window And m the daffodil shoots - stalwart and mvmc1ble -

against the dark hedge beyond In the wmter sunlight which finds the 

powdered wnnkles about my mother 's aged and bloodshot eyes, and m my 
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child's thick, pale hair which tumbles a lways about my face and clings to 

my lips when she embraces me while I sleep 

Because stones are found everywhere They instruct and g uide and 

enlighten Stones, says Estes, are "medicine" 

I have been taken wllh ston es 5mce I heard my first They 
have rnch power, they do not reqUlre that we do, be, act 
anything - we need only lts·ten (p 15) 

The stones included in this work ask only that you ltsten So hush now, 

draw up close, and only listen 

These stones te ll of hunger Raw , sad, invincible and insatiable 

hunger Hunger for love, for others, for tenderness They tell as much of 

my own hunger as they do of the hungers of those of whom I wnte, and 

maybe that 1s why some stones resist the telling and wrestle w1thm me, 

guarding well , perhaps, their secrets, their meanings and their pith 

But stones heal They shed light m dark places and rekindle snuffed 

soul-fires They guide and instruct, and yes, where you ask and you listen, 

they will reveal and surrender their meanings 

And finally, the stones upon which this thesis 1s founded are the 

tales of a woman I saw this as I wrote them And oddly, I was amazed, 

and I reJ01ced These stones are wildly and passionately and unequivocally 

female, subJect1ve and mstmctual They live m the girl, curled flushed and 

fetal, who sleeps on my sofa all day Orm the flowers in a Juice Jar on my 

desk, long since dned and crusted all about with bnttle leaves, but 
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somehow inco ngruously and astoundingly beautiful where the wmter 

sunlight touches them They live m sun-drenched trees al l lined up m a 

row on a street and a girl who heaves sobbmg m my arms as I study them 

These s tones are wtld1sh, gut-borne, earthy thmgs A woman 's 

ston es Because women - all women everywhere - a re the tel lers and 

sorcerers a nd witc hes and birth-mothers of stones Stones which weave 

the myn ad fabnc of our hves and lmk the understandmg of our past to the 

meanmgs of our future Stones which live 10 the wild and Joyous and 

subJect1ve mstmct Irrational, sure-footed , gentle things Which tell of 

hunger, maybe, and the human search to ease 1t 

She t \· the source, the ltght, the mght, the dark, and daybreak 
She ts the smell of good mud and the back leg of the fox The 
btrds which tell us secrets belong to her She n· the voice that 
says, 'Thi~ way, this way " ( Estes, p I 3) 
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The Research Methodology 

Employed 
,ilnqu1ry, as a kind of seeking, must be guided beforehand by 
what 1s sought" ( Hezdegger, 1962, p 25) 
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Van Man en ( 1990) has suggested that research methodologies 

selected should not only reflect the nature and mtent of the study 

undertaken, but should reflect, too, the "deep mterest" of the researcher 

engaged m the work, rather than " the mere whim, preference, taste or 

fash10n [of current methodologies]" (p 4) The narratives of this study 

were msp1red and driven by my own mterest, not only m the sometimes 

trag1call) alienated lived experiences of the young people I teach, but m 

pedagogical practices of exclusion which appear so often to promote and 

even to 1mt1ate experiences of ahenat10n and separat10n from self and 

others m adolescent youth Lather (1986), hke Van Manen (1990), 

suggests that phenomenological hermeneutic research, or prax1s-onented 

research, 1s grounded often m a moral and ethical framework m this 

sense we not only reflect on the nature of our praxis, but we often aspire 

to effect pos1t1ve change m both our ow n praxis and m that of others m 

our fie ld "For researchers with emancipatory asp1rat1ons, domg empmcal 

research offers a powerful opportunity for praxis to the extent that the 

research process enables people to change " (Lather, p 263) 

I reflect rnev1tably on this w1thm my own world of praxis - a 
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turbulent, uncerta in, and often altenated world of disaffected youth, and a 

bureaucratic, somew hat indifferent, and often exclus10nary world of high­

school rnst1tut10ns Lather has said that we might "consciously use our 

research to help part1c1pants understand and change their s1tuat1ons" (p 

263) The young people I wnte about m the narratives of this thesis are 

relatively powerless when confronted with effecting positive change from 

w1thm their mstttut10nal1sed worlds, but the educational pract1t1oners who 

operate w1thm those mst1tut1onaltsed settings may indeed have the power, 

and hopefully the WIii , to bnng about pos1t1ve change 

The review of the related research methodolog1es IS presented 

w1thm the two subsect10ns hsted below 

1) Phenomenolog1cal Hermeneutics 

a) Grounded m Phenomenology 

b) Phenomenology and the Search for Meanmg Begm m the Life World 

c) Lest We Forget Hermes 

2) Narrative Inquiry 

a) Narrative and the Search for Meanmg 

b) On Language, Lmgmst1cs, Metaphor and the Poette V 01ce 

"Phenomenological research has as lls ult1mate aim, the 
fulfilment of our human nature to become more fully who we 
are" (Van Manen, 1990, p 12) 
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1) Phenomenolog1cal Hermeneutics 

a) Grounded m Phenomenology 

JnqULry lfself 1s the behavwur of a questwner, and therefore of 
an entlty, and as such has Ifs own character of bemg " 

(He1degger, 1962, p 24) 
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The research methodology employed in this study 1s 

phenomenolog1cal and draws upon the shared and mutually-constructed 

lived human expenences of both the researcher and her adolescent 

students This study ts also unequivocally hermeneutic, as each of its 

narratives seeks interpretive understanding of those hved experiences 

Each narrative 1s also unequivocally subJectlve, and draws always upon 

initial self-understanding, before reaching then for a more universal 

understanding of the human condition Phenomenolog1cal hermeneutics 

has gamed some recogrnt1on m academic c1rcles m recent years, not only 

m North America, but more specifically m Canada (Pmar and Reynolds, 

1992) Indeed, m some cases, doubt has been cast on the persistent 

employment of only quant1tat1ve, expenmental methodologies m human or 

social science research 

However, the emergent, or subJect1vely mterpret1ve, nature of 

phenomenological fmdmgs contmues to disturb some analysts "The 

danger of over emphas1smg the 'emergent' nature of the r quahtat1ve-l 

design 1s a looseness, lack of focus , and misplaced nonchalance about 

purpose, method, and procedure on the part of those who do quahtative 
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research" (Seidman, 1991 , p 27) Sp1egelberg (1982) concedes that there 

1s, indeed, a widespread, although quite erroneous , belief that 

phenomenology 1s mev1tably "a study of merely pnvate phenomena and 

that it constitutes nothmg but a return to a subjective psychology, 1f not a 

relapse mto mtrospect1on" (p 688) Schutz (1969) wntes that, within 

more trad1t10nally focussed research circles, phenomenology has often 

been widely misunderstood as "ant1-sc1ent1fic, not based upon analysis and 

descnpt1on but ongmatrng m a kmd of uncontrollable mtu1t1on or 

metaphysical revelat10n" (p 25) Madison ( 1988) further suggests that 

perhaps only where hermeneuttcal phenomenology successfully 

demonstrates an adherence to 1dent1f1ably ngorous methodologies will 1t 

gam recogmt1on and status m research circles "For only 1f 1t could be 

shown that phenomenolog1cal hermeneullcs does not afford a ltcence for 

arb1tranness and does rn fact provide for methodolog1cal ngour rn 

mterpretat1on could phenomenolog1cal hermeneutics be pos1t1vely argued 

for and defended" (p 26) 

Lather (1986) notes, too, that quahtat1ve studies, which reveal their 

value base, are, on occasion, discounted as mvahd and even suspect 

" Research programmes that disclose their value-base typically have been 

discounted, however, as overly subjective, and, hence, ' non-sc1ent1f1c"' (p 

259) This remams a problem, Lather believes, for phenomenological 

researchers, who contrnue to feel the need to Justify and validate the 
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trustworthiness of thetr subJect1ve findings 

Thus a central test for prax1s-onented researchers becomes the 
confrontation of issues of empmcal accountability - the need to 
offer grounds for accepting a researcher's descnpt1on and 
analysis - and the search for workable ways of establishing the 
trustworthmess of data 10 new paradigm mqmry (p 260) 
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Van Manen ( 1990), however, sees phenomenology as arguably 

sc1ent1f1c m the sense that 1t 1s a thorough, d1alog1cal, and self-analyt1cal 

exammat1on of human mteraction and expenence "Phenomenology claims 

to be sc1ent1f1c m a broad sense, srnce 1t 1s a systematic, explicit, self­

cn t1cal, and mtersubJect1ve study of its subject matter, our lived 

expenence" (p 11) 

Sp1egelberg (1982) further notes that all human expenence, even 

that of analytical researchers reportmg controlled, expenmental findmgs, 

spnngs from essentially first-hand, subJecttve experience 

For all experience 1s basically "subjective" m the sense that 1t 1s 
our expenence Even a mere protocol of obJect1ve behaviour or 
a report about measurement 1s a "first-person expenence" No 
emp1ncal knowledge, however purged and obJect1f1ed, can get 
away from the subjective matnx of all expenence" (p 690) 

Packer ( 1985) has also questioned the notion that research studies, even 

the most sc1ent1fic and obJecttve, can ever be truly non-subJect1ve or 

enttrely free of the attitudes and d1scnmmatory values of the researcher 

himself " In recent years there has been increased quest10nmg of the 

notion that research 1s, or can be, value free"(p 1081) Gadamer (1979) 
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has further argued with research methodologies which are narrow m 

focus and constrained within objective, sc1ent1fic thmkmg constructs He 

proposes that pre-Judgment and pre-understandmg precede all 

understand mg In this view, understanding can never be truly objective 

Lather (1986) also quest10ns the widely-held belief that obJect1ve research 

studies are entirely value free , and mstead suggests that values are only 

concealed or denied " It 1s mcreasmgly recognised that the fact/value 

dichotomy simply dnves values underground" (p 259) 

Van Manen ( 1990) proposes that human expenence can never be 

fully understood m "deadening abstract concepts, and m logical systems 

that flatten rather than deepen our understanding of human hfe" (p 17) 

He suggests that, like quantitative methodologies, qualitative or 

phenomenolog1cal data may also be seen as " hard" or "strong", rn 

spec1f1cally moral or ethically committed ways 

" Hard data" refers to knowledge that 1s captured best m 
quant1tat1ve urnts or observable measures In contrast, human 
science research 1s ngorous when 1t 1s "strong" or "hard" m a 
moral and spmtual sense A strong and ngorous human science 
text d1stmgmshes itself by its courage and resolve to stand up 
for the consequences and s1gmficance of the notion to which 1t 
has dedicated itself (Van Manen, p 18) 

Van Manen further reminds us that phenomenology 1s not empmc1st or 

analytical m approach, as 1t does not aspire to "emp1ncal generahsat1ons, 

the product10n of law-ltke statements, or the estabhshment of functional 

relat1onsh1ps" (p 22) Nor did I, m the wntmg of this thesis, asptre to 
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empmc1st, analytical assumpttons mdeed, quite the opposite was true I 

not only acquired my data expenent1ally through ltved experience, but the 

narratives which draw upon that experience fmd their meanings rn 

subJective and even 1magmat1ve mterpretat10n 

Van Manen disputes cnt1cs' claims that phenomenological research 

falls often to produce persuasively rat10nal findings, remmdmg us that 

phenomenolog) 1s founded m the "power of thinking" and that 1t 1s, 

indeed, rational "To be a rat10naltst 1s to believe m the power of thrnkmg, 

ms1ght and dialogue It is to believe m the poss1b1ltty of understanding the 

world by mamtammg a thoughtful and conversat10nal relation to the 

world" (p 16) Madison (1988) belteves that good phenomenological 

hermeneutic research ts founded not only on common sense and insightful 

thmkmg, but on d1alog1c reason and an 1dent1f1ably " normative sense", 

which 1mpltes that the research undertaken 1s largely perceived by others 

to "conform to certain generally accepted criteria, norms or principles" 

(p 28) Madison holds fast to the tenets of common sense , which aid and 

extend, he believes, the subJective Judgment w h1ch hermeneutic 

researchers bnng to the ir work "Method m this sense, far from 

supplanting personal, subJect1ve Judgment or eltmrnatmg the need for 1t, ts 

meant as an aid to good Judgment It 1s what ensures that Judgments or 

conclusions arnved at are not gratmtous or the result of subJect1ve whim" 

(p 28) Indeed, Schutz (1969) sees phenomenology as "a senous and 

Songs and Silences 



202 
difficult endeavour", which demands extensive self-mterpretatton and self-

reflection of a researcher, through which a more untversal understandmg 

of the complex constructs of the real-hfe, everyday world of ltved human 

experience may be sought 

b) Phenomenology and the Search for Meanmg Begm m the Life World 

"Phenomenology begins in silence Only he who has 
expen enced genULne perplex1ty and frustratwn m the face of 
the phenomena when trymg to find the proper descnptwn f or 
them know!) what phenomenological seeing really means " 
(Sp1egelherg, p 693) 

The foundat10ns of twentieth century phenomenology as we know 1t 

today were largely grounded m the thmkmg of Wilhelm DIithey (Hodges, 

1952) Di lthey beheved that meanmg, and our mev1table search for 1t, 1s 

found w1thm consc ious, ltved, human expenence, (Erlebnis) , and ltke 

R1coeur who came much later, DIithey also believed that written language 

1s pivotal to both phenomenological understandmg, and our expression of 

that understandmg 

Edmund Husserl , however, 1s the early twentieth century German 

philosopher to w horn the very f oundattons of the phenomenolog1cal 

movement are most often ascribed For Husserl , understandmg of the 

human cond1t1on was drawn always from ltved human expenence, or 

from "a descnpt1ve phanomenolog1e of inner expenence which forms the 

foundation of empmcal psychology" (Spiegelberg, 1981, p 28) Interest 
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m exammmg and exploring lived human expenence for the meaning 

mherent to such expenence - m1tiated by phenomenolog1cal thinkers at the 

beginning of this century - remains intact to this day, and 1s seen as a 

means of broadening and ennching human expenence "The first obJect1ve 

of the phenomenolog1cal approach 1s the enlarging and deepening of the 

range of our 1mmed1ate expenence" (Sp1egelberg, p 679) 

Early phenomenolog1sts, like those of today, reJected trad1t10nal 

"crystallised beliefs and theones", and instead turned to the phenomena of 

lived experience for understanding "To the things themselves (zu den 

Sachen) has been the le1tmot1f of phenomenolog1cal research" 

(Spiegel berg, p 680) Spiegel berg suggests that attention to narrow, 

theoretical constraints only impedes understanding "The watchword 'to 

the thmgs themselves' has pnmanly a pos1t1ve obJect1ve, [andl bids us to 

turn towards phenomena which has been blocked from sight by the 

theoretical patterns m front of them" (p 681) 

Phenomenolog1cal observation and descnpt1on, drawn always from 

real-world, Ii ved human experience, are potentially nch sources of 

research data, and may serve as a sound basis for phllosoph1cal and 

mterpret1ve sense-making of our everyday world as we expenence 1t 

"Phenomenolog1cal descnpt1ons 1f done well are compelling and 

ms1ghtful" (Van Manen, p 8) Van Manen suggests that as our only access 

to our world 1s through our consciousness "anything that presents itself to 
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the consciousness 1s potentially of interest to phenomenology", and that 

phenomenolog1cal observations provide us with " plausible ms1ghts", which 

m turn brmg us mto "more direct contact with the world" (p 9) Van 

Manen suggests that phenomenolog1cal research 1s ''always to question the 

way we experience the world" and that such research implies bemg within, 

and attachmg ourselves to, the very world which we seek to know and 

understand 

And smce to know the world 1s profoundly to be m the world m 
a certam way, the act of researching 1s the mtent10nal act of 
attachmg ourselves to the world, to become more fully part of 
1t, or better, to become the world (p 5) 

