THREE MORTHS AT THER LABCRATOEY. SCHOUL

Langeton Hughes

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE

Before coming on March 1, 1949, to the University of Chicago's
Laboratory Schoeol as Poet in Residence, my contacts with groups of
yéung people over any exfended period of time had been»limitsd to &
winter of the teaching of English to business academy students and
preparatory school girls in Tolucr, Mexico, and to a semester at
Atlanta Universiiy where 1 gave seminzrs in peetry and conducted s
group in Creative Writing on the college level. However, for twenty
years I have been reading my poems before groups of young people
from kindergarten children to adults; and often, especially in the
rural South, bef&re audiences combining the entire age range from
pre~school youngsters through high school:. I have talked to hun-
_dreds of grammar, high school, and college assemblies throughout
the country. 3But never, bsfore coming to'tha Lab School, had I
worked with Creatifa Writing students below the college level.

-I-
CREATIVE WRITING

It was agreed that at the Laboratory School my Creative Writing
gféups would be voluntary, no compulsion, no grades, and open to
all upper grads (7-10) students who might wish to come. About eighty
registered and came to. the first weekly group sessions. But when the
Spring Guarter hegan, a change in schedules reduced the numbers to
about sixty. Most of them came regularly, but a few in the High

School did not attend every meeting, being free to come or not as
they liked, &
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Ten groups according to grades were formed from the Gth«through
the 10th grade, meeting éeekly during study periods, with aa after
gchool group for those who could not £it into any other. An 0ppor=
tunity for individusl congultations were offered and with some degree
of regularity about a dozen students came for such consultations.

But most of the students limited their participation to group neet-

ings, and to writing at home.

METHODS OF GUIDANCE

My first talks and discussions with each group were designéd_to
indicate to the young people the pleasures that lie in individual
creatione=-=not in imitating anyone else but in making one's own
world in words on paper; in pointing out the difference beiween ob-
jective, factual, journalistic writing and individual, personal,
creative writing; indicating the differences between fact and ficte
ion, verse and poeiry; and how in the wonder of creation each sea
shell, each animal, each tree, and each person 1is different; ilé%?}
gach person writes as he is, his writing is bound to be difierént,
individual, and therefore interesting.

Picking at random from the daily paper any factual account of
an accident, a murder, or some such news item, we examined its
possibilities as a basis for fiction or poetry if used imaginatively,
creatively. We considersd our reactions had we known any of the
people involved in the news story. Group discussion béought out that
each person saw different possibilities, felt differently about the

happening, and each if on the scene would have had a reaction differ-

ent in some way from the rest of us,
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Then at the end of our firsgt talks 1 gave my first and only write
ing assignasnt expluining 10 the groups iis iwo purposes: {1) to use

facts creatively and {2) %5 enskls m2 %0 ses, since we vere sirange

q 1

v eagh other, how easch would nse worcs. The sssignment wes 10 talke
s & subject ong's nomes, cne's neignnorhood, cne's strsel, Or one's
city end writs avout it in any fornm de: ireuy poelry,; veIrseg, narrative,
or ficticn: 1o oiher words, to begin with scmetaing one knows well,
a8y mugh spring from known facts.

Tach student wus zlst asxed Lo in&iaata the fields of writing in
during the Spring. These

»e guite varied, renging from factual and sditorial writing to posiy,
ahort ectories and scientifiec fantazy. Sincs 1t was not possible to
further subedivide the ten groups of geuné writers; susceeding sesse
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ions were devoted &
fielas of writing, such as Humor in ¥riting, ¥ethode of VWorking, Get-
Tialogue, Sisple Plot Construstion, Writing as
Communication, As Fecrsonal EXpression, Advantages of Foetic Prose,

Tlse of Visual Words, :oral Obligetions in %writing, Vericus Ways in
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Helpful Beeks to Read, etc.

A poriicn of each grovup meeting was davoted Lo ine reading, dig-
cussion, and group criticisn of the neskte maausssigt&.v He student
wai3 required o read his =ozk to the gToup, and those who did not wish
ts @0 0 Teceived personal ccmment and criticism privately {from the
teachner. Pub most oF ths young peopls lixed group reading sessions
and feli that esach other's commenis wWers nelpful. Those menuscripis
onich seemed t0 nesd revision (and most of them did) were returned LO

prousnt back the following weekx. A number of tnem
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did not come back to me. One of the prohlems o1 guidance in
creative writing is, I believe, to instill in the young the discipline
of revision end the desire to stick with & good plece of worx until
it is as good as the writer can make it.

