
From an 
explosion on a 
nearby star eight 
minutes ago,  
the light zips 
through space, 
particle-wave, 

strikes the planet.
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Teaching Across 
the Curriculum
Reflections on Combining Creative 
Writing with Core Subjects

During the 2011–2012 school year, Teachers & 
Writers Collaborative partnered with Children 

First Network 534—a Bronx-based grouping of 33 pub-
lic schools—to provide twelve writing programs in eight 
middle schools in Queens and the Bronx. With generous 
support from the New York Community Trust’s “Beyond 
Teaching to the Test” initiative, t&w writers taught 
f iction, poetry, and other creative writing genres in sci-
ence and social studies classes. The following excerpts from 
the teaching diaries of Sarah Porter and David Andrew 
Stoler give a glimpse of the successes and the challenges 
they encountered as they navigated across the curriculum.

sarah Porter
Creative Writing and science
kappa Middle School, Bronx, NY
Fifth Grade

As soon as the subject of this residency 
came up, the really insistent question was 
how I might make the two studies, of cre-

ative writing and of science, mutually supportive: a 
synergy rather than a competition. I can’t honestly 
say that I’ve resolved this difficulty to my own sat-
isfaction, but I’ve made some progress. I do feel that 

both science and writing (and, more generally, all the 
arts) have an identical impetus: both are concerned 
with bringing out the secret workings of the world, 
whether physical or emotional and perceptual, laying 
them bare, and recording our accounts of what we’ve 
uncovered. Whether we’re dealing with the hidden 
machinery of cells or of a family, both science and art 
have the same fundamental goal: to seize the subtexts 
and render them as text, plain to see. Both are a con-
quest of terra incognita; both endlessly push back the 
boundaries of the unknown and the unsaid. 

January 10th

In my first session with the kids, I posed the 
question to them: where do science and cre-
ative writing come together? “If you’re a sci-

entist studying a tree, what’s the first thing you have 
to do?”

For a few beats the kids hesitated. Then several 
called out together, “Observe!”

Observe the tree. Try to see it as it is, not ac-
cording to your preconceptions. Look for the subtext 
below the rustling leaves; puzzle out their encrypted 
language. If you wanted to draw the tree, the same 
challenge would present itself: see it as it is.

Summer 2012

b
la

ckb
o

a
rd

 p
h

o
to

g
ra

p
h

 b
y

 a
n

d
rey

 k
id

in
o

v. text exce
rp

te
d

 fro
m

 P
ilg

rim
 a

t T
in

ke
r C

re
e

k (h
a

rp
e

r’s M
a

g
a

zin
e

 P
re

ss, 19
74

), b
y

 a
n

n
ie

 d
illa

rd
.



20

“And what if you wanted to write a great poem 
about the same tree? What’s the first thing you’d have 
to do?”

There were fewer voices this time, but the ones 
that came were fierce with enthusiasm. “Observe it!”

“And if you were a scientist, would you have to 
really, clearly describe what you discovered by observ-
ing?”

With a bit more of this I’d persuaded the kids that 
there was a compelling logic to what we were doing 
together, even if I still harbored some doubts of my 
own. The first reading, a handout of an excerpt from 
Annie Dillard, thrilled them. Dillard writes, “From an 
explosion on a nearby star eight minutes ago, the light 
zips through space, particle-wave, strikes the planet,” 
and then enters her kitchen, banding the wall in glow 
and reflecting off her goldfish. Then she reflects on 
the red blood cells that swim through her fish just as 
they swim through her, “like a string of beads drawn 
through my hand.”

The beauty of Dillard’s prose charmed the kids as 
they read aloud. So did the realization they came to 
after they’d finished it. “So, what’s that nearby star?” I 
asked. “What star is eight minutes away if you’re go-
ing at the speed of light?”

In both my classes, there was only one answering 
voice, but in both classes that voice was brash with 
amazement. “The sun!”

Defamiliarize the familiar: then you can see it 
clearly. It’s worth a try at least.

The writing assignment was a list poem. I wrote 
up a series statements beginning with the words 

“I relate to...” for the kids to complete. (To my breath, 
to gravity, to my face, to the universe…) We brain-
stormed a few together before they began writing 
their own poems.

Leeanna wrote a poem that included the lines, 

I relate to the clouds, because every time I cry  

I shoot water and lightning from my eyes as if I was  

 frustrated. 

an explosion comes when I start. 

sometimes when I cry, it’s to relax, 

because I’m letting my anger out by raining for  

 three days. 

then when I’m all done the sky clears and a new  

 day happens.

It was a level of imaginative identification I hadn’t 
looked for or anticipated. I’d expected something 
more along the lines of relating to the clouds, because 
rain trickles down our faces when we forget our um-
brellas—and most of the kids did indeed explore the 
question of their relationship to their environment 
from more or less that standpoint. But Leeanna’s in-
terpretation of the exercise was so beautiful that I re-
ally couldn’t complain.