In the narratives of this thesis I write of the ltfe world, the world of 

random and unpredictable human mteract10n where Van Manen tells us 

that all phenomenolog1cal research beg ms "what first characterises 

phenomenolog1cal research ts that 1t always begms m the ltfe world" (p 

11) I explore m this study the ex1stent1al meanmgs inherent to the lived 

experiences of alienated youth, and as I, too, was an mtegral and 

mteract1ve part1c1pant m those lived expenences, phenomenolog1cal 

research presented itself as the most powerful and, indeed , the only 

feasible research approach to take "Phenomenology 1s a human science 

since the subJect matter of phenomenological research 1s always the 

structures of meanmg of the lived human experience" (Van Manen, p 

l I) In our search for meaning to the human cond1t1on, we turn always to 

exammmg human acts, expenences, and consciousness, both of others and 
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of ourselves Schutz (1969) explores concepts of meaning in " Do not the 

concepts of meaning, of motives, of ends, of acts, refer to a certain 

structure of consciousness, a certain arrangement of all the experiences in 

mner time ?" (p 39) Phenomenological research begins with everyday 

expenence as we encounter 1t in real ltfe, and from our own constructed 

real1t1es of our conscious knowing of our world, we search always for 

layers of understanding The phenomenolog1st's dnve to illumine the 

meaning-making inherent to ltved everyday human expenence 1s descnbed 

by Schutz m " For phenomenology 1s above all a way of seeing, a way of 

grasping the world and of articulating experience Rather than some 

esoteric or mystical realm of essences, 1t 1s the common everyday realtty 

with which the phenomenolog1st 1s ultimately concerned" (p 21) 

And so with this thesis and this research The narratives included 

here focus upon the real, everyday llved expenences of young people 

strugghng with experiences of sensed existential separation from self and 

others within bureaucratic and often exclusionary pedagogical mst1tut1ons 

However, tn wntrng these narratives and tn tl lumrnrng the sensed 

existential alienation inherent to the lives of the adolescents featured here, 

I recognise my own interactive and part1c1patory role m those ltved 

experiences, and I recognise, too, that my own search for self-meaning 1s 

central to my writing Phenomenological observat10n and descnpt1on, as 

we engage m 1t, serves as a guide to our understanding of our own human 
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lived experience " the mam function of a phenomenological descnpt1on 

1s to serve as a reliable gmde to the lis tener's own natural or potential 

experience" (Sp1egelberg, 1982, p 694) 

It 1s through self-understanding or meaning-making that we struggle 

towards a more universal understanding, but 1t 1s only through experience 

that we find and take our personal meanings "For 1t 1s m experience that 

the 1rreduc1 ble nature of personal meaning 1s disclosed a nd can be 

described" (Kidd and Kidd, p 1) In Being and Time Heidegger suggests 

that the act of interpreting experience reveals Being, or self-understanding 

and the meaning of what 1t 1s to be human "The phenomenology of Being 

(Dasein) 1s a hermeneutic in the primordial s1grnf1cat1on of this word, 

where 1t designates this business of mterpretmg" (Heidegger, 1962) And 

through the inexorable and often parnful struggle for self-understanding, 

or for some grasp of what 1t means to be human, we struggle always for a 

more universal, although inevitably elusive, understanding of the human 

experience 

And so with this thesis and these stones Each story 1s a microcosm 

of recorded human experience, often bitter and poignant, but each hinges 

to the other in search of a more universal and thematic understanding of 

the human cond1t1on , or more specifically, of the human cond1t1on of 

existential alienation "To be a phenomenolog1st 1s to see the world in ,ts 

givenness as perpetually and repeatedly bearing the universal in its 
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sltghtest, most ephemeral aspects" (Schutz, 1969, p 2 I) 

In its search for understanding - understanding drawn unabashedly 

from personal expenence and a troubling search for self - and 

understanding expressed and embodied within the constraints of wntten 

language, this thesis finds itself g rounded squarely m the phtlosoph1cal 

trad1t1ons of Gadamer and R1coeur And as with the trad1t1ons of Gadamer 

and R1coeur, 1t does not conceptually separate method from phenomena 

method and phenomena are mextncably enJoined Indeed, the phenomena, 

or rea l-world, lived, human expenences of disaffected youth, which are 

disclosed and examined m the narratives of this thesis, are themselves the 

very y1elders or 11lummators of understanding as each story unfolds 

Heidegger was the ftrst phdosopher senously to challe nge 

established philosoph1cal concepts of method, when he disputed Dtlthey's 

process of method and proposed, instead, that method can never be 

separated from thmking itself m this view one 1dent1fiable method cannot 

be applied umversa11y, as the thmkmg of the observer 1s always 

inseparable from that which the observer 1s attempting to access Smith 

(1991 ) wntes that m the wake of Heidegger's work "thereafter method 

could never attam a status independent of the project of thinkmg itself' (p 

192) 

Hans-Georg Gadamer, a student of Heidegger, was later to suggest 

that the only method possible for interpreting a phenomenon 1s revealed 
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and presented by the phenomenon itself (Truth and Method , 1979) 

R1coeur, like Gadamer, saw unde rstanding as grounded mextncably in the 

constramts and complex1t1es of language, and like Gadamer, he, too, saw 

method and phenomena as inseparable , or as one The research approach 

mamtamed m this thesis 1s aligned firmly with the thmkmg of Gadamer 

and R1coeur phenomena and method are mextncably fused, and meaning 

1s embodied w1thm the constructs of language My stones, m this thesis, 

are my meanings 

I wnte and construct this research mtersubJect1vely, d1alog1cally, 

and creatively And as I wnte, I turn always to the things themselves, to 

the life world which I both share and construct with the students I teach 

Schon (1983) wntes that we must recognise " the importance to actual 

practice of phenomena - complexity, uncertainty, mstab1hty, uniqueness, 

and value-conflict - which do not fit the model of Technical Rat10nahty" 

(p 39) And m the hfe world of which I write and explore, complexity, 

amb1gu1ty, incongruence and uniqueness certainly prevatl Heidegge r 

(1962) has said that " Every mqu1ry 1s a seeking [Suchen l" (p 24) And so 

1t 1s with this thesis the narratives which embody this work are themselves 

engaged m a seeking - a seekmg of meanmg-makmg and understanding of 

the brutalities and 1solat1on of adolescent existential alienation But such 

meaning 1s hard to come by, although 1t somehow mev1tably unveils itself 

as each narrative unfolds here Perhaps this, for me, 1s the fusion of self 
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and meanmg-makmg, embodied m language, that R1coeur has wntten of 

Finally, m any exammat1on of phenomenological and hermeneutic 

trad1t1ons, 1t 1s mstructtve to d1st10gu1sh one from the other Van Manen 

(1990) attempts to define the differences for us 10 "Phenomenology 

descnbes how one onents to lived expenence, hermeneutics descnbes how 

one 10terprets the ' texts ' of life" (p 4) Van Manen sees hermeneutics as 

personal and essentially human 10 nature and on entat1on " Hermeneutic 

phenomenology 1s a human science which studies persons We might say 

that hermeneutic phenomenology 1s a philosophy of the personal , the 

md1v1dual" (pp 6-7) A closer and more spec1f1c look at hermeneutic 

mqu1ry and its significance to this study follows 

c) Lest We Forget Hermes 

"The God Hermes ts the patron of thteves, merchants and 
travellen Herme!) LS cunning, and occaswnally vwlent a 
tnchter, a robber So ll ts not surpnsmg that he ,s also the 
patron of interpreters The rules of their art, and zts 
phdosophy, are called 'hermeneuttc'i" (Kermode, 1979, p 1) 

Hermes 1s an astute, cunning and somewhat impudent character 10 

Greek mythology, known not only as the conveyer and 10terpreter of 

messages from the Gods to mortal men, but known, too, as the spmted 

and cheeky patron of travellers, vagabonds, and thieves Like Hermes, 

phenomenological hermeneutics concerns itself with 10terprettve mean10g­

makmg, and li ke the cunmng prophecies and mterpretat1ons of Hermes 

himself, 1t 1s often ambiguo us, layered, complex, and confused with the 
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tricks of the double entendre The search for understanding or meamng-

makmg regarding the human experience 1s mdeed an unpredictable, 

shifting and often tricky affair 

The stones upon which this thesis 1s founded search 1mpltc1t 

meamngs, although they are often incongruously explicit as their narrative 

events unfold The s tlences they leave behmd impart more meaning than 

the words upon which they are butlt 

The search for meaning to the human experience has seduced, 

haunted, and indeed often defeated human beings s ince recorded time 

Heidegger (1962) gave us the concept of mterpretat10n as the search for 

meamng, or the search for what 1t 1s to thmk, and feel , and act as a human 

bemg within a meaningfully constructed world In Bemg and Time 

Heidegger wrote "The phenomenology of Being (Dasem) 1s hermeneutic 

m the primordial s1gmf1cat1on of this word, where 1t designates this 

business of interpreting" (1962, p 65) Hermeneutic mqmry 1s grounded 

m the real , everyday ltfe world of human experience, and 1t reaches 

always for practical understanding of human action " the hermeneutic 

approach seeks to elucidate and make explicit our practical understanding 

of human actions by providing an interpretation of them" (Packer, 1985, 

p 1088) Gadamer (1979) sees interpretation as bound mextncably by 

ltngu1st1c constramts, and bound, too, m h1stoncal and temporal concepts 

of reality It 1s the hunger for meaning and the subsequently 1magmat1ve, 
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creative con.\lructmg of meaning which ultimately intngues and dnves, 

and often eludes, the writer of this thesis 

Packer (1985) emphasises that hermeneutic mqu1ry and the search 

for meaning operate m a manner free of given theoretical understanding 

" Hermeneutics involves an attempt to describe and study meaningful 

human phenomenon in a careful and detailed manner as free as possible 

from pnor theoretical understanding" (p I 082) Early hermeneutic 

phenomenolog1sts, like those of today, examined and explored real-world, 

lived experience and sought understanding tnfuLtLvely, rather than under 

the constraints of obJect1ve, theoretical thinking phenomenological 

hermeneutics promotes " phenomenolog1cal mtu1tmg", or Schau, about 

which, and contrary to popular beltef, Sp1egelberg reminds us, "there 1s 

nothing mystical" (p 683) And like the hermeneutic phenomenolog1sts of 

today, those of the early twentieth century sought "essential meanings", or 

the connectedness of Wesenzusammenhange, from their mtu1ted meamng­

makmg, which was drawn always from reflective exammat1on of ltved 

human expenence 

Van Manen ( 1990) sees our search for understanding or mtu1ted 

meanmg-makmg as m1t1ally at once recollect1ve and reflective, m the sense 

that we mev1tably and inexorably find ourselves seeking and reflecting 

upon meanmg from our already-lived, real-world expenences as we recall 

them "Reflect10n on lived expenence IS always recollect1ve, 1t IS 
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reflection on experience that 1s already passed or lived through " (p 10) 

The pam and bitterness of adolescent existential ahenat1on, o r that 

expressed sense of 1solat1on from others and separation from self so often 

described by alienated adolescents or young adults, 1s explored m the 

mte rpret1ve narratives upon which this thesis 1s founded I reflect, both as 

an observer and as a part1c1pant, upon those expenences of 1solat1on, 

separation, exclus10n, and at times, betrayal I search, too, for some sense 

of self-understanding, which 1s revealed m the pecuhant1es of my own 

interpretive and constructed meanmgs, because he rmeneutic narrative 

mqu1ry 1s as often and as demandingly reflexive as 1t 1s reflective 

Hermeneutic phenomenology, indeed , 1s nfe w ith interpretive 

complexity 1t at once searches for meanings drawn from ltved expenence, 

as 1t further reaches for deeper interpretive understandmg of those very 

meanings already understood Van Manen (1990) describes s uch 

phenomenolog1cal hermeneutics as "interpretation r which] applies when 

we confront something that 1s already an mterpretat1on, such as m the case 

of a work of art" (p 26) 

The search for understanding 1s part of the human experience Yet 

such understanding, m the hermeneutic sense, 1s elusive and complex 

Hermeneutic understanding 1s disclosed from preunderstandmg, or, m the 

words of Maxme Greene (1987), 1t 1s disclosed through an "engagmg m 

reflective practice always with the mtent to go beyond, to reach toward 
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imagined poss1 bil1ty" (p 11) Hermeneutic inquiry involves first a 

reflective process, as one examines and explores and s ifts through the 

complex1t1es of lived experience, but ultimately such inquiry demands a 

reflexive process of reinterpreting and restructuring reaht1es already 

understood In this vem, Lather ( 1986) has suggested that "Our best tactic 

at present 1s to construct research designs that demand a vigorous self­

reflex1v1ty" (p 271 ) 

Ruby (1982) descnbes reflex1v1ty as " consciousness about be ing 

conscious, thmkmg about thinking" (p 1 ) , and this very reflexive nature 

of interpretive inquiry, he suggests , leads to "a greater ongmahty and 

respons1b1lity than before, a deeper understanding at once of ourselves and 

of our subjects" (p 2) Ruby suggests, as does R1coeur, that m reflexive, 

hermeneutic meaning-making there 1s a fusion of the phenomena with 

subjective self, and that only thus 1s meaning, in all its layered 

complex1t1es and ambiguities, momentarily revealed " Reflexive 

describes the capacity of any system to turn back upon itself, to make itself 

its own object by referring to itself subject and object fuse" (p 2) The 

narratives which embody this thesis are reflexive m the sense that while 

mit1al reflective understanding 1s sought in each story as it unfolds, a self­

conscious search for further self meaning 1s sought, too, as the wnter 

herself explores her interpretive conclusions, and examines their implicit 

and d1sclos1ve s1gmficance for her own self-consciously understood or 
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perceived sense of self 

Hermeneutic research does not apologise for its subJect1ve bias It 

operates w1thm ethical, responsible constraints, and searches always for a 

deepened, collective understandmg of our world and the real1t1es we 

create w1thm Jt Babcock (I 982) like Gadamer, sees 1nterpretat1on as 

mextncably bound to an understandmg of self, an understandmg which m 

turn 1s itself inseparably fused with phenomena 

I do not believe that the process of mterpretatlon really can or 
should be separated from the product Neither do I believe that 
we can or should separate the understandmg and mterpretat1on 
of Others and their texts from an understanding of our Selves 
(p 187) 

Throughout this rev iew of hermeneutic methodology, the role of the self 

m hermeneutic inquiry has repeatedly emerged as significant I, too, find 

myself and my own search for meaning central to my own narrative 

inquiry Greene (l 987) has said that, rndeed, we are all "condemned to 

create our ltves as meaningful in the midst of our mtersubject1ve worlds" 

(p 12) I also am condemned to the rntngumg and seductive but often 

11lus1onary search for self-meanmg through my narrative wntmg 

In examrnrng the self m hermeneutic inquiry, Connelly and 

Clandmm (1990) suggest that autob10graph1c wntmg may provide nch 

sources of phenomenological data If, as R1coeur has suggested, 

hermeneutics and language are mextncably bound, and 1f, too, self 

understanding must precede all human understanding , then the 
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autob1ograph1cal genre of narrative presents itself as a powerful tool in 

the trad1t1on of phenomenolog1cal hermeneutics T he stones at the heart of 

this thesis are at t imes autob1ograph1cal They tell of others, but they tell 

of self, too They search self-meaning, and they are vulnerable, because 

autobiographical mterpreti ve inquiry, perhaps more than any other, 1s 

unsettling and dangerous to those who would choose to employ 1t 

Connelly and Clandinin suggest, too, that within our mtersubJect1ve 

worlds, we often imaginatively place or insert ourselves into the lives and 

expenences of others, both as a means of gaming understanding of others, 

and as a means, too, of giving others expression these authors describe 

such a process as one of "self-msertton m the other's story and as g1vmg 

the other voice" (p 4) In many of the stoned ltves of others which 

embody this thesis, I have inserted myself, and I invite my readers to find 

their place and msert themselves mto each story In this way I give voice 

not only to the songs, but more powerfully yet, to the stlences of the 

alienated young people of w hom I wnte 

But where, w hether lodged m either an autob1ograph1cal or 

b10graph1cal genre, does narrative inquiry begrn9 And why, despite 

ourselves, are we committed and driven to make meaning of human 

existence at a119 Gadamer (1987) poses similar questions m "Where does 

our effort to understand begin9 Why are we interested m understanding a 

text or some experience of the world, mcludmg our doubts about patent 
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self-interpretation? Do we have a free choice about these things?" (p 