The younger children seemed to me more spontaneously creative
than the older children, and had to think less hard in ordser to get
ideas for writing. Broad suggestions on the part of the teachser as 10
possible subjects for writing, I discovered as the weeks went along,
seemed to help many children get started who had complained that they
"couldn't think of enything to write about." However, those who show=
ed most talent in writing seldom needed suggestions as to subject
matter. Almost all the children brought in their "home-neighuorhood,
street-city? assignment, 3But, left on their own for voluntery choice
of subject matter, many who came regularly to the groups brought no
other finished piece of work during the remaining weeks,

The 6th grade group wanted to work only on rhymes and poetry.

Ve did praétice rhymee in the group meetings, reading them aloud

for criticiem to detect and correct false rhyﬁes and bad rhythns.

At our last two sessions the whoie group worked out & practice=verse
play. It was pointed out that geldom is 6erioua writing done in
groups or in s room full of people, and that, if ihe gepirit moved them
poeas should be put down quietly at home. Sonms did write at home; and
a Tew lovely lititle poems were brought to class as & resuld.

To my regret, my schedule did not permit me to visit the kinder-

garten with any regularity., But our few story-mexing half hours r
AL, LQL".A.,,_. <4
and moments of practice rhyming with the five~year-olds were mos LA [
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The 1ittle ones were never at a loét for words, or story ideas, or
what came next. '

Due to the time last by vacations and changes in schedules and
re-orgenizing of groups, most of the youngsters attendea only seven
or, at the most, eight group meetings. 3But 67 completed manuscriptis
came in to me by May and were rexographed. Seeing thneir work typed
gives the writers a more objective eye for its defects. And if it’

could whe printed, that finallty would show how much better sach might

do.next time,

EVALUATION AND RLCCOMMENDATIONS

Aside from the pleasure of personal achievement and the fun of
creating, writing may have, I believe, for some}adolesoents a pEeERa
peycho~therapeutic value in that, unconsciously and by indirection,
they may get down on paper some of the things that trouble thene--
and thus relieved, live better, freer, less confused lives. It would
seen to me that words being so direct, night have a greaﬁer value
in helping young people see themselves ¢learly than do paints or music.

Eighﬁ weeks ie much ton short & tiwe to he of any real help to
young people sesking to express themselves in writing. It is hardly
enough4time for teacher and studente t0 necome accusicmed to and at
gase with each other,.cr to develop an understanding in which so in-
timate & thing as & poem may be discussed sinecsrely and frankly.
Eight weeks is just about time to begin to understand a studeni's
trends in writing and his possibilities for developuent., 69 I sug~
gest that the next writer in residence remain for at legst a full
quarter, or better still, an entire year.

It would alzo meem desirable parhaps aiter elgniit OFr ten weeslsg
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talent, and, if possibls, to permii them 10 nuve a bil more tiue ror
ingividual consultation and creation. A sciicod literary punlication
{or & page in the school paper devotsd entirely 0 crestive work)
might be desirable, also, &3 an outlet for siudent wark. Creative
writing as & part of the regular Inglienh classes undoubiecly has it
valus. But a freedom beyond that possible in a clags-==freedon for
ungraded and entirely individual sxpression would certainly be rewarxd-
ing to some young writers. Therefore, just as there are speclal

people in art on the staff, it might be desirable for ine Isb Bchool

1o have a permanent writsr in residence,
=Tls

THE NEGRO THIC: IN ADIRICAN POLTHY

Since the fiela of American Negro poetxy is the one I xnow pest,
during the month ﬁf April 1 gave four seminars on the Negro thems in
our poetry as expressed hy both Negro and Wnite poetis from Colonial
times to the present, linking this theme %o the generel sirsam of
american poetry and its chianges in poetic pattierns and content, I
tried to show how almost all the great American poets from Longfellow,
Lowell, Whittier, and Walt Whitanan 0 T.indsay, Carl Sandburg, and
Karl Shépiro nave written about the Negro and the racial probvlems in

our denocracy.

