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The Writing Mind: A Play 
 

Production Notes:  
The play is designed to assist the narrator as she finds her identity as an English Teacher. It will 
investigate her experience as a high school student, an undergraduate, and a postgraduate in the 
English classroom. Through the lens of past experience and the integration of new knowledge, the 
narrator begins to develop a sense of what kind of English teacher she would like to be.  
 
SCENE 1: Classroom at private boarding school, the Midwest of North America, late 90’s 
 
(Lights up, enter several Year 12 students, including the NARRATOR. All shuffle into desks except 
the NARRATOR; she stands on the edge of the classroom, facing the audience stage left) 
 
NARRATOR: (aside) A clatter of metal legs and plastic tabletops as we tumble into neat rows of 
wrap-around desks and look toward the chalkboard at our ancient English teacher, Slade Schuster. He 
glazes over us with a perfunctory eye, pushes an unlabelled video into a VCR, and Bill Moyers and 
Joseph Campbell appear on the convex face of the CRT television.  
 
CAMPBELL: The world without spirit is a wasteland. People have the notion of saving the world by 
shifting things around, changing the rules, and who’s on top, and so forth. No, no! Any world is a 
valid world if it’s alive. The thing to do is to bring life to it, and the only way to do that is to find in 
your own case where the life is and become alive yourself. 
 
(SCHUSTER stops the video) 
 
SCHUSTER: See! (he shakes his finger at the screen) THE WASTE LAND?! What is it? How do 
poetry and mythology make sense of our own lives? Not that it would get into your egocentric little 
bodies, but this comes right back to that depressed fellow Eliot 
 
NARRATOR: (aside) My thoughts sprint at the possibilities of what old Slade could possibly be 
shouting at us. He points to the chalkboard, littered with dissected poetry in Middle English. 
Somewhere in that sea of verbiage, I think I have a grasp of what’s happening, but the pressure is on, 
he’s going to call on me soon, and I’m not sure I know the answer….  
 
SCHUSTER: (overlapping with NARRATOR) Shaw! What are Campbell and Eliot banging on 
about? What’s all this nonsense about the Waste Land? No, I didn’t say GETTING WASTED, I said 
WASTE LAND.  
 
NARRATOR: Existentialism? 
 
SCHUSTER: Good! Could you elaborate, please?  
 
NARRATOR: Umm….yeah…the world is a meaningless place. And we create meaning. That’s what 
all the mythology is about, creating meaning.   
 
SCHUSTER: Close enough! 
 
        (SCHUSTER starts video again, voices fade as lights go down, spotlight up on stage left) 
 
NARRATOR: He terrified me, but that old English teacher also gave me five literary heavyweights: 
Shakespeare, Keats, Eliot, Salinger, and Campbell. In doing so, he set the course of my life. He never 
praised me, but he encouraged me to write. He gave me the gifts of great literature; he unlocked a 
world in me.  
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The last time I saw Slade was right before graduation day.  
(SCHUSTER enters, spotlight up stage right) 
 

NARRATOR: He said to me: 
 
SCHUSTER: You probably won’t, but take some literature classes in college. 
 
NARRATOR: And so I did.  
  
 (Lights down, end scene) 
 
 

Fast forward 17 years to this moment. I am viewing this scene of the past through a snow 

encrusted single pane, scrunched into that small plastic desk amid tidy rows in a small sea of desks 

with my greatly respected English teacher at the helm.  He’s lecturing at us excitedly, filling our little 

vessels with all that he can shove in with only one hour a day five days per week for the thirty-six 

weeks we have been allocated to his space. We sit in the classroom, we observe reverently, taking in 

as much as we can from the old master. His teaching style was traditional, yes. And no, we did not 

engage in collaboration or open discussions, nor did we draw connections to our own experiences or 

to greater social and cultural conditions from these texts. The stage belonged to the Wife of Bath and 

the Fisher King, to Hamlet and Polonious, to Slade and his chalkboard. The individual voices of 

students were unintentionally hushed by these dominant figures. Though we became devoted 

followers of many literary canons, we would need to develop our narratives elsewhere. Similar to the 

literacy hour of the UK NLS that Neelands (2003) described, we were “rarely offered the chance to 

use politically powerful forms of talk and writing in authentic real life contexts” (p.10). It was not a 

room for creative discourse, not a place for playing with language (Neelands, 2003), however, the 

passion of my teacher and the power of the literature divined a wellspring in me. In gifting me the 

writing giants, in extracting the meaning from their texts, he built on my love of literature and desire 

to teach. He encouraged me to write, which made me feel like a writer (Bellis, 2014), and his 

encouragement empowered me to develop my writing mind.   