333) It appears that we do not human experience 1s driven always by an 

insatiable hunger both to derive and construct meaning from the 

complex1t1es of lived human experience We are our questions and m 

searching our answers we search only for ourselves Gadamer wntes that 

"Every question 1s itself an answer again without an inner tension 

between o ur ant1c1pat1ons of meanmg and the all-pervasive opinions, and 

without a critical mterest in the generally preva1lmg opinions, there would 

be no question at all" (p 333) Our questtons shape our answers and in 

turn shape the constructs of our reality Our questions leave us little, 1f 

anything at all, m the way of free ch01ce 

Interpretive inquiry, then, 1s an mev1table, demanding, complex, 

and some would say, even dangerous affair " understand mg, like action, 

always remains a n sk Understanding means a growth m inner 

awareness, which 1s a new experience Understanding 1s an adventure, 

and, like any other adventure, 1s dangerous" (Gadamer, 1987, p 336) 

Risky though new understanding may be, 1t nevertheless widens our 

percepttons of our world and our knowledge of ourselves understanding, 

suggests Gadamer, 1s a " broadening of our human experiences, our self 

knowledge, and our horizon, for everything understanding mediates 1s 

mediated along with ourselves" (p 336) 

Kermode (1979) writes that, ltke Hermes, however, we mterpret as 
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transients " And we interpret as transients - of whom he [Hermes] 1s also 

the patron"(p 145), as meanings shift inevitably within the perpetually 

unfoldmg mte rpretat1ons we bnng to the ever newly-created constructs of 

the real1t1es of o ur l1fe-world The world, wntes Kermode, "1s o ur 

beloved codex", and we reach always towards reveal mg the meanmgs 

1mpl1c1t to human expe rience we are forever "divining congruences, 

conJuncttons, opposites, extracting secrets from its secrecy, making 

understood relations " (p 145) 

From this we begin to see that there 1s an e lusive, ongoing 

perspective to hermeneutic research, or a sense of ever-unfolding, shifting 

meanmgs " like understanding, textual meanmg has a temporal mode of 

being It 1s not something fully determinate, unchanging, timeless, 

eternally the selfsame" (Madison, 1988, p 34) This sense of the endless, 

or the ever re"ol ving aspects of hermeneutic researc h 1s echoed by 

Gadamer ( 1987) m " the hermeneutic s1tuatton has a unique element 

T he fi rst guiding insight 1s to admit the endlessness of this task" (p 334) 

As he rmeneutic mqutry 1s never complete and 1s by its very nature 

ongoing and self-perpetuating, no interpretive meaning can ever be truly 

defin1t1ve "The very idea of defin1t1 ve interpretation seems to be 

mtnns1cally contradictory Interpretat10n 1s a lways on the way" 

(Gadamer, p 337) Packer (1985) also emphasises the incomplete and 

subJecttvely unfolding nature to hermeneutic inquiry in "Understanding 1s 
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not seen as a ' searchltght' that scans over a field of potential knowledge 

but rather as a kind of appreciation [which isl incomplete and with its 

own point of view" (p 1089) And so, too, with this thesis Its stones will 

remain always in some intngumg but oddly defiant sense incomplete, their 

meanings perpetually "on the way" , their answers only posing further 

questions w1th1n the vast, complex and beguiling matnx of human 

u nderstand1 ng 

This , one might say, 1s hermeneutics Hermeneutics challenges the 

eighteenth century view of truth as absolute, or truth which 1s universal 

From the hermeneutic perspective, truth cannot be logically and 

systematically fragmented , exammed, grasped, and then placed before us 

for all of perpetmty Truth 1s found only m the sum of the parts within the 

whole, and truth, like our own ever-changing constructs of reality, 1s a 

shifting, unrel1able, and paradoxical thing 

Teaching 1s a complex and demanding endeavour, as 1s educat10nal 

research I wnte this thesis from within, rather than without, the world of 

ltved human experience as 1t unfolds m school mst1tutionaltsed settmgs I 

wnte from the perspective of wholeness m the expenence, rather than 

from the perspective of fragmented parts 

And finally, like all hermeneutic endeavour, this thesis was spawned 

and nourished within the darkly veiled ferment of human imagmat1on 

This thesis and its stones create meanmgs rather than dt!)cover them 
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Madison (1 988) suggests that he rmeneutic methodology 1s gro unded m 

"practical reason" rathe r that "theoretical reason", and this 1s indeed 

f itting, he te lls us, as hermeneutics 1s an inevitably c reati ve act1 v1ty 

" practical reason should be taken as the model for interpretation, for 

interpretatio n 1s a lways a c reative business " (p 34) T his thesis 1s 

unequi vocally hermene utic m its approach It 1s a lso unequivocally 

creative, as 1s all hermeneutic inqmry 

T his thesis 1s a collection of narratives, and through narrative 1t 

searches meaning T he later work of Paul R1coeur 1s of particular 

s1gmficance to this review of related methodolog1es, as R1coeur proposes 

that na rrative wn ting 1s a powerful expressio n of pheno menolog1cal 

hermeneutics, and that lingu1st1cs and hermeneutics are mseparably bound 

A closer look at narrative mqmry m hermeneutic research 1s undertaken 

m the followmg section of this review of the related methodologies 

Narrative Inquiry 

a) Narrative and the Search for Meaning 

"Only those who already know the mystenes - what the s'lones 
really mean - can dtscover what the storte{j really mean" 
(Kermode, 1979) 

Story telling 1s nothing new to human history throughout eons of 

recorded time, stones have been passed one from another, as gifts of both 

imparted meaning and shared human expen ence Stones are our vehicle 

for making sense of our world Seidman ( 1991) wntes that th rough 
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narrative human beings have h1stoncally sought to make meaning of 

existence "Recountmg narratives of expenence has been a maJor way 

throughout recorded history that humans have made sense of their 

expenence" (Seidman, 1991 , p 2) 

Narrative inquiry has gamed some recogni tion and validity as a 

viable research methodology m recent years For obvious reasons, 1t ts 

aligned firmly with qualitative research approaches "Because of ,ts focus 

on expenence and the qualities of life and educat10n, narrative 1s situated 

m a matnx of qualitative research" (Connelly and Clandmm, 1991 , p 

121) "Narratology", they suggest, 1s appropnate to most fields of human 

science research Van Man en (1990) suggests that mterpret1 ve, 

phenomenological research 1s mev1tably a wntmg act1v1ty "hermeneutic 

phenomenolog1cal research 1s fundamentally a wntmg act1v1ty Research 

and wntmg are aspects of one process" (p 7) Eisner ( 1988) not only 

recognises narrative mqu1ry as a valid research method , but he further 

!mks its applicat,on to such widely diverse fields of study as anthropology, 

psychology and philosophy 

In the trad1t1on of Gadamer (1975), Connelly and Clandmm (1991) 

view narrative as both phenomenon and method " It 1s equally correct to 

say ' inquiry mto narrative' as 1t 1s 'narrative mquiry ' By this we mean 

that narrative 1s both phenomenon and method" (p 121) These authors 

also make a useful d1stmct1on between 'story ' and 'narrative' , suggesting 
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that 'story' may commonly be used as a descriptor of phenomena, whereas 

' narrative' may more spec1f1cally be employed to define mquuy They 

emphasise, too, that the narrative researcher may be d1strngu1shed from 

other story tellers "Thus we may say that people by nature lead stoned 

lives and tell stones of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe 

s uch ltves, collect and te ll stones of them, and wnte narratives of 

ex penence" (p 2) 

Connelly and Clandinm believe that narrative inquiry has potential 

and promis ing appltcat1on m educational research "The educatio nal 

importance of this line of work 1s that 1t bnngs theoretical ideas about the 

nature of human ltfe as lived to bear on educational experience as lived" 

(p 3) These authors remind us, too, that educational pract1t1oners and 

educat10nal researchers are often one and the same, or, at the very least, 

pract1t1oners and researchers are often committed to each other within 

established and canng relat1onsh1ps " narrative mqu1ry occurs within 

relat1onsh1ps among researchers and pract1t1oners, constructed as a canng 

community" (p 4) Research, m this sense, emerges collaborat1vely and 1s 

nurtured within the bonds of trusting, d1sclos1ve fnendsh1p established 

between the pract1t1oner and the researcher 

Collaborative research constitutes a relat1onsh1p In everyday 
life, the idea of fnendsh1p implies a shanng, an interpretation of 
two or more persons' spheres of expenence Mere contact ts 
acquaintanceship, not fnendsh1p The same may be said for 
collaborative research which requires a close relationship akin 
to fnendshtp (Connelly and Clandmm, 1988, p 281) 
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These authors also make note of collaborat1ve, trus ting social 

interaction (the " behevmg game") which may be established between 

researcher and pract1t10ner, and the "connected knowmg" w hich springs 

from such interaction They make note, too, of the subsequent ability of 

one to insert himself or herself mto the story of the other "Distance or 

separation does not characterise connected knowing The believing game 1s 

a way of knowmg which involves a process of self-msert1on m the other's 

story as a way of coming to know the other's story and as giving the other 

v01ce" (l 991, p 127) Narrative inquiry 1s grounded in knowing, and 

living within, both the stones of others and the stones of self In this 

thesis I gather, and live within, the stones of others, but I search, too, the 

ston es of self, as in this study the two a re inextncably, and sometimes 

painfully, bound Narrative researchers, Connelly and Clandinin tell us, 

are at once " ltvmg their stones in an ongoing experiential text and telling 

their stones in words as they reflect upon hfe and explain themselves to 

others" (p 128) 

Narratives, however, have a hfe of their own In w riting each story, 

and indeed, m wnting this entire thesis, I understood that beginnings fuse 

inexorably with their endings, and that each endmg, m turn, heralds a new 

and unchartered beginnmg Estes (1991) reminds us that stones, hke 

language, are both the tools and the masters of their tellers "The teller 

never knows how 1t w ill all come out, and that 1s at least half the moist 
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magic of story" (p 20) Connelly and Clandmm have said " It 1s a helpful 

reminder to those who pursue narrative studies that they need to be 

prepared to 'follow their nose' [sic l and, after-the-fact, reconstruct their 

narrative inquiry" (p 134) The beginning and the endings of narrative 

inquiry are inexorably enJomed indeed , reaching an endmg m any 

mterprettve narrative inevitably reveals a new begmnmg, m the same 

ongoing sense of hfe itself Beginnings and endings are fused in the whole 

"Narrative explanation derives from the whole 1t 1s this sense which 

needs to drive the writing (and reading) of na rrati ve" (Connelly and 

Clandmm, p 135) In an earlier text, these same authors suggest that as 

narrative explanation 1s found always m the wholeness of narrative, 1t 

follow s that interpretive narrative can never be written accord1 ng to 

logical perceptions of fragmented cause and effect "Narrative explanation 

derives from the w hole Narratives are not adequately wntten according 

to a model of cause and effect but according to the explanations gleaned 

from the overall narrative (1990, p 7) 

Hermeneutic narrative and the phenomena of story are historically 

and temporally bound m our past, our present , and the promise of our 

future In the hermeneutic sense we are always somewhere in the middle 

of our own ltfe story and in the meaning we glean from 1t Connelly and 

C landinm suggest that this very temporal quality to mterpret1 ve narrative 

imbues the wntmg with "significance, value and intention", in that " the 

Songs and Silences 



224 
past conveys s1gmf1cance, the present conveys values, and the futu re 

conveys mtent10n" (1991 , p 134) 

These authors also attempt to defme spec ific cntena, w hich when 

applied to narrative inquiry lend 1t substance and validity as a viable 

research methodology, al though they caution us that all such en ten a are 

still very much the focus of debate and analysis "Like other qualitative 

methods, narrative relies on cntena other than validity, rehabtl1 ty, 

generalizability The language and cntena for the conduct of narrative 

rnqu1ry are under development m the research community" (p 134) 

Indeed , consensus has not yet been reached m current research circles 

regarding the validi ty of cntena, and each narrative mqmrer must 

therefore construct his or her own unique cn tena for validating and 

supportrng the study undertaken " It 1s currently the case that each 

mqmrer must search for, and defend, the cntena that best apply to his or 

her work" (Connelly and Clandmm, p 134) 

And so 1t 1s with this thesis and these stones This work 1s 

unequivocally subjective, mterpretive and c reative Each narrative 1s 

presented as a bnef, e lusive, open-ended, and , indeed, often mconclus1ve 

gltmpse of the human expenence of ex1stenttal a lienation I search from 

these stones not only a deeper sense of self- understanding, but a more 

universal understanding, too, and I trust that in the telling not only may I 

impart understanding, but perhaps, too, I may inspire, m some small way, 
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positive change within the constraints of high-school bureaucracies 

Connelly and Clandmrn (1991) emphasise that although the 

researcher in a narrative study gives voice to others, the v01ce of the 

researcher must at times remain central " narrat1 ve researchers are 

compelled to move beyond the telling of the lived story to tell the research 

story (p 40) And so 1t 1s with the stones upon w hich this thesis 1s 

founded I am engaged m more than recordmg chronolog1cal events and 

human action - tragic and arresting though such events often are - I am 

engaged m drawing conclusions about life and suggesting possible actions 

for the future 

Perhaps the strongest case for narrative educat10nal research hes m 

its grounding m m the real world of authentic lived experience borne of 

everyday classroom and school social interaction Connelly and Clandinm 

(1990) suggest that "The main claim for the use of narrative m educational 

research 1s that humans are storytelling organisms who, ind1v1dually and 

socially, lead stoned lives The study of na rrative, therefore, 1s the study 

of the way humans expen ence the world" (p 2) Life's narratives, these 

authors tell us, played out in classrooms and schools everywhere, "are the 

context for making meaning of school s1tuat1ons" (p 3) Van Manen 

(1990) suggests that the phenomenolog1cal researcher 1s always a collector 

of stones acqu1red within the world of lived human experience "The 

researcher who 1s involved in closely observing s1tuat1ons for their lived 
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meaning 1s a gatherer of anecdotes" (p 69) I, too, am a gatherer of 

anecdotes, and from the nub of each I seek meanmg And the meanmg I 

seek, as with any interpretive narrative, 1s the self-understanding which 

yields umversal understanding Van Manen has said that " We gather other 

people' s expenences because they allow us to become more expenenced 

ourselves" (1990, p 69) 

Hermene utic narrative ts often reflexne in the sense that 1t searches 

further meaning-making from the 1mt1al interpretive meanings 1t at first 

discloses Such 1s the case m some of the narratives included in this study, 

m which both the author and her adolescent informants re-examme the1r 

in1t1a l understandings of their lived, human, inte ractive expenences and 

reach, thereby, for some deepened sense of further se lf-understanding 

This aspect of hermeneutic narrative 1s at times elusive, although 1t 1s its 

most powerful and d1sclos1ve charactenst1c "The creation of furthe r 

meaning, which might be called ' the restorymg qualtty of narrative', ts 

one of the most d1ff1cult of all to capture in wnting" (Connelly and 

Clandinm, 1991, p 139) Such meamng 1s found first in reflection upon 

stones recollected from past expenence, and then m the more reflexive 

process of further meaning-making, which 1s wres tled from alread)i 

gleaned and often mtu1t1ve understanding New unders tanding only unveils 

furthe r amb1gu1t1es and complex1t1es, as endings and conclus10ns only 

reveal new begmnmgs and further mterpret1 ve meanings Although, as 
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Connelly and Clandtnin te ll us, a na rrative may appear finished , 1t 1s 

nevertheless true that "anyone who has w ritten a narrative knows that 1t, 

like ltfe, 1s a continual unfoldmg where the narrative insights of today are 

the chronolog1cal events of tomorrow" (p 139) In he rmeneutic narrative 

we perpetually uncover new meanings "We restory earlier expenences as 

we reflect on later experiences so the ston es and their meaning shift and 

change over time" (Connelly and Clandtnm, p 139) I make no apology 

for my own narrative " restorymg" In the phtlosoph1 cal trad1 t1o n of 

Gadamer, I see method and pheno mena - o r my ston es and thetr 

inte rpretive meanmgs - as mexorably fused , and in the trad1t1o n of 

R1coeur, I see subJect1ve thinker and phenomena fused lmgu1st1cally I 

recreate , reconstruct and resto ry the expe riences I wn te of w1thm the 

contexts of my own constructed and sh1ftmg realities T hrough na rrative 

we tell and relive and reflect upon hfe 's expenences, but m the discovery 

of new understanding derived from that reflection, we retell and rehve 

those stones m search of further meanings 1mphc1t m them " a person 

ts, at o nce, engaged in h ving , te lhng, retelling and re liv ing sto nes" 

