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The Poetry of Honors

How appropriate that we gather in Portland in early spring to celebrate the scholarship of the NRHC through the lens of our conference theme Resurgam.  After a long, snow-filled, Northeast winter, spring will certainly feel like rebirth.  However, the promise of spring and the NRHC annual conference are not all that are celebrated this month.  In fact, today, April 2nd is National Peanut Butter and Jelly Day -- obviously we selected the wrong menu for our luncheon today.  But perhaps more important than peanut butter and jelly, April invites us to celebrate poetry.  April is National Poetry Month.  This happy coincidence got me thinking.  What might be the connection between the good works of the members of the NRHC and National Poetry month?  How is honors education similar to poetry?  

One way might be that poetry explores connections, especially unlikely ones, and it seems we do the same in Honors education.  In his 1931 address to Amherst College entitled “Education by Poetry,” Robert Frost claimed that except for mathematical and scientific thinking, all other thinking is metaphor.  Frost said, “Education by poetry is education by metaphor…thinking means, pressing this and that together.”   In honor of Frost, a New England poet of the first order, let’s press the “this” of honors education and the “that” of reading poetry together.  

In preparation, I’d like to share a poem entitled “Introduction to Poetry” by Billy Collins, 2001 US poet laureate and professor of English at Lehman College.  For those of you unfamiliar with Collins, he developed the Poetry 180 Project, based on the belief that high school students should get daily exposure to poetry; however, that exposure should be totally without academic requirements.  Collins provides one poem for each of the 180 school days, but he suggests no lectures, no quizzes, and no tests precede or follow the reading.  The poem stands alone: its own context, content, and invitation for connection.  
Collins’ poem “Introduction to Poetry” examines the contrast between a teacher’s hope for how his or her students will interact with a poem and the actual encounter.        
Introduction to Poetry


I ask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light
like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem
and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem's room
and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski
across the surface of a poem
waving at the author's name on the shore.

But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with rope
and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose
to find out what it really means.

 




Billy Collins from The Apple that Astonished Paris






Judging from Collins’ description of the students’ encounter with a poem, I would guess that he does not have the good fortune of teaching in honors.  

As we in this room know, honors students wouldn’t dream of tying a poem to a chair to beat a confession out it or out of any invitation to engage with ideas or to press “this” and “that” together.  In fact, what Billy Collins wishes his students would do when they approach a poem sounds very much like what we do in Honors education.   

In celebration of poetry and honors, let’s explore just a few ideas for how honors education and reading a poem require similar mindsets.  Both interactions require that we do the following:
· Inhabit the Room

· Play in the Dark

· Conspire and Collaborate
 First, let’s explore how both activities require that we inhabit the room or accept the invitation to explore.  Collins describes the students wanting to torture a confession out of the poem to find out what it really means.   Approaching a poem as if it were a riddle or puzzle suggests that the reward lies in the end-goal of figuring out what the poem means rather than in the experience the poem invites.  In his article “Don’t Paraphrase,” published in Poets on Teaching: A Sourcebook, Matthew Zapruda writes, 
To truly experience poetry, we need to try just to be in the poem for a while…. If I think of the poem as something I am actually physically moving my consciousness through, from one line down to the next, and from one room to another, it helps me stay there, within what is being said (1).  
Billy Collins expresses the image of being inside a poem in a similar way: “walk inside the poem’s room/and feel the walls for a light switch.”  Both Zapruder and Collins link inhabiting the room to experiencing the poem.  Is this not what we do in Honors education?    

Consider the NRHC and NCHC City as Text experiences and our Place as Text classrooms.  We send students out into our host cities or places around campus with open-ended invitations to explore and discover.  Likewise with Honors research and projects, we encourage independent, self-directed inquiry, inviting students to explore the possibilities and make their own discoveries.  We consider ways to facilitate learning rather than telling students what they need to know and exactly how and where they will learn it.  We inhabit the room with them and feel our way around, enjoying the discoveries they and we will make.  

So, there’s one way we’ve established the link: inhabit the room.   Another similarity in mindsets between honors education and reading poetry is that both require us to play in the dark.  Growing up in a suburb of Columbus, Ohio, in the mid 1960’s, the kids in my neighborhood would regularly play flashlight tag until well-after our summer bedtimes.  Armed with flashlights, warm breezes, and the imagined threat of being chased by Nazi’s, we reveled in the darkness.  We hid behind fences, shrubs, and trees avoiding the flashlight beams or car headlights that would signal the enemy was close.  We would not have been able to immerse ourselves in the experience as fully without the gift of the dark.  