 
SCENE 2: Around a table in a small classroom, University of California – Berkeley, early 
2000’s 
 
(lights up on 8 young women and a professor, JUDITH BUTLER, dialoguing around a table) 
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BUTLER (2003): On the one hand, there is the loss of place and the loss of time, a loss that cannot be 
recovered or recuperated but that leaves its enigmatic trace. And then there is something else that one 
cannot ‘get over,’ one cannot ‘work through,’ which is the deliberate act of violence against a 
collectivity, humans who have been rendered anonymous for violence and whose death recapitulates 
an anonymity for memory. Looking back to our texts, how do Charlotte Delbo, Primo Levi, 
Mahmoud Darwisch, and Sebald come to terms with the collective acts of violence against their 
communities? Do they come to terms?  
 
STUDENT 1: They activate their mourning in writing, and in some ways, they work through it, but it 
cannot reach a place of resolve.  
 
NARRATOR:  I agree - the losses are utterly incomprehensible- it’s like trying to understand the 
number of stars in the sky. Writing exists as the venue for their mourning, it acts as a space to give 
voice to the destruction, not to redeem it.  
 
STUDENT 2: I like how Primo Levi encapsulates some of that idea in The Drowned and The Saved 
when he says ‘If we had to and were able to suffer the sufferings of everyone, we could not 
live.’ Again, the task of the literature is to create space for mourning, but the collective suffering is 
too great to recover.  
 
BUTLER (2003): Yes, they are marked for life	and that mark is insuperable, irrecoverable.  
 
(voices fade, lights down) 
 
(NARRATOR appears stage right, spotlight up)  
  
NARRATOR: This was one of the last classes I took before graduating from university. Judith helped 
to facilitate the class, she shared her ideas, she mediated, but she never lectured. She created an 
atmosphere of interest, a non-judgmental space for open dialogue, a free-flowing hour of discussion 
and idea formation. We spoke about personal experiences in this classroom, we worked through 
cultural, social, and historical narratives that dealt with the politics of loss and mourning at a 
collective level. We examined non-fictional narratives that were emotional and controversial; these 
voices were palpable and opened the greater world to me. I played in this space, I had a voice here, a 
place for creative expression.   
 
(lights down, end scene) 
 

These two classroom settings, both formative for our narrator, represent teaching modes that 

approach writing and literacy using discrepant pedagogy. The traditional lecture format exemplified 

by Schuster emphasizes meaning-making from classic texts but minimizes dynamic involvement by 

the learners and as such, does not seek to creatively develop their individual voices. Alternatively, the 

open discussions and opportunities to draw on personal experience and interpret texts creatively as in 

Butler’s space encourage personal narrative, providing students with “a lively classroom environment 

in which talk is a medium for learning and the exchange of views, where students take an active role 

in their own learning rather than compliantly doing what they are told to do” (Doecke & 

McClenaghan, 2014, p.258). Alan Griffin (2003) contributes a view of English teaching that aligns 
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with Butler’s model. He sees subject English as a “means of developing one’s own identity through 

the study of complex themes and issues and engagement in language and imaginative play” (p.319). 

Within this open, playful, and welcoming writing and language environment, we felt “safe…to 

experiment, to risk, to fail, to bend and stretch the rules” (Neelands, 2001, p.15). In my writing mind, 

I did the same.  