(Connelly and Clandmm, 1990, p 4) 

Seidman (1 991) wntes that " stones are a way of knowing [and] 

tel hng stones 1s essentially a meaning-makrng process" (p 1) However, 

such mterpret1ve meaning-making 1s mev1tably as complex, elusive, and 

shifty as was Hermes himself Stones vet! yet 1llumme understanding, 
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1mplymg often paradoxical truths m layered and ambiguous meanings 

Parables are stones which at times convey 1mpl1cit meanings 

through apparent contrad1ct1on and mcongruency Although we read that 

"He did not speak to them without a parable" (Mark, 4 34), we know, too, 

that He allegedly spoke in parables rife with interpretive meanings, which 

were buried m veiled obscunt1es more often than they were expressed m 

explic it messages "Parables are stones insofar as they are stones, w hich 

are not to be taken at face value, and bear various md1cat1ons to make this 

condit10n plain to the interpreter, so the other scale 1s the measure of their 

darkness" (Kermode, 1979, p 24) And not unlike parables, the narratives 

upon whi ch this thesis 1s founded find their meanings more in their 

darkness than in the light shed by unfolding events, or more yet perhaps tn 

their s ilences than m their songs Kermode writes of the " radiant 

obscuri ty" of narrative (p 47), which we may imagine, perhaps, as the 

light which 1s shed paradoxically by narrative's very darkness Kermode 

concludes that " a ll narratives possess ' hermeneutic potential ', which 1s 

another way of saying that they must be obscure" (p 45) The narratives I 

include m this study at once reveal and conceal their inherent meanings 

They are nfe with amb1gu1ty and complexity, often enJoming love to 

betrayal and bitterness to hope However, the paradox of all narrative, 

Kermode tells us, 1s that narrative recalls or creates thmgs other than 

those which are most obv10us " a paradox applying to all narrative [1sJ 
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that a ltho ugh its function 1s mnemonic 1t always recalls different things" 

(p 45) 

It 1s clear that hermeneutic narrative 1s a complex and multi-faceted 

venture Kermode suggests that the interpretatio n of stones 1s a matter of 

"finding the n g ht re lations and complications consistent with one's 

measure of the truth" (p 99) However, this may prove an elusive and 

demandmg task, as one 's measure of the truth shifts inevitably as new 

understandings are forthcoming Thus, hermeneutic narrative remains 

always an ongoing and incomplete venture, given to the vagaries of ever 

more complex interpreti ve conclusions Our hunger for meaning 

constitutes the voice of mterpret1ve narrative Kermode defmes such a 

voice as "our mqumes into what stones ongmally meant and what they 

ongmally mean, so far as our perhaps delusive sense of their perhaps 

delusive radiance gives us warrant to speak" ( p 99) 

There 1s, perhaps, somethmg of a delusive radiance to the narratives 

upon which this thesis 1s founded, or more spec1f1cally, a light which 1s 

shed by their darkness, or a v01ce which w hispers m their s ilence 

Kermode wntes of the " unfollowable world", w hich defies a lways our 

transient and inevitably delusive mterprettve analyses " We glimpse the 

secrecy Lin narrat1veJ this 1s d1vmat10n, but what 1s d1vmed 1s what 1s 

v1s1ble from o ur angle It 1s a momentary radiance, delusive or not " (p 

144) And so with these stones and this thesis The narrative meanmgs and 
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the constructed real1t1es presented here a re transient, de lusive, and only 

momentarily radiant I wrote from my angle , but even as I w rote, my 

angle shifted 

Hermeneutic narrative 1s a creative act 1t 1mpltes a constructing and 

a redescn bmg of reality w1thm temporal constraints 

Narrative produces Lan] 1mpress1on of novelty and creativeness 
through the invention of a plot, a synthesis of the heterogeneous, 
tha t f use s a scattered, d iscordant mul titude of facts, 
circumstances, unexpected happenings, purposes, causes and 
effects in the temporal unity of an action so mething 1s sa id 
w hich was hitherto unknow n reality 1s redescnbed" 
(Jervolino, I 990 , pp 11 5-1 16) 

Je rvolmo suggests that both f1ct1onal and h1stoncally grounded narrative 1s 

creative in the sense that 1t reconstructs human actio n " M1mes1s, the 

central moment of m1met1c act1 v1ty as such, 1s the 1m1tat1on of action 

through the abthty to construct stones, whethe r they belong in the fict ive 

or the ht ston cal genre" (p 129) Hermeneutic na rra tive, howeve r, 

whethe r engaged m 1mttatmg action or constructing and redescnbmg 

reali ty, searches a lways for the meanings inherent to lived human 

expe rience Hermeneutic narrative 1s d1alog1c, constructive, and creative 

It lives m 1magma t1on It constructs reality rather than re prod uces or 

mirro rs 1t Je rvolmo writes that the 1maginat1on 1s c reative, productive 

and transcendental "The 1maginat1on 1s not to be understood as a 

psycholog,sing facul ty but as a transcendental o ne, not the reproductive 

but the productive, creative 1magmat1on T he functio n of the 1magmat1on 
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1s to mediate, between understanding and intu1t1on" (p 130) 

Imagmat1on gives us story lmagrnat10n constructs our realities 

A nd story embodies that reality m language Stones bmd and unite us, 

enJo inmg us m mutually recognisable and 1dent1fiable meamng-makmg 

processes w1thm o ur world T his thesis 1s grounded fi rmly in story Its 

passio n hes less m its defence of the research methodology which 1s 

presented here , and less yet m the extensive review of the literature 

related to its theme its passion hes only m its stones And its stones tell 

of the betrayals and the pam and the oddly random cunos1ty of human 

a lienation The telling 1s unabashedly ambiguous, complex, interpretive 

and mconclus1ve, too - because life 1s ambiguo us and complex - and 

meanmg-makmg 1s mev 1tably interpretive and inconcl usive 

Fmally, m examining research methodologies, we might do well to 

remember, as Estes (1992) urges us to do, that story 1s the oldest form of 

inquiry known to man " Story 1s far older than the art of sc ience and 

psychology, and will always be the elder m the equatio n " (p 19) T he 

ston es upon which this thesis 1s founded struggle always for unique but 

universal meaning, and as their author, I struggle , too, with the ongoing 

complexi ties inhe rent to my ow n search for self-unders tanding and 

meamng-makmg to my world 

b) Language, Linguistics, Metaphor and the Poetic Voice 

"Through the voice of language m the poem, a world or new 
perspective on the world 1s heard (Ihde, 1986, p 40) 
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Thts thesis 1s grounded in a resol ute passion for language, and an 

ancient, archetypal knowing that through language we are rooted and 

grounded in the world and our understanding of 1t "Our language 1s 

itself perceptually s ituated, embodied m receptive and expressive senses 

and bound to this pnmordtal attachment to the world" (Ihde, 1986, p 27) 

Seidman ( 1991) suggests that our essential "humanness" 1s 

inextricably tied to our ability to impart meaning drawn from human 

expenence through the use of language "At the very heart of what 1t 

means to be human 1s the abtl1ty of people to symbolise their experience 

through language" (p 2) Ihde (1986) links language to our very sense of 

humanness " In the beginning was voice and the voice was speech and 

speech was Language That 1s the case with the realm we call human" (p 

27) 

However, language 1s pers uasive and misleading, and remains 

seeped m lingu1st1c perceptions which lie somewhere beyond our 

consc10us understanding, and which defy our mampulat1on or control 

But a perception seeped in Language poses a problem for us 
w hich we may not even recognise For 1t 1s a perception which 
1s always too quick to make famtl1ar the most strange and other 
which we come upon m the world Perhaps only for moments 
do we come face to face with that which 1s truly other, and then 
we give 1t a name, domesticating 1t into our constant 
interpretation which centres us rn our world (Ihde, p 28) 

All stones struggle for meaning within the constraints of the nch 

complex1t1es afforded by language And language 1s the com of the story 
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teller "For, whatever else the voices of language may be m, at the centre 

where we are, they are rich, mult1d1mens10nal and filled with as yet 

unexplored poss1bil1t1es" (Ihde, p 38) 

Ihde sees language as central to the human experience, and from 

this centre, he suggests, language m metaphorical perspective reaches 

outwards to grasp and capture and describe meaning m our world "Voice 

1s, for us humans, a very central phenomenon Yet outward from this 

centre, voice may also be a perspective, a metaphor, by which we 

understand part of the world itself' (p 32) Ihde reminds us of the voices 

and metaphors embodied in all things in our world "The metaphor 1s 

senous and not frivolous, for there 1s a deep sense m which all things, the 

things of the world, have voices" (p 32) And so 1t 1s that the language of 

metaphor and the voices of all things find their way inexorably into story, 

including those which embody this thesis, and thereby shade, weigh, 

confuse and 1llummate the stoned meanings therein 

The stones m this thesis are expressed in written language -

language at once spontaneous and calculated - and language which 1s both 

the tool and the possessor of the writer herself It 1s through written 

language, impeded though we are by the lmgu1st1c perspectives and 

pnmordtal meanings mherent to all language, that ¼e seek often to make 

meaning of the human condition 'The discovery and mvent1on of writing 

m all its vanat1ons, 1s like the coming into s ight of the blind man" (Ihde, 
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p 46-47) 

Language 1s pivotal to all hermeneutic inquiry Language both 

embodies meaning and 1s fused with 1t " the problem of interpretation 

became of central importance and, at the same time, of manifold 

complexity when philosophy realised that language - this shifting, 

ambiguous, polymorphic and ineffable embodiment of meaning - was its 

proper element" (Jervolino, 1990, p I) However, language both reveals 

and conceals the very meanings 1t constructs For Paul R1coeur, language 

t .\ meaning R1coeur defines hermeneutic phenomenology m lrngu1st1c 

rather than perceptualist terms "Paul R1coeur, by raising in a spec1f1c 

way the issue of language, opens the way for a questioning of the 

perceptual1st emphasis by moving phenomenology toward a lmgmst1c 

focus" (Ihde, 1971, p 4) R1coeur sees language and meaning as 

mseparably fused language constructs and creates meanrng, while 

mean mg 1s the embodiment of language "Man 1s language , R1coeur says 

today, and the problem of language remains a problem of the human 

subject" (Ihde, p 23) Language not only embodies our interpretations of 

our world 1t embodies and constructs our self-knowledge and self­

understanding, and 1t provides our only possible means of accessmg the 

self w1thm " Language, in the symbolic, the mythological , 1s a function of 

self understanding" (Ihde, p 24) R1coeur developed a philosophy of 

language which he links to a hermeneutic understanding of human 
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existence "G iven a grow ing preoccupation with 'word ', w ith language, 

and a proJect RJcoeur today terms ' the he rmeneutic philosophy of human 

existence', the door gradually opens for the philosophy of language itself ' 

(Ihde, p 29) R1coeur d1stmgu1shes between "thinking m a lang uage and 

thinking about language" (Ihde , p 25), examining how thought, through 

lmgu1st1c and perhaps mythical symbols, gives n se to unde rstanding and 

meaning-making Ihde tells us that w hat R1coeur does 1s " invert the 

history of lingmstic sciences and begm (phenomenologically) w ith what he 

calls the fullness of language" (p 25) 

Packe r (] 985) a lso sees hermeneutic inquiry, or meaning-making, 

as grounded fi rmly m semantic structures of thinking "T he hermeneutic 

approach provides a way of unde rstanding and studying action that 1s 

grounded m cons1denng such action as having a semantic rather than a 

logical or causal organisation" (p 1081) Gadamer (1987) suggests that 

he rmeneutic unde rstanding of existence 1s a lways h1ston cally and 

temporally grounded, and that our interpretive understanding or meaning­

making 1s mev1tably expressed lingu1st1cally 

Language 1s indeed the pnmo rdial expressio n of a ll human 

understanding It 1s both the tool and the possessor of the w n ter who 

wields it Language constructs rather than descnbes interpretive meaning 

language ts meaning "And through hermeneutic phenomenology one may 

say Whether or not with God, at least w ith men, m the beginning 1s the 

Songs and Silences 



236 
word" (Ihde, p 181) 

Jervohno (1990) sees literary prose and poetic language as ltvmg 

things, which reveal to us our very selfness and knowledge of being, and 

which provide, too, a deeper understanding of our constructed realtt1es 

"In the language of myth, literary prose or poetry, one gives up the 

description of reality as 1t appears to the empmcal observer m favour of a 

descnptton of its deeper essence" (p 81) Je rvolmo, ltke R1coeur, suggests 

that language, rather than merely defmmg realtty, embodies and creates 1t 

It 1s metaphor which ultimately allows hermeneutics to unveil 
the poetic, d1sclos1ve d1mens1on of language, m the poetic 
d1mens1on language effects a redescnpt1on of reality, a poetic 
transfiguration which, however, contains a ltnk to the poss1b1ltty 
of a practical transformat10n, a new creation " (Jervolmo, p 
104) 

This thesis and its na rrative collection construct trans ient, elusive, 

and paradoxical realities Those real1t1es are inseparable from the 

language which embodies them This thesis 1s found m story, poetry and 

words 
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Appendix B: 
A Review of the Related Literature 
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Appendix B: 
A Review of the Related Literature 

Thi s study and the stones 1t 1s founded upon examine the 

phenomenon of alienation in adolescent youth Spec1f1cally, the related 

literature which 1s reviewed here examines the in1t1al societal influences 

which alienate or isolate young people, and the high school bureaucratic 

practices endured by adolescents which further serve to alienate or isolate 

them 

An exammat1on of schoolmg both at home and abroad 1s 

undertaken more specifically, research studies conducted m Great Bntain, 

Australia, and the U01ted States are compared with similar studies 

undertaken here in Canada Finally, some solutions and suggestions which 

emerged from the related literature are included in this review 

This exammat1on of the research both at home and abroad 1s 

presented m three broad categories Fust, the concept of ahenat10n 1s 

explo red and defined Second, an extensive examination of lite rature 

related to high school dropout phenomena ts examined, as underlying this 

review 1s an assumption that adolescents who drop out of high school 

institutions are more likely than others to have endured alienating or 

negative experiences while there Third, the concluding sect10n examines 

alienation in adolescent females and the gender-biased educational 

practices which perpetuate isolation and low self-esteem in young women 
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1) Alienation: The Search for an Inclusive Defimtion 

a) The Theolog1cal or Phi losoph1cal V 1ew 

"The alienaled are alten~, estranged from person.\ and places 
!hey have known all their ltve\ They are extles where they are 
at home " 

( Rtchard Schmttt. Altenatwn and Clas\) 
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The concept of alienation 1s an e lusive and complex one Seldin 

(1989) wntes that " Alienation 1s an over-used, vague and d1ff1cult to 

define concept" (p 77) Tn pp (1986) remarks that throughout his 

research work he avoided defming the term "ahenat1on", although he 

employed this term frequently with both students and teachers aiike, and 

he adds, not surpnsmgly, that all respondents appeared comfortable with a 

mutual and assumed def1mt1on He believed that m avo1dmg defmmg 

alienation he might thereby uncover its meaning more completely 

Throughout this century philosophers have wntten much regarding 

the concept of human ahenat1on, but in recent decades the d1scuss1on has 

foc ussed spec1f1cally on the wntings of ex1stent1altst thinkers Johnson 

(1973) reminds us that theologians view alienation as inevitable to the 

human cond1t1on The book of Genesis teaches of man 's expuls10n from 

the gardens of paradise "Not o nly was mortal man reminded of his 

degradation and estrangement of himself as a species, but his ene rgies on 

Earth were continually turned toward reestablishment of union with his 

Creator and the hereafter" (p 7) Johnson believes that theologians today 
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see man as further alienated, however, both from othe r men and from 

himself, too " Modern theologians see alienation not simply as a cosmic 

theme Man 1s seen as not only separated from God but as separated from 

meanmgful experience with other men, Nature and himself' (p 8) 

