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THE CREATIVE USE OF NONFICTION IN THE CLASSROOM:

The Power Of Memoir And Autobiography

What I find liberating about memoir and autobiography is their power to engage even the most resistant student.  The backlash of presenting at conferences as a teacher from Beverly Hills High School is the misconception people have about our student population.  True, we do not face the violence and socioeconomic concerns many districts face, but this does not mean all of our students are top achievers who come to us with no problems.  We are a public school with its share of students who have a variety of concerns:  cultural, EL, academic and emotional problems are a challenge to any public school.  And yet, I still believe in the power of great literature to win over reluctant readers, finding great success in memoir and autobiography.  Auto biography, as Elie Wiesel effectively describes it, is a testament, a true account of a real life.  Even the least academic student can appreciate this truth.  

Jennifer Tedford

Beverly Hills High School

English Teacher & English Dept. Co-Chair

Still Life With Rice – Analytical and Reflective Writing Options:

1. Diary Entry:

In Helie Lee’s Still Life With Rice, the narrator’s life story illustrates her dynamic influence on those around her.  Yet, one wonders about the stories of her siblings:  Baby Sister, Crippled Sister, and Older Brother.

In this assignment, you will have an opportunity to provide a fictional diary entry from the point of view of one of the secondary characters.  Use your book to review what you know about your chosen character, and create a fictional diary entry, building on his or her life story.  Aim to provide details from the Korean culture.

2. Compare and Contrast Essay:  See separate handout (marriage, religion, and politics)

3.  Persuasive Essay:
In Still Life With Rice, Helie Lee illustrates the struggles women faced during the first half of the 20th Century.  One can view Lee’s grandmother as oppressed by male-dominated Korea, or one can see her grandmother as a dynamic role model, unique to her time.  Consider the experiences of Lee’s grandmother, and make a decision how you view her.  

In a standard essay, clearly state your position and support it with at least three key examples from the text.  Use the persuasive essay model below to begin an outline.  After I have checked your outline, begin a draft where you include quotations to support your good ideas.  Remember the persuasive outline model:

I. Thesis:  (an “Although” statement)

II. Opposing position:  (Be comprehensive and fair)

III. Your position (Examples from the text)

IV. Your position (Examples from the text)

V. Conclusion:  (Refine your thesis and answer the “So what?” question by making a connection – modern society, history, or literature.

3. Evaluation Essay:

Your final essay option for Still Life With Rice allows you to evaluate the memoir in terms of what you have learned.  Consider Korean cultural customs, the importance of one’s ancestry, the strength of family, Korean history, and Korea today.

In a standard essay, choose three of the above topics and discuss what you have learned from Helie Lee’s book.  Begin with the standards outline, have me check it, then start your draft.

Marriage customs – Still Life With Rice

At some point in your lives, all of you will fall in love, and may even consider marriage.  Your cultural background and personal preferences will undoubtedly influence your choices in what type of ceremony you will choose.  Helie Lee’s Still Life With Rice also addresses the issue of marriage.  Helie’s mother considers her “rotten fruit” at the beginning of the memoir.  Later, Hongyong also uses this term in relation to her own marriagability.

In this assignment you will have an opportunity to explore the Korean concept of marriage as well as your own.

Instructions:

1. Create a poster project that illustrates Korean and your own customs of marriage.

2. Use a ½ size poster board.

3. Create 3-5 visuals for Korean marriage.  (Internet or hand-drawn)

4. Include a minimum of 4 quotes from the book.

5. Provide one paragraph minimum of discussion on Korean marriage customs.

6. Create 3-5 visuals for your own culture’s marriage customs.

7. Provide 3-5 sentences of commentary for each visual.

Suggestions:

1. Use color poster board (no neon please).

2. Create boarders behind your visuals and writing.  

3. Type all writing, including your name/period/date on your poster.

4. Provide page numbers for quotes.

5. Create a title at the top of your poster.

STILL LIFE WITH RICE:  REFLECTIVE JOURNAL OPPORTUNITIES’

1. Parents often express their desire for their children to carry on family traditions faithfully.  Sometimes these traditions are difficult to maintain in modern American society.  Discuss an example of a family tradition, cultural or otherwise, that your parents insist you maintain.

2. The stories we learn from our parents and grandparents often shape our own character and life choices.  Reflect on a story or lesson you have learned from your (grand)parents that has impacted your life.