 
SCENE 3: Rotunda Lecture Theatre, Monash University – Melbourne, 2016 
 
(lights up, theatre is full of students, Professor GRAHAM PARR at the lectern. There is a live 
Google Doc projected onto the back curtain that reads My Journey Into English Teaching) 
 
PARR (2016): You’re going to write the next greatest Australian novel. And it’s going to be called 
something really imaginative like, My Journey Into English Teaching. But like any great novel, it has 
to have a really gripping fantastic opening sentence. So you have a moment to think about an opening 
sentence that really gets there, that somehow grips people so that when they open the novel they can’t 
stop reading. And you’ll have to make a decision. Will it be a short sentence, a long sentence?  Is it 
going to be serious? Is it going to be flippant, is it going to be…whatever?!  
 
Now go for it, write your opening lines and let’s see what they look like. You’ve got three minutes to 
do it. Pressure!  
 
NARRATOR: (aside) It’s the third week of lectures, my third week as a postgraduate, and all I can 
think about is how my writing mind is flabby from lack of exercise. The past eleven years working 
throughout the wine industry had been interesting, challenging, character building, but I am realising 
in this third week that I was complacent in my career, overripe, uncritical. I need now to exert my 
writer self, rediscover that part of my mind, act with critical awareness…   
 
PARR:  Ok, thirty more seconds… 
 
NARRATOR: …I write ‘My writing mind had begun to atrophy. It was a mushy, wine-soaked rag.’ 
My sentence appears on the screen alongside dozens of sentences. 
 
(lights down, end scene) 
 

This assignment, this request to bring out the past and reveal the shaping of teacher identity, it 

has again unlocked a world in me. I exhume the poems, the letters, short stories, journal entries, and 

essays of the past, foraging for fragments to re-invigorate my writing mind. These reflections are 

necessary activities as I form my identity as a teacher, and reflection will be a critical component of 

my journey for the lifetime of my career. Bellis’ (2014) words resonate; “I need to continue to reflect 

on how my own practices and professional identity are shaped by a multiplicity of voices” (p.91). The 

voices that inform my teacher identity emanate from English classrooms past and present, they stem 

from the many selves I enact in my personal life, and like Bellis, professional standards, curriculum, 



The Writing Mind   Shaw 
	

5 

and society will form sections of this choir in the classroom and community. As I navigate the 

landscape of this profession, I intend to continue reflection as a means of transformation, maintain a 

curiosity and a critical awareness of the world, and to learn and evolve as a teacher and a person. 

Though my own beliefs about teaching are beginning to emerge, I look toward experienced 

educators like Butler, Bellis, and Neelands for guidance and mentorship. Neelands (2001) outlines a 

“pedagogic contract for human learning” (p.14) which echoes my own emerging ideas. He looks at 

literacy as “rooted in the world rather than in classrooms and textbooks” (p.3). I envision a learning 

environment rich with possibilities to use students’ own experiences to shape their worlds and their 

learning (Neelands, 2001; Doecke & McClenaghan, 2005).  An incarnation of these ideas in the 

classroom would see students playing with language to unearth new voices (Neelands, 2001) within 

their own narratives as well as the appropriation of popular culture “in order to extend their language 

and literacy” (Doecke & McClenaghan, 2005, p. 249). It would be a space where “the rules can be 

made and unmade and are always changing as we change,” and where children “see themselves as 

producers rather than mere reproducers of language and textual practices” (Neelands, 2001, p.15). 

This space would also encourage reflection, re-visioning, and an openness to change (Bellis, 2014). 

While I acknowledge that there will be challenges imposed by curriculum, policy, and school culture, 

I will endeavour to craft a learning space filled with inquiry, community, collaboration, flexibility, 

and creativity.   

As an English teacher, I will encourage students to find their writing mind, in whatever 

capacity, recognizing that it will differ for each individual learner. The writing mind is the central site 

where language, literacy, and creativity intersect; the space where the authentic voice and personal 

narrative begin to take shape. In developing the writing mind, students have the opportunity to 

explore creative use of language, draw connections between themselves and humanity, and access 

deeper self-awareness through writing about their experiences. If they can reach themselves through 

writing, they can wield the power of language. If they have the power of language, they possess the 

tools to unlock their greatest potential.   
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