Schmitt ( 1983) examines the ex1stent1al concept that a ll human 

experience 1s mescapably meanmgless but concludes that alienation 1s not 

mev1table to the human cond1t1on, as the poss1b1hty of " human action" 

always ensures that " Al1enat1on ts escapable for all human bemgs" (p 

209) He believes that ex1stent1ahst thmkmg 1s flawed and " transparently 

madequate", and he holds fast to a faith m the power and potential of 

human mtervent1on "Ex1stenttaltsm establtshed itself not by the logical 

force of its arguments but by encouragmg altenated m1sunderstandmgs of 

our cond1t1on" (p 210) 

Seeman (1959), famous for his now classic five descnptors defining 

al1enat1on, did, however, rnclude "meaninglessness" as one of those 

delineators, although he perhaps dtd not view meanmglessness tn 

ex1stent1al terms Seeman sees this form of altenat1on as the md1v1dual 's 

mab1lity "to predict behav10ural outcomes" or to understand "the events m 

which he 1s engaged" (p 786) This sensed loss of meanmg or purpose 1s a 

recurrent theme m many of the narratives upon which this study 1s based 
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b) Alienation - The Soc1olog1cal V 1ew 

Human altenat10n 1s often seen as a product of societal inJust1ce 

Schmitt (1983) sees a lienation as the inevitable result of "the structures of 

our society insofar as they a re unhappy" (p 4) He writes of the 

"societal component" to our unhappiness, which he a lso views as 

" pecultarly modem" (p 5), and he adds that soc1etally-dnven alienation 1s 

often manifested as a lack of community " Building community and 

struggling to overcome alienation are two descnptors of one and the same 

process" (Schmitt, p 121) 

Seeman (1959) also defined alienation in terms of societal tnJUSt1ce, 

perceiving it as powerlessness expenenced m the face of the ineqmt1es of 

human society Seeman believes that this view of human a lienation 

ongmated with Marx, who perceived workers as rendered powerless by 

the constraints imposed by ruhng entrepreneurs Seeman suggests that 

throughout the twentieth century man ' s sense of powerlessness has 

increased, and that soc1etally-dnven alienation 1s an ever-growing sense of 

the ltkelthood that man's "behaviour cannot determine the occurrence of 

the outcomes, or reinforcements, he seeks" (p 784) In Seeman 's view , 

societally induced ahenat10n springs from a state of anomie, and may be 

defined as " normlessness", which he sees as "a high expectancy that 

socially unapproved behaviours a re reqmred to achieve given goals" (p 

788) Feuer (1963) also defines ahenat1on as a societal or class inequity 
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issue He sees alienation as the result of the pressures of compet1t1ve and 

mdustnal society, and as an issue of race and generations 

Johnson (1973) also views alienation in soc10log1cal or h1stoncal 

terms, but unlike Seeman and Schmitt, he cautions that ahenat10n 1s not a 

mere twentieth century phenomenon, o r a " post-technological disease" (p 

10) Alienation, he believes, has been part of the human cond1t1on since 

recorded time, and may be viewed as both an anthropological and 

ethnograph1cal issue, rooted inevitably in matters of kinship, ntual , 

cultural habits and c hild raising customs In this view, man 's 

connectedness to himself and to others 1s symbolical " At this level, all 

states of altenat1on become quests for value, s1gmf1cance, meaning and 

transcendence within a symbolical reality" (p 17) 

Johnson sees alienation m terms of soc1etally-rnfl1cted tnJust1ce, 

which 1s often manifested as enforced economic inequity Thus man's 

alienation 1s seen as the absence of "the possession or control of capital, 

real estate, or objects of value uniformly connected with secunty , 

opportunity, and prestige" (p 19) This view 1s supported throughout the 

research reviewed here, m which soc1oeconom1c status 1s often widely 

perceived as a contnbutmg factor m adolescent alienation 

c) Ahenat1on - The Psychological V 1ew 

Johnson ( 1973) reminds us that psych1atnsts defme alienation m 
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terms of psychological distress which may emerge as social or personal 

despair Schmitt (l 983) suggests that al1enat1on may be defmed as 

alienation from the self, or as a sensed lack of personal 1dent1ty which 

appears to promote a sensed non-fusing of one's publtc and pnvate 

1dent1t1es Schmitt believes that a lack of self-esteem or self-love creates 

"fragmentation" and lonelmess He wntes poignantly of a few particularly 

lonely and altenating months in his own ltfe 

Lonelmess made me needy The longing for warmth, for 
company, never satisfied for more than short penods, seemed to 
grow ever more intense I wanted to belong somewhere, be 
accepted and be safe Once I was accepted Just as I was, I would 
be safe No more fear of emptiness when I was home alone, no 
,more fear of reJect1on when I was reachmg out to others (p 90-
91) 

Schmitt's compares his personal expenence of psychological 

altenat1on to descnptlons of ahenat1on and lonelmess commonly reported 

by adolescents, and he cautions us to look beyond the outwardly aggressive 

arrogance commonly displayed by unhappy adolescents He suggests that 

outwardly negative or aggressive behaviours mask the " powerlessness, 

self-demgrat1on, self-dis trust and the typical fragmentation of the 

lonely " (p 93) 

Seeman (1959) also sees altenat1on as psychological 1solat1on, and he 

believes that such 1solat1on mamfests itself as not only a sense of separation 

from human warmth and contact, but as a sense of intellectual separatton 

from the popular culture, too Seeman echoes Schmitt's caution regarding 
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aggressive, but m,sleadmg, posturing m adolescent youth "But another 

adjustment pattern - that of ' rebellton' - more closely approximates what I 

have called ' 1solat1on "' (p 789) Psychological 1solat1on o r "self­

estrangement" 1s, for Seeman, an elusive concept and may perhaps only be 

readily understood through anecdotal descnptors He wntes of the self­

estrangement of the housewife who cooks for her family "simply to get 1t 

over with" or of the person who engages m an act1 v1ty "only for its effect 

on others" (p 790) 

Ench Fromm (1955) was another psychologist who employed the 

term self-estrangement "By altenat1on 1s meant a mode of expenence in 

which the person expenences himself as an a lten He has become, one 

might say, estranged from himself' (p 131) This view of altenat1on as 

psychological self-es trangement or as the endless search for personal 

identity ts echoed in the wntmgs of Okan (1973) Okan not only views 

al1enat1on m terms of psychological 1solat1on , but rn terms of man 's 

perpetual and painful attempt to establish a sense of identity 

The pursmt of further understandmg of al1enat10n can be 
helpfully accompltshed by an examination of the concept that 1s, 
in effect, ,ts mirror image Identity Having a sense of identi ty, 
knowing 'who one 1s', represents the polar opposite of felt 
estrangement from one's self Furthermore, 1dent1ty, hke 
altenatton, 1s an inherently psychological concept (p 86) 

d) Ahenatton Defined m Terms of Adolescence 

Much has been written regarding adolescence and its apparently 
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inherent and inevitable sense of alienat1on, and in recent years much has 

been wntten, too, regardmg the alarmmg and deb1 l1tating sense of social 

alienation which affl icts so many North Amencan young people toda)' , 

and which, in many tragic mstances, leads to adolescent srnc1de Wynn 

( 1989) warns that the alienation of North Amen can youth 1s on the nse 

"For a long penod of time - 20 to 30 years - the ahenat1on level of 

Amencan youth has been steadily rncreasmg" (p 86) He adds that 

although this trend has slowed somewhat rn recent years, there 1s every 

rnd1cat1on that 1t w1 1l, nevertheless, continue to mcrease He wntes of the 

staggenng and ala rmmg 210% increase in the s u1c1de rate among 

adolescent white males between the years 1953 to 1982, and although he 

concedes that this climb m su1c1de deaths stabilised in the years which 

followed , he leaves us with the sobering thought that there 1s " no reason 

for comfortable opt1m1sm" (p 90) 

Seldin ( 1989), however, warns us that 1t 1s "common practice" not 

only to label all adolescents as "alienated", but that a vast and vaned array 

of adolescent behaviours are routinely ascnbed to altenat10n " In 

magazines, newspapers, TV reports and certainly in textbooks on 

adolescent growth and development, alienation 1s held responsible for 

almost every negative adolescent behaviour" (p 77) He does, however, 

recognise that ahenat1on m young people manifests itself as a sense of 

1so]at1on from community "a feelmg of separateness from the 
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organisation " (p 81) 

Atwater (1983) belJeves feelings of alienation in adolescents are an 

added burden to young people who are already struggling to secure a 

sense of persona l 1dent1ty Othe r researchers and educators perceive 

al1enat1on as not o nly predictable but, indeed, desirable and suggest that 

only through separat10n from othe rs can adolescents secure the ir 

1dent1t1es "T he consol1dat1o n of 1dent1 ty 1s the primary task of 

adolescence Alienation plays a maJor role in this process" (Okan, 1973, p 

89) Okan sees the studied apathy displayed by many adolescents today as a 

healthy phenomenon which 1s designed to seduce and w in the adults tt 

a ppears to re pel " Yet this behaviour, as often as not, has an engaging, 

waif-hke , elusive charm that 1s highly seductive - as 1t 1s intended to be" 

(p 92) Furthe r, Okan sees the anger so often expressed by alienated 

adolescents as l1fe-aff1rmmg and w holesome " [1t] affirms the reali ty of 

their existence m the same way that pam does, and the angry reactions 

they successfully induce m others confi rms this" (p 92) 

2) An Overview: Dropouts - Who and Why 

T his section of the review of the related literature examines the 

pheno mena of high school dropouts and addresses the following five 

questions 

a) Which high school students become dropouts and why? 
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b) What societal pressures rncur al1enat1on m the high-school dropout 

population? 

c) Do high schools themselves incur alienation m the student dropout 

population? 

d) Is lack of self-esteem significant m the student dropout profile? 

e) What do educators and researchers suggest as possible solutions to the 

dropout problem? 

a) Which High School Students Become Dropouts and Why? 

A 1983 study entitled High School and Beyond, undertaken across 

the Urnted States by the National Centre for Educat10nal Stat1st1cs, 

provides an alarming, although perhaps not surpris ing, picture of the 

typical high-school dropout m the United States today (Ekstrom, Goertz, 

Polack, and Rock, 1986, p 53) The authors report that "The two 

background charactenst1cs that a re most strongly related to dropping out 

are soc1oeconom1c status and race/ethnicity" (p 53) They describe 

typically alienated behaviour patterns m the dropout population, mcludmg 

truancy, delinquency, and expressed feelings of low self-esteem This 

study found that adolescent dropouts frequently exh1 bit behav10ural 

d1fficult1es, and that they select peers with s1mtlar behavioural problems as 

f nends and associates "The dropouts appear to feel alienated from school 

hf e The dropouts appear to have chosen f nends who are also more 
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alienated from school than the friends of the stayers" (p 56) The authors 

go on to report that alienated behaviour was the single most commonly 

observed variable in the dropout population studied Alienated adolescents 

were characterised as "students who cut classes, had d1sc1plmary problems, 

had been suspended, and/or had trouble with the police" (p 63) 

S1mtlar fmdmgs were reported m a Canadian study undertaken only 

one year later (Early School Leavers in Northern Alberta, 1984), for the 

Northern Alberta Development Council This study found that most 

dropouts were between 16 and 19 years of age, were poor attenders, had 

low academic achievement records, and had often been retained m earlier 

grades Not surprisingly, dropouts interviewed m this study reported 

alienated, negative feelings regarding their relat1onsh1ps with their 

teachers Dropouts were also found to have frequent d1sc1plme problems 

and some problems with the police 

Eitzen ( 1992) describes the typical dropout m particularly bleak 

terms "Some children are angry, alienated, and apathetic A few are 

uncooperative, rude, abrasive, threatenmg and even violent Some abuse 

drugs Some are sexually promiscuous Some belong to gangs Some are 

sociopaths" (p 585) This pattern of alienated behaviours emerges as a 

factor common to all dropout populations examined m the ltterature 

reviewed here B C's l 988 Royal Comm1ss1on report found a high degree 

of alienation m high-school dropouts throughout the province (Marx and 
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Gneve, 1988) From data collected m a Kamloops survey the authors 

descnbe an unfortunate cycle of typical dropout charactenst1cs " dislike 

of school, fai lure, family problems, mcarcerat10n, pregnancy, JOmmg the 

work force, and fmanc1al problems" (p 15) The authors of this study 

expressed concern regardmg patterns of social meqmty which mev1tably 

seemed to create and perpetuate the dropout problem " What 1s of concern 

to the comm1ss10n, then, 1s the common and apparently supportable claim 

that parental poverty, family mstab1hty, and low socia l status tend to lead 

children to fail at school " (p 17) 

However, 1f hfe 1s d1ff1cult for potential dropouts while m school, 1t 

1s often even more try10g once they have left One study which followed 

30,000 U S high school sophomores from 1980 to 1986 looked 

specifically at personal , social and labour market expenences which result 

from droppmg out, and only one mam variable was found to relate to 

later negative consequences "The primary 10dependent vanable 10 our 

study was dropout status" (McCaul et al , 1992, p 200) The authors of 

this study also report fmd10g considerably greater alcohol consumption m 

young males who dropped out as opposed to those who remained m high 

school, and m both sexes less mvolvement 10 political issues and orgamsed 

sport and church act1v1t1es was found 10 dropout populations rather than m 

graduatmg populations The authors expressed concern regard10g the 

apparently negative consequences dropp10g out mcurs m later hfe "Our 
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fmdmgs did raise concerns about the negative personal and societal 

consequences that result from dropping out" (p 206) They called, too, 

for further research which might explore solutions to the problem and 

suggested that an mcreased dropout population may potentially contribute 

to greater alienation m society as a whole "Our findings lend support to 

the concern that droppmg out may result both from an alienation from 

adult no rms and values as well as contribute to an alienation from society 

at large" (p 204) This view 1s shared by Strange (1992) who suggests that 

not only are North American schools not domg well, but that failure 

contributes to overall societal distress " Dropouts w ill not likely JOm a 

work force and become successful c1t1zens Indeed, precisely the opposite 

1s the greater likelihood" (p l 05) 

b) What Societal Pressures Incur Ahenat1on in the High School Dropout 

Population? 