I tried to show how postry dees net grow out of a vacuum but out
of life, and is related te its times., To tuatl end, & prief nistorical
background prefaced each yeriod---thé bi:tn of a new nation two hun-
dred years ago with its paradox of human slavery; the Reconstruction
period with the Negro's struggle for education and denocratic rignis;
the Prdhibition and Depression periods between Yorla %ar I and World

Tar II with the p¥oblems of Negro 1ife shown &s agsﬂentﬁ of wuch
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more general problems affecting everyone; &nd finaily our contempor=
ary post-war, pest-lloosevelt period. Indicated were the folk in-
fluences on poetry=-~-folx verses and folx songs.marging into the
ministrel music and that of Bland and Stepnen Foster, up to the
blues and jazz of todsay.

The poems chosen to read sloud for the students were selected
not only on the basis of representing adequately their authors, the
subject matter and the period, nut also on their atiraction for the
ear. MNany noems, partioulérly of contsmporary poets, do not project
well when read aloud, This fscicr, it seems to me should be consid=-
ered when reaading poetry to young people wkme wino must be Kepi awake
in order to absorb information., An attenpt was made to relate almos?
every poem used to incidents in the poet's own life and t¢ relate nis
life to the historiecsl pericd in which he lived so that life, history,
énd poetry would emerge as ane in the student's mind, Just as Ralt
%hitman wrote about the problems and potentialities ¢f eur democracy
because he felt se deeply about them, so did Negro poeis write avbout

the problems and limitations of our democracy as it affected their

lives through slavery, disfranchisement, lynchings prejudice, slums,
and job discriminstion. ~ The %ie-up between poetry and gocial studies,
v, was indicated £rom 1746 to the yiesanta'
Specifically, an the madesd outline inddcates, cur study or itue

o~

roetes was Givided into ithesge four groups:

3. Coleonial Perxriod thirough the Civil War.
2. Civil ¥ar to %Yorld Y“ar 1. !
3, Yorld War I %hrougn World Var Iil.

4, Terld Ver IX to Our Ccntenyorarises.

The basic reference sninclogles to which the students were dirsctea are
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THE PORTRY OF THE NRGRO
Hughes & Bontenps
Doubleday; 1949,

THY *ILGRO CARAVAN
Rrown, Devis, lea.
Citadel Press, 1941,
GIIDER SLIPIPERS

Arna 3ontenps

Harpers, 1941,

Records of Vachel Tindsay's THY CORGO and James Veldon Johnson's
Negro sermous in verse from GAIN'S TROLIRAS were played. Pictures of
goue of the poets were‘displayed. As much poetry as possible was used
by Chicago poets and about Cnicagé where the students live, the desire
being again to relate posiry to life within the student‘s local under-
standing. Tnis attempt was greatly aided by & visit from Gwendolyn

Brooks, distinguisied young Chicags poet and author of A STELET IR

BRONZEVITLL, who read and explained the backeground of her poems to a
10th grade seminar, Attsndance was limited by the seating capacity ol
the available auditoriwg, so all the young people could not see and
hear Miss Brooxs,
The seminars were given for the 7ith, 8ia, 9th, ard 10th grades, ‘
divided into six groups mesting each onge a weex {four weeks in all)
for a single period. To c¢over iwo n&ndred vears 0L American peeiry
in less than four hours, left littls time for questions and discussiors
in the seminars, but individual teachers followed up as tuey wished
with group discussioens and further comment, 1t is regretable that
the Laboratory School does noti have en assembly room of its own which
mignt hold several clusees al @ time, Tails would have eliminated tne

: L W e 2 - 3 vy 52 2o an 2 , ! a3
neeen 3 £ ®roating s gomt 3oMina¥ BiX tinep wo ::m'{—l}f and would
nece )51"{‘}' oz & B L g J< S e e > e e FouHow=Us
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questions and discussions.