January 12th

Again I spent the floater periods reading the 
fifth-grade science textbook, which was 
much more sophisticated than anything I 

studied at their age: it included information on or-
ganelles in cells, the function of mitochondria, the 
difference between meiosis and mitosis. Pretty im-
pressive, really.

This was the first day when the challenge of bal-
ancing the two disciplines became more intransigent. 
On the one hand, I was taking up time intended for 
the study of science; on the other hand, I wanted to 
make sure the kids had basic writing skills to bring to 
the big project I had planned for the second half of 
the workshop. I’ve improved over the years at “scaf-
folding” my teaching, or introducing new skills in 
stages, but it’s hard to justify that as being substan-
tially related to science.

I taught one of my favorite lessons, and one that I 
know from experience can create rapid improvements 
in student work: a day devoted entirely to showing-
not-telling emotions. 

After writing time, the students took turns 
reading one of their descriptions, and the rest of us 
guessed which emotion was portrayed. The point was 
to demonstrate how powerfully an emotion can be 
communicated without naming it.

Sarah Porter

Teachers & Writers Magazine
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Especially in my first class 
of the day, and to a slightly 
lesser degree in the second, the 
results were exhilarating, both 
for me and for the kids. When 
Elijah read, “The dead trees look at me with despair; 
I growl back at them. The dead leaves run away from 
me. I chase them, but of course they run away. I drop 
and fall on the ground. The dead leaves come back, 
but now of course they laugh. I drown in my tears,” 
the amazement in the room was palpable and several 
kids gasped. (The emotion portrayed was loneliness.) 
The mood became quite giddy as the students im-
pressed each other and themselves with their work; 
“We sound like professional writers!” Mohamed said.

It would have felt like a perfect day, if not for 
what one talented student, Isis, said to me as I was 
packing up to go: “But, Ms. Sarah, I thought we were 
going to do something with science?”

Isis delivered her question in a tone that was si-
multaneously wistful and just a bit reproachful. Ouch. 
I offered her some justification for why the lesson was 
science-related, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that 
I was rationalizing.

January 19th

S ince I was planning that my students’ major 
project would be realistic short stories, writ-
ten in first person, from the point of view of 

an animal of their choice, it seemed important to give 
them some practice with writing in points of view 
other than their own first. But Isis’s question left me 
wondering how to make the upcoming lessons more 
clearly science-related.

The handout I chose for the day was Wallace 
Stevens’ poem “A Rabbit as King of the Ghosts.” The 
kids were quick to identify what was unusual about 
the poem’s point of view: while it attempts to capture 
a rabbit’s consciousness, the poem has the distinction 
of being written in the second person.

Odd as Stevens’s language seemed to them, 
though, they were insightful and eager at analyzing 
the poem’s imagery once we began to break it down: 

why does Stevens say that the “light is a rabbit-light 
/  In which everything is meant for you / And noth-
ing need be explained”? Rabbits, the kids pointed out, 
don’t tend to demand a lot of explanations; instead 
they accept the world as it comes. They grasped the 
rabbitocentrism and saw how it related to the way 
that humans tend to see the world in human terms; 
naturally, rabbits might think of the world as being 
intended for rabbits. They were amused by the rabbit’s 
fear, then its dismissal of the threat of the cat, which 
makes the transition in the course of the poem from 
being a “monument” to being a “bug in the grass.” We 
talked about how, to a small quick rabbit, a big lazy 
cat might well seem like a monument.

In an effort to tie this in with science, I pointed 
out how useful it might be for a scientist to try to en-
vision the world from non-human standpoints, and 
told them the story of Einstein making his famous 
discovery—which I described for them in rather sim-
plified terms as “at the speed of light, time stops!”—by 
imaginatively inhabiting the point of view of a light 
beam. We also discussed Einstein’s famous quote, 
“Imagination is more important than knowledge.”

The kids then began what for many of them be-
came their favorite of the various short writing pieces 
we’d done together: their own poems from an ani-
mal’s or object’s point of view. . . . And there was cer-
tainly progress in their thinking: they began to seri-
ously consider how a peach might seem to a moth or 
how a dog might experience a running squirrel.

Sarah Porter has worked as a teaching artist in the New York public 
schools since 2003. Her young adult novel Lost Voices was published by 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt in 2011 and the sequel, Waking Storms, is 
forthcoming in July 2012. Her stories, essays, and poems have appeared in 
publications including Open City, Teachers & Writers Magazine, and 
The New Review of Literature. She lives in Brooklyn with her husband, 
Todd Polenberg.
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The mood became quite giddy as the students 

impressed each other and themselves with 

their work; “We sound like professional writers!” 

Mohamed said.