George and Louise Spmdler ( 1989) compare the non-existence of a 

dropout phenomenon m trad1t1onal and highly structured soc1et1es like 

those of the Australian Arunta and the Hutte rites of Europe and North 

America, w ith the now alarmmg dropout rate m North American schools 

These authors point out that m both the Arunta and Huttente soc1et1es al l 

adolescents are guaranteed success m "schooling", m order to ensure that 

they will go on to perform as successful and accepted members of society, 

Songs and Silences 



251 

and that they will thereby perpetuate that society The Spmdlers describe 

Arunta m1t1at1on ntes m which young males are taken forcibly from their 

mothers, " hazed", have the, r teeth knocked out, and are even smoked over 

fires One year later each young Arunta male must undergo a Corroboree 

- a ceremony tn which he must first endure the apparently vio lent 

struggles between the men and the women of the tn be - and then later 

have the length of hts pents s ltced through to the urethra Throughout the 

ceremony boys are cold, hungry, threatened, frightened and alone, hut 

they alwayv succeed and hecome Arunta men The Spmdlers pomt out that 

m this society, unlike our own, all adolescents succeed and proceed to a 

full adult role m their future world No one fatl s No one drops out 

The Sptndlers draw compansons between Arunta society and 

Huttente society, m both of which dropping out ts rare Hutterite students 

attend regular school from the age of six, but must attend German classes 

dunng evening and weekend hours At the age of s ixteen young people 

enter the work force, and m their twenties young men and women are 

baptised and enter marnage There are no dropouts and no Jatlures The 

Spmdlers suggest that perhaps we might learn something from both the 

Huttentes and the more pnm1t1ve Arunta, as our own school 1mtiat10n 

rites appear not only to alienate many young people, but indeed further to 

eltmmate or d1scnmmate amongst them 

Mann ( 1986) believes that the societal pressures which create 

Songs and Silences 



252 
altenat1on in youth are staggering in their scope and complexity "Across 

all dropouts, the range of circumstances 1s 1mpress1ve, even daunting" (p 

7) He lists, and not without a touch of wry humour, the numerous and 

diverse societal influences which may prompt adolescents to forgo formal 

education entirely "Most students quit because of the compounded impact 

of, for example, being poor, growing up in a broken home, having been 

held back in the fo urth grade, and finally havmg slugged ' Mr Fairlee ', the 

school's legendary v1ce-pnnc1pal for enforcement" (p 7) 

O ' Neil (1991) also w n tes of societal circumstances, often tragic and 

1rrevers1ble, which prompt young people to drop out He lists poverty, 

hunger, drug dependency, abuse, and broken homes as some of the more 

s1g01f1cant factors He belteves that such societal problems not only 

promote learnmg d1sab1l1t1es and emotional disorders m young people, but 

also inevitably alienate adolescents O'Neil focuses, too, on the growmg 

drug dependency problems found m many North Amencan high schools 

today "Schools are Just begmnmg to deal with the legacy of the crack 

cocaine ep1dem1c, which began in earnest in 1985" (p 5) O ' Neil believes 

that multiple societal in Justices altenate adolescents today "[There 1s I the 

burden of having not one or several , but mul tiple stresses on children and 

their families" (p 6) 

Other researchers ask why some, a lthough not all , adolescents 

succumb to negative societal mfluences Eitzen (1992) asks "Why are some 
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children such problems to themselves, to their parents, to their teachers 

and to the community?" (p 585) He suggests that economic meqmty in 

North American society alienates many young people, and further, that 

downward economic mobility 1s far more common today than m previous 

generations "This 1s the f irst generation m American history to have 

more downward mobiltty than upward" (p 586) Eitzen adds that 

downward socioeconomic mobtl1ty often places unbearable stress on 

fam1 l1es, and that adolescents withm such fam1ltes are m greater danger of 

social a l1enat1on "Some families facing downward mob1ltty experience 

stress, marital separation and divorce, depression, high levels of alcohol 

consumption, and spouse and chtld abuse" (p 587) Extreme poverty , 

Eitzen belt eves, contributes to students' problems m schools, and he 

concludes with the bleak reminder that today's "new poor" has little 

chance of escaping poverty without either high-school diplomas or post­

secondary education, as "hard physical labour r rather than technical skills l 

1s rarely needed m a high-tech society" (p 587) He remmds us that North 

America's economic transformation means that more poor fam1ltes are 

trapped forever without hope of escapmg their unfortunate circumstances 

"Consequently, poverty has become permanent, and we now have a 

relatively permanent category of the poor - the underclass land] their 

hopelessness and alienation helps us to understand their abuse of alcohol 

and drugs" (p 587) It 1s for these reasons that Eitzen believes that North 
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American society 1s responsible for the vast and growing numbers of 

alienated adolescents " My strong conv1ct1on 1s that chlldren are not born 

with soc10path1c tendencies, problem chtldren are soc1ally created" (p 

585) 

Eitzen 's bitter indictment reaches across a ll levels of North 

American society President Bush 's much publtc1sed Head Start 

programme, claims Eitzen, excluded many of the nation 's desperately 

poor four-year-olds He adds that the very v1ct1ms of North American 

society, the poor and the ahenated, are also always 10ev1tably blamed for 

their own untenable cond1t1ons "The bitter irony 1s that these 

disadvantaged young people will end up as society 's losers , and most 

Americans will blame them for thetr fatlure" (p 588) Finally, Eitzen 

examines altenat1on m adolescents living m unstable or broken homes 

"ReJect1on from one or both parents may lead some children to act out m 

especially hosttle ways Whatever the negative response of the children, I 

believe that we can conclude that the v1ct1ms of family mstabtl1ty are not 

completely to blame for their m1sbehav1ours" (p 588) 

c) Do High Schools Themselves Incur Altenat10n m the Student Dropout 

Population? 

George and Louise Spindler (1989) looked at successful m1t1at1on or 

schooling practices m both Arunta and Huttente soc1et1es, and compared 
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these practices with the schoolmg d1sc1plmes inherent to our own culture 

Their fmdmgs amounted to an indictment of North American and 

European 1mt1at1on practices, which appear often to exclude spec1f1c 

minonty groups 

The school expenence early on defines them as potential failures 
or even learnmg disabled, and there 1s a lways the 1mpltcat1on 
that even 1f they put up w ith such defin1t10ns and endure the 
school, they are not assured of a pos1t1ve gain at the end The 
long m1t1at1on ntual of the school 1s for many mmont1es a long 
drawn-out degradation ntual (p 13) 

These authors suggest that 1t may be more fortmtous to examine the 

reasons why students choose to remam rn school , as the reasons for 

leaving, they claim, are more apparent Grunsell (1978) sees things quite 

differently, and instead suggests that the reasons for remaining in school 

are transparently obvious and hardly worthy of m-depth study Academic 

success ensures continued attendance, he claims, whereas persistent failure 

1s often a miserable and humiliatmg expenence for some stude nts 

throughout the1r years of compulsory schooltng "Compulsory school 

attendance 1s a fact of our society Yet the only other compulsory 

inst1tut1on we have 1s pnson" (p 111) Grunsell goes on to emphasise that 

even where students are certain m earlter years of ultimate academic 

failure, they still must endure the ensuing years of hum1ltat1on and 

schooling which await them before their eventual escape 

However much they may insist to themselves and to one another 
that school values are meamngless, the awful fact remains that 
they must ltve each day man mst1tut1on based on standards which 
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label them losers The more desperate they are for recognition 
and approval , the worse that hum1hat1on becomes (p 113) 

Grunsell both 1mt1ated and managed an alternative school for adolescent 

dropouts m central London, England, and he viewed the mst1tut1onahsed 

bureaucracies of secondary schools as largely responsible for alienation rn 

dropout youth 

More and more children whose needs are not met w1thm the 
main school system are labelled deviant and are isolated mto 
categones of disturbance It won't work Schools will never be 
able to shnnk the boundanes of ' normal ' enough to solve the 
problem that hes rns1de the school itself (p 116) 

Mann (1986) wntes that the high-school dropout rate m North 

Amenca has now reached the "status of a scandal m education" (p 3) - a 

scandal he holds schools responsible for - as schools, Mann believes, 

promote pushouts, rather than dropouts "The way young people 

expenence school 1s the single most frequently cited reason for qmttrng 

early But what does that mean? Chtldren who fatled to learn? Or schools 

that failed to teach? The first are called dropouts, the second are called 

pushouts" ( p 5) 

Throughout the literature reviewed here, negative school 

expenences were found repeatedly to account for alienated feelings m 

young people Ekstrom (1983) reported the fmdmgs of a U S study 

entitled High School and Beyond which found that one third of high­

school dropouts left school because of repeated academic fatlure and 
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feelings of altenat1on from school mst1tut1ons (p 60) Wehlage and Rutter 

( 1986) believe that lack of teacher interest tn students and unfair 

d1sc1phnary measures exacerbate those feelings of ahenallon "The process 

of becoming a dropout ts complex" they suggest, because not only does 

this process imply the dropout 's reJectton of an mst1tut1on fundamental to 

his society, but 1t " must also be accompanied by the beltef that the 

mst1tut1on has reJected the person" (p 81) These authors hold schools as 

largely responsible for student altenatlon and eventual student fatlure, and 

they mamtain that the marginal ab1ht1es of some students do not prompt 

failures, but rather such failures stem from "a fundamental problem with 

the perceived leg1t1macy of the rnst1tut1on indicating rnst1tut1onal 

problems that go much deeper than dropouts" (p 85) They go on to 

emphasise that young people who are encouraged to drop out of formal 

education systems often incur unfortunate ltfe-long consequences "For the 

adolescent who has dropped out of high school, the psychological effect 1s 

to drop out of a ll formal schooling a dec1s1on that precludes many 

opportunities for personal and economic advancement in the future" (p 

81) 

Fine (1986) wntes that schools more often " throw out" rather than 

" push out" recalcitrant adolescents, and that school authontanan controls 

repress and s tlence those who may challenge mst1tut1onal demands 

"Schooltng 1s structured so that student opmtons, voices and critical 
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thoughts remain silenced C lassrooms are organised more around 

controls than conversat10n, more around the authonty of the teacher than 

the autonomy of students (p 99) Fme adds that students encouraged to 

leave post-secondary schools are often asked to do so for paltry 

m1sdemeanours or mmor infractions of school rules "Students are 

discharged for reasons ranging from continuously wearing a coat tn the 

hall , 'chrome cutting' , 'mouthm' off', or having been absent for twenty, 

consecutive, mexcused days" (p 99) 

Fensham ( 1986) also sees schools as ahenatmg and often negative 

inst1tut1ons, and he concludes that poor teacher-puptl mteract1ons promote 

much student 1solat1on and eventual failure He believes that many earlier 

studies have classified altenat1on "as a static phenomenon which can be 

measured empmcally and 1s causally connected to other measures, e g of 

organisational structure and funct1omng" (p 5) Instead, he claims, we 

might be wiser to view a lienation in young people as more a matter of 

negative interactions between teachers and pupils w1thm the constramts of 

mstitut1onahsed settings, or as "a process mvolvmg both teachers and 

students seeking to fmd meaning and purpose within an mst1tut1onal 

context" (p 5) 

Many other studies reviewed m this examrnat10n of the related 

literature report s1mtlar findin gs regardmg the role of the school tn 

perpetuating student alienation Hamby (1989) wntes that alienated 
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students "perce1 ve school as a threaten mg place and want to escape the 

avers1veness they feel there" (p 23) Curwm and Mendler (1988) also see 

school s as threatening places, adding that d1sc1plrnary s tructures 

maintained there are guaranteed to alienate young people However, these 

two authors concede that d1sc1phnary problems a re often m1ttated by 

negative student behaviours, which are at least m part societally dnven, 

and then later exacerbated by negative in-school controls Curwin and 

Mendler believe a number of school-m1tiated factors contnbute to student 

ailenation " boredom, a sense of powerlessness, unclear limits, no 

prov1s1ons for the outlet of feelings, and school attacks on student dignity 

and self-concept" (p I 0) These authors see attacks on human dignity or 

sensed self-worth as particularly altenatmg to adolescents a lready 

struggling to maintain secure 1dent1t1es "When a student's dignity 1s 

attacked, he will protect himself in whatever way he can, even at the cost 

of his relat10nship with the teacher and possibly his education" (p IO) 

The classic Bnt1sh study Fifteen Thousand Hours (Rutter, et al , 

1979) chronicled datly hfe within inner city London secondary schools, 

and suggested in concluding chapters that although, mdeed, many students 

are already a lienated w hen they enter secondary schools, school practices 

w ithin inst1tut10nal1sed settings often increase adolescent al1enat10n " 

although schools differed m the proportion of behaviourally d1ff1cult or 

low ach1evmg chtldren they admitted, these differences did not wholly 
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account for the vanat1on between schools m their pupils's later behaviour 

and attendance" (p 177-178) 

School practices were seen to isolate already altenated adolescents 

m a number of further studies reviewed m this exammat10n of the related 

ltterature Calabrese ( 1989) wntes "Sometimes this sense of separat10n 1s 

created outside the school , but frequently , the school as a bureaucratic 

organisation nurtures cond1t1ons that exacerbate the growth of alienation'' 

(p 76) Calabrese belteves that schools and the educators who work within 

them fail repeatedly to recognise that adolescent alienation 1s a serious 

problem m many high schools today "Ahenat10n 1s responsible for many 

youth problems such as su1c1de, drug and alcohol abuse, burnout and poor 

achievement" (p 76) Seldin (1989) also holds high schools responsible 

for much student alienation "Alienation 1s cited as the primary cause of 

adolescent discontent The high school 1s held responsible " He supports 

this indictment with a reminder that ahenated young people spend many of 

their waking hours within school settings "Where do alienated youth 

spend six hours a day, five days a week? The answer 1s school" (p 7) 

Purkey and Novak (1984) write of teachers ' " d1 smv 1tmg" 

behaviours " many students feel d1smv1ted by educators who, either 

mtent1onally or unmtent1onally, behave m ways that result m student 

embarrassment, frustration , and fallure" (p 13) These authors believe 

that such "d1smv1tmg" teacher behav10urs create feelings of worthlessness 
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rn students, which m turn promote 1rrespons1ble responses from those 

students Purkey and Novak further suggest that the verbal or non-verbal 

messages students receive from their teachers shape the ways those 

students view or evaluate themselves " 1t seems clear that student 

success or fatlure 1s related to the ways m which students perceive 

themselves and their environments - and that these perceptions are 

influenced by the prevatlmg nature of the messages they receive m school" 

(p 15) 

d) ls Lack of Self-Esteem Significant m the Student Dropout Profile? 

Many studies support the not10n that sensed self-worthlessness rn 

young people inevitably creates a lienation and reJection of soc ial 

institutions Beane (1991) believes lack of self-esteem 10 students ts the 

school's ultimate respons1b1ltty "The issue 1s not whether the schools 

should try to enhance the self-esteem of young people, but how" (p 26) 

He also perceives lack of self-esteem as both an md1v1dual and social 

problem " I suggest we stop seeing self-esteem only in a md1v1dualtstic 

terms and move instead towards an integrated view of self and social 

relations'' (p 24) Beane belteves self-esteem m young people must be 

ltnked to the ir wider view of themselves as va lued and effective 

contnbutors w ithin social groupings " It 1s not enough that young people 

ltke themselves They must also have a sense that what they say, and think, 
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and do counts for something" (p 24) Beane suggests that self-esteem m an 

adolescent must be linked to the md1v1dual 's perceptton of himself as a 

powerful social being whose actions are not only meaningful but 

potentially change-rnducmg "Personal efficacy must be connected to 

collected efficacy so that md1v1duals see themselves as part of groups that 

can and do have meaning and power" (p 29) Beane also sees lack of self­

esteem in young people as a product of our current age of "d1scontmu1ty 

and disbelief, of amb1gmty and ambivalence" - an age which prompts, he 

believes, altenat1on in adolescents - "The lttany of stat1st1cs about self 

destructive tendencies such as substance abuse, cnme, and smc1de must 

surely be seen as a s ignal from young people that many do not find much 

about themselves to ltke" (p 25) 

Canfield (1990) 1s another contemporary wnter and educator who 

believes that "more and more students have low levels of self-esteem", 

which he attnbutes to lack of " pos1t1ve, nurturmg attention from adults, 

e ither at home or at school" (p 48) Other wnters and researchers have 

also ltnked low levels of self-esteem to eventual school dropout The 1991 

B C Ministry of Education annual report found a probable lmk between 

low self-esteem m students and late r dropout status "A student who fails 

to develop a sense of self-worth 1s more likely to have problems 

connecting with the purpose of school, and consequently 1s more likely to 

drop out" (p 25) The authors of this study report that a recent 8 C 

Songs and Silences 



263 

Ministry of Health study found a correlation between low levels of self-

esteem m adolescents and increased engagement m self-destructive or nsk­

takmg behaviours" (p 25) 

Fairhurst and Pumfrey ( 1992) emphasise that isolating students with 

low self-esteem and learnmg d1ff1cult1es into separate, " labelled" 

classrooms only exacerbates problems, and they suggest, mstead, that 

teachers m regular classrooms must make an effort to build self-esteem rn 

troubled young people "Among the people most potentially influential rn 

determmmg the pupil 's self-concept as a learner are teachers" (p I 9) 