=11l

POLTRY ALOUD

Fach Friday morning with one of iss Rusk's 8th grade classes,
we had a half hour of Postry Alend. Selected around a single theme
every week, the young people brought poems to read, I also made 2
orief selection. Some of the subjscts sround whicn selections were
grouped were:

Nature

Animals

People

Historical &Livenis

Humorous Subjectis

Jeligious Subjecis
Love and Jieath

Reading clearly and simply was an aim---poeiry as communication
and enjoyment, Discussions brought out the various formn 0l poeiry,
tne differences hetween verse and poetry, rhymed and free verse, and
narrative, dramstic, philosophical, amni meood poems, The young peoyle
were intrigued by Gertrude Steim., Records were played of liss Stein
and Robert Frost Resding their own poems. W%e also saw itwo antiquated

alt Thitman, of value chiefly as comedy since

ol

T
rge and

y

film strips ©

they were gvidently madz about 1910 and quaint in both conceptlion

]

and costuming. To thsgsa the children made up soap-opera thene-nusic
although, when heard apart from tns fila »trips, they had the deep-
est respect for tiie poems of Poe and Vhitman,

From the reaaing aloud of the peenms of 0othars gach week, the

young people went on to the writing and reading of their own origi-

nal compogitlions in clas
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THE BASIS OF JAZZ

AT

With Mr., RErickson (and the use of his excellent modern America
record collection, and the Library of Congress Alan lomaxX Folk Soag
Recordings), we conducted once a week a record seminar on the basis
of jazz, from the folk'music of the deep South and the jug and tramp
bands with their improvised instruments to the beat of the modern conm-
mercial arrangeuents such as Berny Goodman and Artie Shaw.

Discussion and comment by the class, Jr. Rrickson and myself,
brought out the value of freedom and originality in folk expression
and how it might be used in more disciplined ana formal patterns, and
of what value this folk expression---originally largely Negra---has

been 10 American popular music, dancing, and general enjoyment.,
Vs

RHVTHM _PROJECT o .

Under the Tnified Arts department, I participated in a Special
8th Grade Creative Project on Rhythm as expressed in numan life, nature,
and art, and its various forms of communication through athletics, the
dence, the motion picture, photography, the graphic arts, music, and
the spoken and written word. The students chose thelir own woriing
groups and a week was devoted to0 exploring tae varicus forms of rhy-
thm. My group of four students devoted their time to Ehythm in tae
Spoken and Vritten Yord, mostly as related to humor, producimg lime-
ricks and nonsense verse to be read asloud. During itne following week
two demonstration programs were present showing the results of the

varicus studies and activities. {(See the demonstrailon Jrogram and

3
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the Tmified A%ts Swngry
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VISITING CLASSES

On invitation I visiﬁea various classes and groups in both the
lower and upper school, reauing ny own or the poems of others, or
talking on whatever subjects the pupils requested, usually as relat-
ed to my own literary activities in publishing or the theatre, how
poems are written, huw'books are published, dr else my travels to ;
various lands, Africa, China, hussia, the Carribean. I also read my
poers at an assembly for the upper schoeol in iiandel Hall.

With each gruup I attempted to relate poet¥y to.every day living,
to show how the things one does become materials for creative writing,
and to indicate how pleasant an adventure writing can be, In the

classes there was always time for questions and discussion oy the pupils.
«VII~

OYUTSIDE ACTIVITILS

Through the courtzsy of the Laboratory School and as time per-
mitted, I was available for various appearances in the Vniversity
community and elsewhere in the city. These appearances included a
reading of my poems at the Harriett !lonroe Roow of the University
Library, a talk relating ry poews to our Awerican sociological back-
ground for the Hunanities Department of the Tniversity in .landel Hall,
a2 poetry evening at the Hall Branch Library, an svening with a Vood=-
lawn district writers group, two postry forums at :lonuwuental Aaptist
Church, a talk on the writing of poetry for the VWriters Worxshop of
Parkway Community Center, an appearance at the DuSable Community

Center, a program of my poems &t St. Rdaund's Farochiel School, and

gnother at tneearmery for the Girl Secoutls of NDigtrict 149Aa program



Page~--12
on the use of poetry with children for the Iiducation Department of

Roosevelt College.
SU T4

My regular program at the Taboratory School when all groups were
finally scheduled consisted of:

CREATIVE WRITING.......10 periods weakly

NRGRO IN PORTRY...ov.+006 DpeTiods weekly

POLTRY ALOUD.:eeecss. 0.1 period weexly

BASIS O JAZA«sesaseenssd period wesxly
During the free periods I visited classes, the Senior Xindergarten,
or consulted with individual creative writers.

