Anonymous Sample
The Goat, or What’s This Course Description?


I write for strangers yet assume familiarity.  I learned this behavior from my mother, while growing up in watchful curiosity of her porch-talk exchanges with others.  Those who pulled off the dirt road in front of our house for directions and those who came from the fields for supper all experienced my mother in the same mode—each equally an outsider as insider.  The surly drunk just as the stray child rocked in the arms of a voice that promised, if anything, confidence and consistent communication. 

Not too long ago, while fussing over a syllabus for poetry workshop, I recalled my mother’s level familiarity with everyone she encountered and wondered if the way I talk to my students in that first act of conversation—the syllabus, particularly my course description—reflected her easy attentiveness.  It occurred to me that this first paragraph, the what-it’s-all-about synopsis of a workshop in poetry, introduces the students to me and my agendas as much, if not more, than the course itself.  Painfully, after ten-plus years of writing syllabi, I suddenly felt myself caught in my mother’s grip of language.

So her answer to my early morning phone call, to my hesitant questioning about being even-handed to those I have not met, was, surprisingly, as cryptic as it was clear:  She said to me, “Child, when a goat bares his teeth and comes walking at you like a man, you know it’s time to get rid of him.”   At first, I thought she was speaking of the students.  I thought she meant I needed to weed out those who did not belong, but it didn’t seem to fit her lifelong accommodations of all people.  Then I realized that to her the only thing that I could judge or discard is the syllabus itself.  The syllabus is the goat.  If it extends out of its element, rises up against the students with expectations so contrary to understanding that it’s adversarial or simply misdirected, then I must get rid of it.

Now, having spent a week studying a ten-year history of my syllabi for “Advanced Poetry Workshop,” I noticed two trends in my course descriptions.  Either they focused on the “exploration” and urgent “mystery” in making poems or they belabored the need to identify poetic “technique” and specific “skills” in writing a poem.  In most of the course descriptions, though, there is a smattering of both—an earnest attempt to address the varied theories in creative writing, or, perhaps, an attempt to address the students’ own varied approaches in making poems.  Thankfully, nowhere did I spy a goat, teeth bared, staggering toward me on cloven hooves.  

What I do see is the unmistakable merging of my own earliest mentors Wayne Dodd, Debora Gregor, and W.S. Merwin who, in order, taught me to love the uncertainty of process, to admire the power of form, and to “quit writing poems that read like the poet’s pants are down.”  It seems to me now that the course description is open to the same poetic scrutiny.

And any hesitation in communication comes not only from the vast nature of creative writing theory and the concern, however ironic, that I may too often preach what I practice, but that I may unwittingly stand in front of the class, my pants down, and come walking like a goat.