These authors go on to to suggest that lack of sensed self-worth may very 

well spnng from m1t1al learning diff1cult1es m students and 1s therefore 

of "educational and mot1vat1onal s1gmf1cance", and that educators would 

do well to remam attentive to either overtly expressed or more subtly 

manifested lack of self-esteem m young people "Research studies 

communicate the consistent message that differences m academic 

performance are associated with differences m self-concept level" (p 19) 

Burns (1982) and Martm (I 986) found !mks between student self­

esteem levels and pupil-teacher relat1onsh1ps Brogdon (1992) also 

believes that teacher mteract10ns with troubled s tudents may either 

perpetuate or alleviate problems He s uggests that pos1t1ve teacher 

relat1onsh1ps with students are far more powerful and effective than 

" labellmg" and remed1at1on It appears that Brogdon speaks from personal 
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and tragic experience, as he was himself "labelled" as a child and thus 

endured the hum1hat10n of enforced remed1at10n 

e) What Do Researchers and Educators Suggest as Possible Solutions to the 

Dropout Problem? 

fn recent years much educat10nal research has been directed towards 

1dent1fymg school improvement strategies and towards stemming the 

apparently alarming dropout rate m many North Amencan schools 

Recurrent themes appear throughout the ltterature reviewed here School 

s ize emerges as a significant issue m much of the related literature 

Schmitt ( 1983) wntes "As an account of the ongms of alienation, this 

view attributes alienation to the sheer s ize of our mst1tut1ons" (p 179) 

He suggests that md1v1duals experience a sense of impotence and alienation 

w1thm large bureaucratic mst1tut10ns "The powerlessness of the md1v1dual 

confronted with a massive bureaucracy seems to be a particularly v1v1d 

instance of a ltenat1on" (p 180) 

A 1984 study prepared m Canada for the Alberta Development 

Council, entitled Early School Leavers m Northern Alberta , a lso 

suggested that smaller schools are less alienating for young people 

"Smaller schools facilitate better student-teacher contact and provide 

students with a better sense of mvolvement than do larger schools" (p 9) 

An Australtan study conducted m the m1d-e1ght1es echoes this view 

"There 1s a widely held view that !mks altenation to organisations of large 
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s ize which a re a lmost mevitably highly bureaucratised" (Fensham, 1986, 

p 297) One suggestion which emerges fro m this study 1s that large 

mstitutions might do well to employ "house" systems, which might thereby 

create smaller soc1et1es w1thm the larger context The call for house or 

family groupmgs was echoed in the work of other researchers and 

educators reviewed he re Strange (1992) suggests that "One way to break 

down the barriers to commumty posed by large high schools ts to break 

them up mto several 'fam1ltes', perhaps cons1stmg of no more than 300 -

400 students and 15 - 20 professional staff' (p I 09) He belt eves that 

massive, bureaucratic systems prevent staff and students from ever 

successfully expenencmg "each other's humamty" (p 109) 

Lockwood (1989) brings attent10n to s1mtlar views held by other 

researchers, m her mterv1ew with Gary Wehlage and Gregory Smith, two 

researchers employed m recent years at the U mversity of Wisconsin 

Wehlage and Smith both call for the establtshment of smaller secondary 

schools Smith claims that only where school communities are intimate and 

relatively small may students have " the chance to feel that they're in an 

envtronment w he re they belong, where adults care about 

them " (Lockwood, 1989) 

Cuban (1989) also calls for "smallness m schools" which he belteves 

nurtures more enduring re lat1o nsh1ps among adults and students This 

author further suggests that where huge bureaucratic organisations are 
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already well-entrenched, "schools w1thm a school" may be created , rn 

which commitment and canng between teachers and students are fostered, 

and the emotional distance perpetuated m more inst1tut1onahsed settmgs 1s 

eliminated "These programmes avoid the conventional model of school, 

where the teacher's pnmary concern 1s academic achievement, where 

students remain anonymous or emotionally distant from the teacher, and 

where rewards and penalties dommate the relat1onsh1p " (Cuban, 1989, 

p 3 1) 

However, research reviewed here suggests that teacher attitude and 

treatment of students more dramatically reduce student ahenat10n than do 

attempts to reduce school size More than twenty years ago Rob Grunsell, 

a Bnt1sh educator, established a successful school for inner-city dropouts 

m London, England His work was founded on the belief that only canng, 

mutually respectful teacher-student interactions and JOmt v1s1onary goals 

could reduce or eliminate student ahenat10n (Grunsell , I 978) More recent 

studies report similar fmdrngs The Early School Leavers rn Northern 

Alberta ( 1984) study states "Better student-teacher relationships should be 

encouraged so that students feel pos1t1vely about the school environment" 

(p 8) This study also suggests that teachers should be encouraged to 

participate m courses and related workshops which promote improved 

commumcat1on skills, and that increased student-teacher interaction should 

be encouraged at the senior level "There should be a shift toward more 
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student emphasis m teachmg at the senior-high level A teachmg system 

should be developed that permits more teacher-student contact than 1s the 

case at present" (p 9) Hamby (1989) advocates canng, nurtunng 

environments and supportive teacher-student relat1onsh1ps as solutions to 

adolescent ahenat1on, and he env isages more effective schools where 

teachers mteract with students "as worthy md1v1duals by treating them 

with respect and acceptance fml a school envtronment charactensed by 

care and concern" (p 23) 

Brogdon ( 1992) belt eves that negat1 ve teacher attitudes and 

hum1hatmg or demeaning treatment of students exacerbate alienation and 

student drop-out rates He believes that all young people have the 

mahenable nght to school expenences which promote their worth and 

dignity, and that all students " must be made to feel safe, loved, or at least 

cared for" (p 559) Brogdon also believes that " labelling" mcreases 

altenat1on m already troubled students, and that pos1t1ve, canng attitudes 

m teachers, rathe r than apphed remed1at1on, would more hkely reduce 

student 1solat1on and failure He wntes "All must have an equal chance to 

learn without fear of physical or emotional abuse" (p 559), and that 

"teachers must make all students feel accepted and cared for " (p 564) 

A call for teacher canng was echoed m Bn mf1eld 's (1988) paper, 

with the further suggestion that the promot10n of canng, acceptrng 

attitudes m teachers 1s essential to any scheme of educational reform 

Canng has an 1mpltc1t d1mens1on It demands that we drop our 
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obJecttve, analytical stance toward an educational experience A 
canng environment celebrates each person's unique characteristics 
by accommodating differences while st1mulatmg and challenging 
each person The environment 1s designed with the goal of 
responding to each person m a flexible, non-punitive way (p 259 -
262) 

Brimfield believes that " receptivity and relatedness" signify caring m 

teacher responses to students and reduce alienated feelings m young people 

(p 262) This view was reflected m the now-renowned Bnttsh study 

entitled Fifteen Thousand Hours (Rutter et al , 1979), which examines 

fmdings collected from an exhaustive study of 12 mner city schools tn 

London, England These authors suggest that teacher concern and 

personalised attention directed towards students reduces potential 

alienation and 1solat1on in students "Staff concern for pupil needs seemed 

equally important Thus children' s behaviour was better m schools where 

teachers were readtly available to be consulted by the children about 

problems, and where many chtldren were m fact seen by teachers" (p 

195) These authors belteve that people are more successful and behave 

more pos1t1vely when they "feel that those m charge understand and 

respond to their personal needs (p 196), and they add that teachers would 

more likely ensure success for their students 1f they emphasised pos1t1ve 

aspects of student ab1ht1es and charactenst1cs, rather than "their fatltngs 

and shortcomings" (p 196) 

Marzano ( 1992) emphasises that teachers must make students feel 

accepted before learning can occur. " Intu1t1vely, we know that learning 1s 
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inh1b1ted 1f students do not feel accepted by the teacher Researchers 

confirm the importance of a sense of acceptance" (p 20) Marzano 

emphasises that seemingly "tnv1al" actions on the part of the teacher may 

promote a sense of acceptance in students, but he suggests that teachers 

employ certain spec1f1c act1v1t1es and gestures which he claims are 

guaranteed to promote feelings of belonging and commitment m pupils 

He menttons usmg student first names, mamtammg eye contact, staying 

physically close to students, and touchmg students m appropnate ways, 

adding " these actions may seem ms1gmf1cant, but they send powerful 

messages to students" (p 21) 

Calabrese ( 1989) 1s another researcher who believes that the 

bureaucratic nature of secondary schools fosters less canng attitudes 

among those who work there, and he suggests that educators should 

attempt to develop "an atmosphere m which concern and canng are 

communicated between administrators and teachers, teachers and 

students " (p 75) This view 1s supported by Purkey and Novak (1984), 

who advocate fostering "mvitmg" school environments which m turn 

nurture student potential Purkey and Novak caution that where young 

people "are treated w 1th md1fference, they are like ly to become 

indifferent to themselves and to school" (p I 0) 

Van Manen (1991) calls for canng, accepting attitudes and 

behaviours m teachers, and he suggests that teaching 1s an enormously 
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responsible task, which entails a gentle and humamtanan " leadmg forth" 

of the young mto a world of assumed adult respons1b1ltt1es He wntes of 

pedagogical "tact" , and adds that true pedagogy must always be 

"conditioned by love and care for the child" (p 65) Van Manen belteves 

that teaching should be viewed as an " in loco parent1s" act1v1ty, inherently 

imbued with a sense of hope and respons1b1l1ty for the young, although he 

wisely cautions that such attitudes are difficult to mainta in within the 

constraints of huge bureaucratic high schools " However, this close and 

personal relat10n 1s much less easily achieved by high-school teachers who 

may be dealtng with an average of 150 students a day" (p 76) Although 

Van Manen indeed recogmses the problems inherent to large 

mst1tut10naltsed settings where one-to-one teacher-student mteract1ons are 

somewhat rare, he nevertheless advocates that teachers m all schools and 

m all settings ' always ask first What 1s this experience ltke for this 

child?" (p 152) 

However, 1t appears that no one solut10n successfully addresses the 

problem of adolescent alienation Mann (1986) wntes that "These young 

people need a range of things, Just as any systems at-nsk population will 

need services that fit their hurts If the problem 1s complex, so will be the 

solutions" (p 7) Mann sees the problem as essentially a "nested" one, with 

many smaller, related problems buned w1thm the larger context Ekstrom 

et al (1986) also belteve the problem of adolescent ahenatton 1s a complex 

Songs and Silences 



271 

one which demands an equally complex response from educators " No 

single programme or po!Jcy can meet the needs of the diverse dropout 

population" (p 67) These authors suggest that school d1stncts implement 

a vanet)' of programmes, mcludmg some designed specifically to meet the 

needs of pregnant teens, low achievers, and students of low soc10econom1c 

standing 

Seldin ( 1989) also sees the problem of altenat1on in North Amen can 

adolescent youth as complex "T he root causes of alienation and its 

extraordmary impact on the American high school are numerous and 

complex Poverty, ethmc d1scriminat1on, madequate nutnt10n, physical 

and psychological chtld abuse, unemployment, and the avatlab1hty of 

drugs and alcohol [are some of them]" (p 78) Seldin s uggests possible 

solutions, including relaxed "rap" sessions between teachers and students 

which may encourage adolescents to discuss feelings of altenat1on, or the 

establishment of community proJects which may involve s tudents in 

act1v1ttes of social value 

Mann (1986) proposes a combination of solut10ns which he calls 

"the four C's" - cash, care, computers, and coaltt1ons (p 14) Cash means 

that "There needs to be experience w 1th both schooling and patd 

employment", caring means " high to uch" and computers mean " high 

tech", whereas coal1t1ons imply increased rnteract1ons between local 

business interests and schools Simila r suggestions were reflected m the 
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work of other educators Grace and Larry Guthne (I 991) believe that the 

solution to adolescent alienation may be found m closer ties between 

schools and local communities, m w h1ch we "conceptualise the role of the 

school and relat1onsh1ps among the school, the community and the larger 

society" (p 18) These authors postulate that w here schools work closely 

with all other local social agencies, adolescent alienation will decline and 

schools will become more effective mst1tut10ns 

Two recent educatio nal projects currently underway in the U mted 

States attempt to address adolescent al!enat10n and related drop-out rates 

(Kruglik, I 99 1) One 1s named ProJect Succeed and 1s housed within 

Keystone Oaks High School in Pittsburgh, and the other operates under 

the auspices of York County High School, although 1t 1s housed m a local 

city shopping mall Of the two, ProJect Succeed 1s the more trad1t1onal 

students a re eventually awarded with an "alternative" diploma, and 

although they are never expected to complete regular course work, they 

must, before graduation, undergo a day-long examination which tests then 

skill and knowledge m basic math, language, science and social studies 

Most students who are enrolled m the programme are aged between 19 

and 21 years, and almost all mamtam outs ide Jobs in the work-force The 

second programme, entitled York County High School, 1s housed m a 

former Bonanza Restaurant w1thm a shopping mall , and as 1t provides no 

enforced ho urs of mstruct1on for students, this programme appears to be 
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eminently suited to non-conformist, alienated adolescents who are unable 

to operate within the constramts of otherwise d1sc1plined and content­

driven school systems lnstruct10n 1s computer-generated or workbook­

driven, although two teachers are attached to the programme and wander 

about the former restaurant offering md1v1dual assistance to any student 

who requests 1t Students 10 this latter programme are aged between 16 

and 21 years, and all appear to have experienced debihtatmg feelings of 

alienation in regular high schools The two proJects descri bed here are as 

yet 10 their mfancy, and academic success and sustamed attendance have 

not as yet unde rgone evaluation, but m1tial evidence seems to indicate that 

the programmes are enJoymg some success 

Everyone wants a dream WLthout a dream, we become 
apatheflc Wlfhout a dream, we become fataltsflc Wtthout a 
dream and the hope of attatntng ti, society becomes our enemy 
We educaton must reallse that some young people act Ln 

anttsocial way\· because they have lost theLr dreams And we 
mu5t realtse that we as a socLety are partly responHble for that 
loss· (ELt;,en, 1992, p 590) 
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3) Alienation: Gender-D1scr1mmatory Practices Which Alienate 

Young Women 

a) Societal Attitudes Which Promote Gender-Biased Alienation m Young 

Women 

There 1s no pomt of contact between the dommant male 
who looks for subm1.uwn from women and the glamourow, 
femme fatale who mus·t remain elusive m order to prove that 
her charms are fo rever 1rre\lsllble 

(Richard Schmit!, Abenatwn and Cla.H, 1983) 

Stromquist (1990) reports that literary stat1st1cs over the last few 

decades paint a remarkably bleak picture for women across the world 

"The companson of hterary stat1st1cs from I 960 to 1985 reveal that, of 

the 154 mdl10n new 11I1terates during that penod, 133 million were 

women" (p 95) Stromqmst recogmses the tragedy of 11l1teracy for both 

sexes m underdeveloped nat10ns today, but she emphasises that the 

problem 1s compounded for females who must live and work within the 

constramts of patnarchal soc1et1es which not only undervalue educat10n 

for females , but which more often actively seek to eltmmate 1t Gender­

dtscnmrnatory controls promote social 10equ1ty of u01mag10able 

mag01tude, and o nly one of the tolls they take 1s that of wide-spread 

tlhteracy for the one half of the human race which was unfortunate 

enough to have been born female 

Stromquist sees ilhteracy as a predicament of the poor and the 
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socially unequal among us "Illiteracy does not occur at random but 1s 

typ1cally the plight of poor and powerless people, and 1t 1s a fundamental 

manifestation of the problems of social mequ1ty" (p 97) She remmds us 

that education for women has been found to yield " high returns" m all 

ethntc and societal groupmgs across the world where 1t has been 

promoted "Numerous studies have reported that more education for 

women results in fewer children per famtly, less infant mortaltty, 

marriage at a later age, healthier children, and better reared and educated 

children" (p 97) Given these apparently s upportably high returns to 

educating women, Stromquist accounts for the astounding exclus10n of 

women m some countnes from even a basic education, as perpetrations of 

patriarchal 1deolog1es, which seek not only to keep women subservient tn 

the service of human reproduction, but which seek, too, to ensure thetr 

enslavement in ' technolog1es and production of goods" (p 97) 