Tnis schedule did not leave any time for my own creative worK==~-=
which is not sérious for a short period. But 1 sugges? tnat if a
vriter in Residence is invitea to the Laboratory School for a longer
period, the schedule be a lighter one in order to sallow the writer
time for his own writing which is, after all, the thing that makes

the writer of unique value to the siudenta--the fact that he is &

practicingAwriter living and working in their nidst.,

MY THANAS

For me personally the taree monthslat the Taborstory School---
HMarch, April, and Jlay, 1949---have been full of interest, revelation,
and a re-affirmetion of my faith in American youth, I am deepiy grate-
ful to the Director for inviting nas, and to the tewcners and staff who
have been most patient, kind, helpful, and encouragiag to une who is
only an amateur teacher. Particularly an I grateful o Ur. Henderson
for his aid in the details aﬁd scheduling of the Creative tLriting groups;
to the Dnglish faculty and to ilies Janecek, the livrarian, for inval-

o
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uable help in relation Lo the Amprieall Foelry
o
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and her typing class for rexograpning most of our Creative YWwriting
papers for us; to fhe office staff for help in wany ways; and to Tom
¥hite in the Visual Aids Reoom at Judd for making available its re-
sources to my classes, I have never wor«ed anvwhere with a more co-
operative group of people.

The students I found detigntful, attentive, and courteous in
every way. A few in the Creative Writing group, less than s dozen,
seemed to be there more for appreciation than fbr writing=--but per-
haps eight weeks is not enough to stimulate some to creative action.
And these few, although they turned in not one written vord, came
regularly. In ihe Seminars, I have never seen more attentive stu-
dents. On my visits to varions classes 1 was intrigued by the matur-
ity of the questions asked by many of tne pupile, even little young-
sters. So my impressions of thse Taboxatory School are guoa bnesg
And, from my limited experience with schools, I would say its students
have more initiative, freedom of expression, and independence ol thought
than any I have known nefore,.There is about the school a sense of fun
in learning. Certainly for me, it has been most engayable being a

Poet in Residence there.
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READING OQUTILINE

COLCHIAL PERIOD
through
TEE CIVIL WAR.
{1745~1865)
I0CY TERRY WHI TTIER
PIZLLIS WHEATLEY LOWELL
FRANCES E. W. BARPER LONGFELL(R
JAHES EDWIN CAMPBELL WALT WHITMAN
CIVIL WAR =
through
WORLD WAR 1
(1865-1918)
PAUL LAURFNCE DUNBAR THE MINISTREL SOMGS
VM. STAHNLEY BRAI THWAITE STEFHEN FOSTER
JAMES WELDON JOHNSON VACHEL LINDSAY
GEGRGIA DOUGLASS JORNSON WILLIAM FELLERY LEONARD
WORLD WAR I
through
WCRLD WAR II1:
(1918-1348)

CLAUDE McKAY
FENTON JOHNSON
JEAN TCOMER
COUNTEE CULLEN

CARL. SANDBURG
DU BOSE HEYWARD
WITTER BYNNER
KENNETH PORTER

WORLD WAR II
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CUR CONTEMORARIES:
(1946-1949)

HARGARET WALKER

GWENDOLYN BROOKS

ROBERT HAYDEN
¥GSTON HUGHES

KARL SHAPIRO
KENNETH PATCHEN
SELDEN RODMAN

8§T. CLAIRE McKELWAY

B

BOCKS
Anthologies;

THE WNEGRO CARAVAN
Brown, Davis, Lese

COLLECTED POEMS
Paul Laurence Dunbar

THE DREAM KEEPER
Langston Hughes

THE POETRY OF THE NEGRO
Bugheos & Bontemnsa

Individual Poetss:

+ ON THESE 1 STAND
Countese Cullen

STREET IN BRONZEVILLE
OGwendolyn Brooks

GOLDEX SLIPPERS
Arna Bontemps

FOR MY PEOPLE
¥argaret Walker

POWERFUL LONG LADDER
Owen Dodson



