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A
t the age of 14 my first “real” job 
was at Wendy’s. I worked the po-
tato ovens for several weeks until I 
burned my hand badly. I was then 
switched over to cashier, but when 
my drawer was forty bucks short 

one day, I was demoted to sweeping up the dining 
area. This presented another problem in the form of 
a school nemesis who’d come into the restaurant, or-
der French fries, sit in the dining room, and toss her 
fries one-by-one onto the floor so she could watch 
me sweep each one with a broom into a long-handled 
dustpan that I could never seem to hold right. 

At the same time I worked at Wendy’s, my family 
was about nine years into a desperate attempt to patch 
itself together after my mother’s death. The patching 
process is still underway these thirty-odd years later, 
because recovery is slow when no one talks about loss. 
We prefer to mime our way through innuendo and 
pain, making our non-actions as weighted and impor-

tant as anything we might actually say or do.
Perhaps it’s my personal background, then, that 

first drew me to Ross Gay’s poem “The Truth”, which 
appears in his first collection, called Against Which:

The Truth1

Ross Gay

Because he was 38, because this 

was his second job, because  

he had two daughters, because his hands 

looked like my father’s, because at 7 

he would walk to the furniture warehouse, 

unload trucks ‘til 3 AM, because I 

was fourteen and training him, because he made 

$3.75 an hour, because he had a wife 

to look in the face, because 

he acted like he respected me, 

because he was sick and would not call out 

I didn’t blink when the water 

dropped from his nose 

into the onion’s perfectly circular 

mouth of the Whopper Jr. 

I coached him through preparing. 

I did not blink. 

Tell me this didn’t happen. 

I dare you.

Sarah Dohrmann was a teaching artist for Teachers & Writers 
Collaborative for ten years before becoming its education director, and has 
been teaching creative writing in Special Programs at Sarah Lawrence 
College since 2003. She has been awarded a Jerome Foundation Travel and 
Study Grant, a New York Foundation for the Arts Award in Nonfiction 
Literature, and a Fulbright Fellowship. With photographer Tiana 
Markova-Gold, Sarah won the 2010 Dorothea Lange-Paul Taylor Prize 
from the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University for their 
joint project on prostitution in Morocco. Also in 2010, she was a finalist for 
both the Iowa Award in Fiction and the Iowa Award in Nonfiction.

Teachers and Writers Magazine

1From Against Which by Ross Gay (CavanKerry Press, Ltd. 2006). 
Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

N a t i o n a l  P o e t r y  M o n t h

Because Poems
Teaching Ross Gay’s “The Truth” to 
Middle and High School Students

S arah     D ohrma     n n



15 Spring 2012

Like all poems we choose 
to teach, Gay’s poem moved 
me. It moved me not because 
of what the narrator chooses 
to do, but because of what he 
chooses not to do. I liked that it is a humble reflec-
tion, and that the narrator made a choice that others 
may not approve of. And I liked the repetition of the 
word “because,” how it lilted me along until I came 
to a full-stop of truth. Naturally I also liked that the 
narrator is fourteen years old, working at a fast food 
restaurant just like I once did—only this narrator is 
the better version of me, the less narcissistic one ca-
pable of thinking beyond his own discomforts while 
he works at a job he probably doesn’t love.

The youngest age group I’ve taught “The Truth” 
to is eighth grade. Children are often asked to re-
flect upon what they did over the summer, but rarely 
are they able to write their way to a truth that may 
cast them in an unfavorable light. So often I over-
hear angry and self-righteous people talking to their 

friends and loved ones on city streets and in subway 
cars, telling everyone how they sure did show that guy 
or how it’s the last time that sucker will mess with 
them. That kind of thing. Sometimes I feel like I’m 
walking through a world in which everyone—myself 
included—is feeling awfully proud for being such a 
tough guy. 

When I teach this poem, I want my students to 
think deeply about a time when they were not the 
tough guy. I want them to focus humbly not upon 
what they said or did, but instead on what they didn’t 
say or do. What’s more, I want them to narrow this 
non-action down to a gesture, to something that may 

not have been noticeable to an onlooker. I want them 
to think of a time they showed deep compassion for 
another, or maybe like me in the case of my mother’s 
death, they chose not to speak about something very 
important because they felt afraid. I want their poems 
to be quiet.