Poems invite us to play in the dark; they allow the complexity of emotions and glimmers of insight to dance around us, without imposing the need for immediate clarity or “the” answer.  In his essay “Don’t Paraphrase,” Matthew Zapruder questions why poetry gets bad press for being inaccessible.  He writes,  
No one asks mathematicians or physicists to make very complex equations or theories simple and clear if to do so would compromise their task of communicating the truth.  So why should we expect always immediately to understand, and consider lack of understanding a failure on our part or on the part of a poem?  Especially if we are reading a poem full of the complexities and contradictions of human life and feeling (1). 
Poetry is worthy of contemplation in the dark.  We must resist the urge to shine light prematurely, especially if that light does not come from within.  

In his article “Recognition, Vertigo, and Passionate Worldliness” in the Sept. 2010 issue of Poetry, Tony Haagland examines the same idea through an exploration of Wallace Stevens’ poem “Man Carrying Things.”  Let me share the first two and last two lines of Stevens’ poem: 
The poem must resist the intelligence

Almost successfully…
We must endure our thoughts all night, until

The bright obvious stands motionless in cold.



Wallace Stevens from The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens
Haagland explains Stevens’ contention that poems should resist intelligence in the following way: “Stevens suggests that a good poem, as part of its process, resists, twists, and enmeshes the reader (and perhaps the poet as well), an engagement in which perspective is challenged and by no means guaranteed” (437).  In other words, a process takes time, and struggling to understand often feels like time in the dark, but we shouldn’t be uncomfortable or frustrated as we work to find glimmers of light.


In Honors education, we too welcome ambiguity and complexity.  We encourage individual reflection as a means to reach deeper understanding.  Multiple perspectives and layers of meaning are nurtured through reflective practices.   Honors education encourages students to trust the process.  They resist pat answers and artificial light.  Honors students play in the dark because they know the reflective struggle results in depth and breadth of understanding and experience.  

So, there are two ways we’ve pressed this and that together: inhabit the room and play in the dark.  The last shared mindset we’ll explore between reading poetry and honors education is that both experiences require a co-conspirator.  In her article “Laugh While You Can: A Consideration of Poetry,” Kay Ryan, 2008 US Poet Laureate and professor of English at the College of Marin, writes, 
We have the flattering feeling in reading a poem that we are somehow creating it. We’re sending it where it goes. And in a way this is absolutely true, since the poem is only reconstituted by our act of reading and understanding, the letters otherwise quite helpless on the page (148).   
Meaning happens only in the transaction between the poem and the reader.

We see this same sense of the co-conspirator when looking at Billy Collins’ poem “Introduction to Poetry.”  The speaker expresses his wish for his students’ experience of the poem in this way: “I want them to waterski/across the surface of a poem/waving at the author’s name on the shore.”  In Collins’ metaphor, the author is on the shore, watching and waiting expectantly, while the students are the ones skiing across the water, actively engaged and celebrating with her or him in the shared experience.  The students are co-conspirators in the creation.

In the NCHC monograph Inspiring Exemplary Teaching and Learning:Perspectives on Teaching Academically Talented College Students, John Zubizaretta writes, “Higher-order teaching and learning are shared acts of a reflective discourse community, a dynamic ‘collaboratory’ of living, changing ideas that transform both teacher and learner” (126).  As we all know, Honors education invites the students to collaborate in their education.  The honors classroom focuses on engagement and encourages students to bring their insights and independent thinking to the classroom, thereby transforming the learning. Honors students and faculty conspire to learn.  So, we’ve established the third shared mindset: conspire and collaborate.  


I’m certain there are countless other ways we could explore the connection between honors and poetry, but I believe we’re off to a good start.  Both transactions necessitate density, complexity, and sophistication of thought, requiring
· contemplation or inhabiting the room,

· reflection or playing in the dark,

· and collaboration or conspiring together   
If you are presenting a paper, poster, roundtable, or work of art at the conference this weekend, please raise your hand.  

Speaking for the executive committee and other Honors faculty and administration in the room, your presentations provide us opportunities to share a mental room with you, to play in the dark of the deep questions you ask us to consider along with the glimmers of light your conclusions suggest, making us co-conspirators with you in the shared experience and meaning derived.   You deepen and broaden our understanding, not only for the time we share here in Portland, but after we return to our home campuses and discrete disciplines of study.  As the students in Billy Collins’ poem, we are waterskiing across the ideas you share with us and waving to you on the shore.  Hopefully you’re waving right back!