3. Related to your “Marriage Customs” project, discuss your opinion of marriage traditions.  How does gender play a role in society?  Does your culture maintain traditions that are similar or different from mainstream American traditions?  Provide your own concept of marriage and where you see yourself in a relationship in the next five years.

4. The roles of men and women are clearly defined in 1940s Korea.  Can you appreciate Korean gender roles?  In what ways have gender roles changed by modern American standards?  Discuss your opinion with examples from Still Life.
5. Although the narrator begins her married life as a traditional married wife, she ultimately surprises her husband and even herself with her independent spirit and sharp entrepreneurial mind.  Discuss your thoughts on the narrator’s transition and your predictions for her future.

6. Baby and Crippled Sister also have notable marriages.  Discuss the irony of how each one’s marriage turns out.

7. The war is dramatic section in Lee’s memoir.  Were you surprised by the toll it takes on the Lee family?  Discuss with examples from the text.

8. Students often comment on Dukwah, Agi, and Yong Woon as extraordinary characters in the story.  Discuss your impressions of each child with examples from the text.

9. In the end the Lee family is separated for over thirty years, with no word of Yong Woon until a letter reaches the Lee family after Helie Lee’s book is published.  Discuss your opinion of recent events in North Korea and the impact of politics on families.

10.Helie Lee undoubtedly learns more about her family and herself than she anticipated.  Discuss what you found the most meaningful about the text and what you think Helie gained the most from her journey and conversations with her grandmother, Halmoni.
Still Life With Rice:
Writing Situation:

In Still Life With Rice, Helie Lee illustrates not only the very personal story of her family but also the larger social and political attitudes of the Korean culture.  In this assignment you will have an opportunity to compare and contrast one social/political topic addressed in Still Life With Rice with a similar issue in your own culture.

Instructions:Write a comparison/contrast essay on a key topic from Still Life With Rice.  Compare and contrast one of the following topics:

a. Religion in Still Life versus religion in your culture

b. Politics in Still Life versus current politics in your culture

c. Marriage customs in Still Life versus marriage customs in your own culture

2. Research your culture’s religion, politics, or marriage customs.  You could use your family history as a resource, a spiritual advisor (e.g., rabbi, minister, etc.), or valid news site on the Internet for political information.

3. Choose areas of similarity and difference in Still Life and in your own culture.

4. Organize your essay in one of the following ways:

Example of Two Types of Compare/Contrast Organization:  choose the format that works best for your paper.

Example Thesis:  Mom’s Hamburger Haven is a much better restaurant than McPhony’s because of its superior food, service, and atmosphere.

	Point by Point Format
Point 1: Food

A. Mom’s 

B. McPhony’s

Point 2: Service

A. Mom’s

B. McPhony’s

Point 3: Atmosphere

A. Mom’s

B. McPhony’s
	The Block Format
A. Mom’s

1. Food

2. Service

3. Atmosphere

B. McPhony’s

1. Food

2. Service

3. Atmosphere


_________________

*  Aim to meet or exceed the following standard:

1.1 Writing:  In writing, the student will establish a controlling impression or coherent thesis that conveys a clear and distinctive perspective on the subject and maintains a consistent tone and focus throughout the piece of writing.

Grade Scale:

	A
	The student clearly articulates a comparison/contrast thesis.  Details are given with outstanding examples/quotes from the text. (5 paragraph min.).  The student examines both the text and his/her culture    The conclusion reinforces the similarities and differences.  The paper is free/almost free of spelling, usage, and punctuation errors.

	
	

	B
	The student articulates a comparison/contrast thesis.  Details are given with appropriate examples/quotes from the text. (5 paragraph min.).  The student examines both the text and his/her culture    The conclusion reinforces the similarities and differences.  The paper is free almost free of spelling, usage, and punctuation errors.  B papers lack the focus, insight, or control of A papers.

	
	

	C
	The student articulates a comparison/contrast thesis with some degree of control.  Details are given with some or limited examples/quotes from the text. (4 paragraph min.).  The student examines both the text and his/her culture, but may lack detail or insight.    The conclusion somewhat reinforces similarities and differences.  The paper may have spelling, usage, and punctuation errors.

	
	

	D
	An attempt is made toward the instructions of the assignment.   The standard has not been adequately met. Errors in content, organization, or spelling/usage/punctuation.
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