I ask my students what word is used most fre-
quently in “The Truth.” I then ask them why it is a 
person would keep repeating himself: Because he 
wasn’t heard the first time around? Because what he’s 
saying is important? Because he’s trying to explain 
himself clearly? What does the repetition of the word 
“because” have to do with the title of the poem? How 
did he come to the truth? I tell students to mimic 
Gay’s structure if they like—to repeat the word “be-
cause” in order to lilt yourself downward toward your 
truth, using it as a means to peel back the translu-

cent, barely detectable reasons 
amassed to justify a non-ac-
tion. At the end of these lay-
ers I ask students to reveal the 
core of their Because Poem, 
their truth. (It should be noted 
that Because Poems could also 
work as an excellent starter for 
asking students to write a re-
flective essay.)

After the first read, “The Truth” speaks only to 
a few teenagers. Some students can’t get past how 
gross it is that the narrator said nothing about the 
man’s “water” dripping from his nose into the burger. 
They say the narrator should’ve been fired and some-
body should’ve called the health officials. I agree that 
a guy’s dripping “water” is unsanitary, but why’d the 
narrator not even blink when it happened? What do 
we know about the two characters in the poem? Why 
does Gay choose language like “he had a wife to look 
in the face”? I mean, why not just say the guy had a 
wife who expected him to support the family? High 
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school kids know very well the difference between a 
14-year-old fast food manager and a 38-year-old man 
who’s got real responsibilities like a wife and two kids 
and two jobs. They know what it means to have to 
look somebody in the face. They know it cuts deeper.

“The Truth” can cut deep. When I ask students to 
think humbly about their own lives, there are often 
only a few takers. Many students can’t help but make 
their poems into another opportunity to list this rea-
son they did that thing and that reason they didn’t 
do this other thing, until they’ve written themselves 
into a tizzy with no real end. But some students are 
able to use this writing as a way to come to a quiet 
truth. When these students write, they are writing 
about the most interior parts of their lives, the parts 
they’d prefer, maybe, to hide even from themselves. 
They write about not passing important tests, dis-
appointing others, breaking up with lovers, fighting 
with friends, and not always coming out the winner. 
In short, they write about real life. 

Sarah Dohrmann
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Untitled 

Travis J.

Because he had a beef with my friends 

Because he had a fight with my friend 

Because he chose me out of everyone to 		

	 pull a knife on 

Because I woke up the next day not in a 		

	 good mood 

Because when I approached him in  

	 breakfast to speak about the situation, 	

	 he disrespected me 

Because even though I left him alone, he 		

	 had the nerve to still talk about me 

Because I got tired of hearing his mouth 		

	 run on and on 

Because he was trynna humiliate me in 		

	 public 

Because I snapped and made his mouth 

stop  

	 running for a while to come 

Because I should have just went to class 		

	 instead of making my biggest mistake 	

	 ever 

Because I turned into a person completely 	

	 out of character 

Because the shy and quiet shell that  

	 covered me for so long finally cracked 

Because he continued to embarrass me and 	

	 broke the shell completely 

Because my friends were there and I felt as 	

	 if I had to prove myself 

Because I stopped and tipped my peak 

Because he swung and tried to hit me 

Because I swung back and actually hit him 

and my anger was being unfair and wouldn’t 

let me stop 

Because of all that... 

I ended up in hell for three months.

Because Poems

Tragedy

Ben P.

Because when I saw her on the street with 	

	 another guy 

she looked like she wasn’t doing anything 		

	 wrong 

maybe she thought she could fool me with  

	 anything 

because she thought it was okay to go out 	

	 with another guy 

because she actually looked happy when 		

	 she was with the guy 

I could only stand under the streetlight 

with my broken heart 

looking at her from far away.

Why I Wanted to Cry

Rosemary O.

Because you were seven years old 

	 and couldn’t do subtraction 

Because I was failing you 

	 and letting you fail 

		  second grade 

Because I took every mistake personally 

Because I had number lines, 

		  buttons, 

		  and flashcards 

	 and I let you count on your fingers 

Because there are only 

	 so many ways to explain 

	 that subtraction  

	 means getting smaller. 

I asked you what  

	 four minus two 

	 was 

You looked at me 

	 like I had kicked a puppy 

And answered,  

	 “Seven?”