Gender d1scnmmatory biases and the subJugat1on of women m some 

underde\.eloped countries horrify Western observers, but upon closer 

mspectton, unsettling s1mtlant1es may be drawn between the patriarchal 

practices of more underdeveloped countries and those of our own 

Stromquist goes on to suggest that even where educational opportumt1es 

exist for Western women, the inducement and freedom to do so may be 

absent "Motivation f ,mphesl a great deal of autonomy for the md1v1dual, 

yet low-income women - engaged m welfare and survival act1v1t1es - can 
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scarcely be said to have any autonomy" (p 103) And many young women 

today assume that only dismal fatlures await them McConaghy ( 199 1) 

reports that "Many I teenage girls] see a bleak future that includes poverty 

and relat10nsh1ps that end in divorce, abuse or sexually transmitted 

diseases" (p 642) Kostash (1989) suggests that class structures prevent 

many young women from pursuing a post-secondary education 

What 1s true for women as a whole, however, 1s m1t1gated by 
class Although a maJonty of girls aspire to post-secondary 
education those from wealthi er, better-educated, and 
professional families are likelier not only to make this choice 
but to carry 1t through, whereas a working class girl 1s often 
obliged to take a Job to finance her higher education or to 
contnbute to the famtly itself' (p 408) 

However, young females deal with more than the oppression of class 

structure They deal often, too, w ith gender d1scnmmatory practices 

promoted by many secondary-school mst1tut1ons 

b) Gender D1scnmmatory Practices m High Schools Today 

"A\. one young woman pleaded 'Please understand that 
teenaged women are people We don't go through stages The 
tssues m our ilves are unportant to us, the fears real Don't look 
down on us Try to understand us' " 
( From A Capella, Canadian Teachers Federatwn Report, 1990) 

Shields (I 992) reports that findings from a new report entitled How 

Schools Shortchange G irls comm1ss1oned for the A mencan Assoc1at1on of 

University Women chronicle a larming and widespread gender 

d1scnmmatory practices m North Amen can schools today The report 
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suggests that schools fail to provide girls with the "same qualtty - o r even 

quantity, of education as their brothe rs" (S hie lds, p 3) The report 

further md1cts schools for consistently employing gender-discriminatory 

texts with students of a ll ages " the contnbut1ons a nd expenences of 

girls and women are sttll margmaltzed or ignored tn many of the 

textbooks used m our nation's schools" (p 3) Further note 1s made m this 

report of secondary-school history texts which examine the exploits and 

strategies of mtl1tary leaders or generals dunng h1 stonc periods of 

warfare, whereas no mention 1s made of the role of women m mamtammg 

the structures of society dunng these times of unrest Steinem (1992) also 

makes note of history texts currently employed m schools today m which 

all power and effectiveness 1s assigned only to men 

Shields (1992) reports findings which indicate that even where girls 

are not reading gender-d1scnmrnatory texts, they are receiving 

"considerably less attention from classroom teachers than do boys" (p 3) 

He also reports that secondary school teachers more frequently call upon 

male students to assist with science experiments, and that female students 

more often, and mcreasmgly with age, doubt their own abtl1ty in 

mathematics (Shields, 19921 Shields adds that the pred1ctab1hty of these 

findings 1s espec1ally d1sturbmg 

And to anyone who's worked m a school system - a teacher 
who's asked for a couple of boys instead of g1rls to help move 
desks, for example, or charactensed a quiescent girl as ' mce' -
many of the re port 's accusations sound so fam1ltar as to hardly 
be news (p 4) 
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Tannen ( 1992) discusses findings which report that boys almost 

always speak o ut mo re in class d1scuss1ons than do their female 

counterparts, and she proposes that " speaking in a classroom 1s more 

congenial to boys ' language experience than to girls, since 1t entails 

putting oneself forward m front of a la rge group of people " (p 5) 

Tannen adds that women from smgle-sex schools speak out more often 

and are more prepared to grasp mterJectory moments m class d1scuss1on 

than do women who attended coed schools Tannen advocates that 

teachers more often employ small-group d1scuss1on structures, m the hope 

that female students may more readily participate Steinem (l 992) also 

makes note of gender differences m students' verbal mterJect1ons during 

public classroom d1sc uss10n "Then there 1s the crucial quest10n of 

speaking up tn the classroom We know that boys are called on more often 

and talk more m their average response fthan g1rlsJ" (p 120) Myra and 

David Sadker (1980) report the fmdmgs of a US Health and Welfare 

Women 's Eq uity Programme study which revealed that where teachers 

were shown films m which male students spoke out more often than 

female students, beliefs still prevailed that the female students had spoken 

more than the ir male peers Findings like these appear to md1cate a strong 

gender bias m teachers which favours male students' d1scuss1on responses 

over female responses Stemem ( 1992) wntes " We are so culturally 

tramed to think that females talk too much, that we should be 'good 
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listeners', that we seem to measure ourselves against those expectations, 

not realtty" (p 120) Other writers support this view Belenky et al 

(1986), suggest that female students learn early to accept subordinate roles 

when engaging in classroom d1scuss1ons, and from elementary through to 

post-secondary educat10n they cling to a belief that such subordmat10n 1s 

leg1t1mate "As Rachel , a college freshman , said, ' I enJOY ltstenmg to 

d1scuss1ons I find I am doing okay Just through ltstenmg"' (p 37) 

Belenky et al propose that much of the learning acquired by females 

throughout their formative years 1s " received knowledge", which 1s 

knowledge dispensed by authoritative male figures and directed towards 

effectively silencing passive women 

One of the reasons we call this pos1t1on ' received knowledge ' 1s 
that these women focus on ltstemng, Given the women ' s 
tendency towards conformist thinking and their subordinate 
status, 1t 1s not surprising that women cultivate their capac1t1es 
for Itstening whtle encouraging men to speak" (p 45) 

Women, tt appears, are more than willing to accept the constraints 

of sex-d1scnminatory practices perpetrated in classrooms at every 

educational level "The extreme sex-role stereotypes that the stlent women 

accept, reflect the powerlessness they have expenenced" (Belenky et al , p 

29) These authors suggest that female students perceive male authority 

figures as omnipotent and overpowenng " Whtie they feel passive, 

reactive, and dependent, they see authonties as being all-powerful, 1f not 

overpowenng" (p 27) It appears, indeed, that m classrooms today 
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women continue to be encouraged to listen to the men who m turn 

continue to talk 

Studies on gender differences m the use of language suggest 
that the world 1s commonly d1v1ded mto two domams speaking 
and ltste rnng Studies repeatedly, but not consistently, find that 
1t 1s the men who do the talkmg, and the women who do the 
hstenmg" (Belenky et al , p 45) 

And 1f girls feel excluded from male-domrnated classroom 

d1scuss1on, they feel equally excluded from a more subtly male-dommated 

school social chmate Belenky et al report that m some cases, feelmgs of 

alienation are so overwhelmmg for some young women that they choose 

to drop out of formal secondary schoolmg at the earliest opporturnty 

Several women said that they and their fnends left school early 
as soon as they legally could, marned, and got pregnant (not 
necessanly m that order) 'so that we wouldn 't have to put up 
with bemg put down every day ' (p 228) 

McConaghy (199 l) reports that " on a personal leve l [g1rlsj feel 

pressures and hm1tat1ons that boys are unlikely to expenence, and they 

express a good deal of resentment toward their male peers and the system 

which seems to favour them" (p 642) McConaghy quotes fmdmgs from a 

1990 Canadian Teachers' Federation project which explored attitudes and 

concerns of teenage girls m high schools today 139 teachers were 

employed to record d1scuss10n group responses gleaned from a diverse 

group of adolescent female students, and the fmdmgs which came from 

this study were later presented to C T F's eleventh National Conference on 
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Women and Education m Vancouver on December 1, I 991 The 

Federat10n aptly named the project A Capella, as a "capella", or an ana 

sung without musical accompamment, appeared to reflect the hves of the 

young g1rls mterv1ewed, whose songs m and out of school were without 

support or accomparnment "The young women overwhelmrngly told 

researchers that the1r lives lacked the structure, fam1hanty , and sense of 

direction that former generat10ns had expenenced It was as 1f they were 

carrying a tune without background music" (McConaghy, 1991 , p 642) 

Heather Jane Robertson, who designed and supervised this project, 

reports that 

G Iris use drugs, drop out, or don 't practice safe sex for reasons 
we Just are not addressmg We have to deal with the underlying 
factors feelmgs of powerlessness, depression, fear of v10lence, 
cymc1sm and neglect Only then will we have an impact m the 
hves of young women 
(A Capella, Women and Education CT F Project, 1990, p 1) 

In other related literature reviewed here 1t appears that sexual abuse ts 

common m the lives of an astoundmg number of young women, and that 

sexual trauma adversely affects future relat1onsh1ps with male teachers or 

authonty figures " 1t became clear to us, after we started interviewing, 

that women spontaneously mentioned childhood and adolescent sexual 

trauma as an important factor affecting their leammg and relat1onsh1ps to 

male authonty" (Belenky et al , p 58) Female students not only express 

concern regardmg their own perceived alienated behaviours, but they 
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repeatedly express apprehension and even distress regarding the abusive 

and equally ahenatmg behaviours directed towards them by male peers 

McConaghy reports that females mterv1ewed m the CT F 's Women and 

Education A Capella proJect expressed anxiety and m some cases fear 

"They expressed concern over heavy drug use m school, date rape, 

sexual abuse , and the fear of pregnancy" (p 642) 

Steinem ( 1992) wntes of an educat10nal system which not only 

favours patriarchal 1deolog1es but which somehow denies or denigrates the 

lived experiences of women, rendering their school-acquired knowledge 

incongruent with their emot10ns, and rendering thetr knowledge of 

themselves worthless 

It seemed that for women of all races and classes, education had 
separated what we studied from how we hved It had broken the 
lmk between mind and emotion, between what we learned 
mtellectually and what we experienced as women (p 114) 

Belenky et al wnte of "mult1pltst1c thmkmg", or diverse, 1magmat1ve and 

reasoned thmkmg m mtelltgent women which 1s often submerged or 

hidden by those women m order to av01d reprisals "The tragedy 1s that 

hidden mult1plic1ty can be s ilently alienated from the educat10nal 

process " (p 67) These authors go on to report that some women 

interviewed believed 1t more profitable to keep quiet, rather than to speak 

up, m classrooms and m their profess10nal lives, and they continued to do 

so even though they believed they had rntell1gent vo ices worthy of 

expression, and even though the repress10n of those v01ces prompted 
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considerable altenat1on and distress m them One young woman m this 

study reported that 

I mtimidate many men It's hard It means loneliness lots of 
times It 's necessary to learn to compromise to a certain extent -
how much you have to shut up and how much you have to talk 
And how to be effecti ve by talking at the nght moment" 
(Belenky et al , p 148) 

Other feminist writers support the view that both past and present 

educational practices effectively silence and demgrate female students In a 

bitter indictment of current secondary and post-secondary educational 

practices, Steinem (1992) wntes of art educat10n which portrays women 

as obJects of art but rarely as artists, theologies which promote only male 

deities, and ethical standards which ass ume masculme or patriarchal 

values Stemem wntes, too, of the " lethal undermmmgs" of an education 

system which mcludes " bemg taught to revere 'the classics' of Western 

civihsat10n, most of which patromse, distort, denigrate or express hatred 

for the female half of the race" (p 115) She adds that not only do 

matenals studied patromse female students, but that teacher responses to 

those students demgrate them further " Boys tend to be praised for 

achievement, while gHls are praised for mteractmg well with others" 

(p 120) Stemem suggests that schools should not only dispense with 

gender-discnmmatory practices, but that schools, as mirrors of the society 

upon which they are founded, should promote ideologies and ethical belief 

systems "'h1ch establish healthy societal practices 

If we could be taught m school about the pohtic1sat10n of 
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beauty , 1t would help to create a healthier d1vers1ty in the 
United States, where a maJonty of black children still choose 
white dolls (sometimes even saying that black dolls are ' dirty') 
and seven year old girls of normal weight thmk they are ' too 
fat ' (Steinem, 1992, p 221 ) 

Steinem's views are echoed by other researchers who suggest that 

not only are school gender-d1scnminatory practices 1rrespons1ble, but that 

m many cases the long-term damaging effects on some young women 

appear 1rrevers1ble Researchers often express concern regarding findings 

which reveal low levels of self-esteem in adolescent females studied A 

recent 1991 Amencan University Women's study entitled Short-changing 

G1rls, Short-changing Amenca, found that only 29% of g1rls in high 

schools were "happy with the way I am" Steinem (1992) believes that the 

gender-biased practices, so widespread m high schools today, incur lack of 

self esteem and even self-hatred in many female students 

Thus, even though girls get good grades, learn how to read 
sooner, and have an edge over boys in verbal slulls, the question 
we really need to ask 1s What are these girls learmng? a 
large part of the lesson 1s to undervalue oneself (Stemem, p 
121 ) 

Belenky et al (1986) report poor self-concept to be of such magnitude m 

some young women that 1t renders them not only mcapable of acceptmg 

praise , but susp1c1ous, too, of male teachers' motives when praise or 

encouragement 1s offered 

Some women are so consumed with self-doubt that they found 1t 
d1ff1cult to belteve a teacher' s praise, especially when the 
teacher was a man One young woman told us that she never felt 
sure a male professor would take her seriously The women 
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worned that professors who praised their minds really desired 
their bodies (p 197) 

Steinem (1992) further suggests that the apparent fatlure of female 

students to keep up with male peers in mathematics and the sciences dunng 

high-school and post-secondary education perhaps indicates more a lack of 

their own perceLved ability in mathematics and the sciences, rather than 

real and measurable differences m male and female abtl1t1es in these 

subject areas "Thus, in high school, where the gender gap m math and 

science begins to open up and widen, the problem may be more girls' v1e\.\ 

of themselves than the subjects" (p 121) These findings are supported in 

the study conducted by Belenky et al (1986) in which women interviewed 

revealed that often a spec1f1c and negative interaction with a male 

authonty figure m1tiated early reJection of pursuits of the sciences 

The point at which ind1v1dual women begin to express negative 
attitudes toward abstraction, theory, and science differs from 
person to person, although in many cases 1t is anchored m a 
concrete interaction with a specific teacher or doctor or male 
acquaintance from the past (p 72) 

One young woman featured In this study told interviewers that although 

she had for some time been secretly working out a sc1ent1f1c thesis, "she 

dared not share [her work] with male faculty for fear of their nd1cule and 

skepticism" (p 67) 

Belenky et al propose that every woman, "regardless of age, 

social class, ethnicity and academic achievement," should know, hke her 
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male peers more readtly appear to, that "she 1s capable of intelligent 

thought" (p 193) However, often, and indeed tragically, this 1s not at all 

the case, and many young women have not yet learned the lesson that their 

v01ces are powerful and informative and ms1ghtful, and are indeed worthy 

of the heanng "Perhaps men learn this lesson before going to coJlege, or 

perhaps they can wait until they have proved themselves to hear 1t, we do 

not know We do know that many of the women we rnterv1ewed had not 

yet learned 1t" (p 193) Belenky et al suggest that "connected" teachrng, 

or mstruct10n which encourages diverse, imagmattve and mdependent 

thmkmg, assists women to develop "their own authentic v01ces" (p 229) 

These authors define "connected" mstruct1on as follows 

Educators can help women develop their own authentic v01ces 
1f they emphasise connectedness over separation, understandmg 
and acceptance over assessment, and c0Jlaborat10n over debate, 
1f they accord respect for and allow time for the knowledge that 
emerges from firsthand expenence These are the lessons we 
have learned m ltstenmg to the women's v01ces (p 229) 

In conclus1on, the wnter of this thesis hopes that every woman may 

find the voice which 1s umquely hers She herself seeks such a voice, and 

she perhaps seeks, too, to give express10n to the silenced voices of the 

women upon whom some of her narratives are based 

"Let her imagine herself bold and clever and soveretgn Let her 
1magme herse(f a woman" (McClelland, 1989, p 41]) 
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