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Abstract  
An assignment sequence on Layli Long Soldier’s “38” that engages students in a close reading practice 
and challenges them to use the evolving thesis model proposed by David Rossenwasser and Jill 
Stephens. Through pre-writing reflections and exercises, students are encouraged to develop a more 
embodied, intimate reading of “38”  and to draw out broader historical/socio-political implications 
from their close reading observations.  
 
Key words: “embodiment,” “revision,” “peer-review,” “implications,” “poetry” “online learning.”  

Rationale  

To modify my FWS for an online format, I decided to make revision an even more integral 
part of the course. As such, each essay went through at least one round of revision. The essay sequence 
that took up the largest portion of our course included two essays focused on the same text. The text 
we focused on was Layli Long Soldier’s “38” which offers a searing critique of settler colonialism and 
its violent tactics. The first essay prompt asked students to do a close reading of this text. The second 
essay followed David Rossenwasser and Jill Stephen’s “Evolving Thesis” model and asked students to 
engage Dori Laub’s “Bearing Witness or the Vicissitudes of Listening” as a theoretical framework and 
secondary source. Both essays asked students to engage in pre-writing exercises meant to develop a 
more intimate reading of “38” and the theoretical concepts at stake. Introduced through our 
interactive lecture model, they asked students to do things such as walk up and down a corridor as they 
read each sentence of the text, and to find a place outdoors or inside their homes where they could 
interact with and listen to “silence.” Both essays went through one round of peer review feedback and 
revision. I also offered ample comments on the final close reading essay and met with several students 
for individual conferences to discuss their “evolving thesis” draft and how they could incorporate ideas 
from their previous essays into this new assignment.  

These two essay assignments were an integral part of students’ development as writers. This is 
often the segment of the course where I see the biggest leaps in their capacity to analyze literary texts. 
The first essay was meant not only to strengthen their close reading practices, but to also challenge 
them to think about the larger historical/socio-political implications of the text. I wanted them to 
consider that the writer’s technical and narrative choices were deployed to make a particular 
intervention in our world. Because Layli Long Soldier’s “38” deals with the complex and overlooked 
history of colonization, it’s very important that students’ reading be accompanied by a critical analysis 
that unveils for them colonialism’s insidious nature. As such, I introduced Layli Long Soldier’s text in 
conjunction with Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s chapter “The Attempted Dispossession of Kwe'' 
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which students were required to annotate on Hypothesis. However, knowing that students might not 
fully know how to integrate her analysis into their own reading practices, I developed a lecture and a 
series of exercises in conjunction with their reading of David Rosenwasser and Jill Stephen’s opening 
chapter “The Analytic Frame of Mind.” I focused specifically on Rosenwasser’s and Stephen’s 
discussion on the importance of “pushing observations to their conclusions” (23) by drawing out 
implication and continuously asking “so what?”(23). However, it was important for me to be 
particularly explicit about asking students to think about implications in regards to the specific 
historical/socio-political stakes of the text we were reading.  

As such, I developed a series of exercises meant to further incite their thinking process on how 
“38” was attempting to shift our understanding of how settler-colonialism works and continuously 
referred them back to Simpson’s text to draw connections. This discussion of implications was an 
important turning point in their process as writers because it highlighted for them how literature is 
involved in a larger humanist project of improving our collective lot. To modify this assignment 
sequence in the future, however, I am thinking about asking students to explicitly analyze Leanne 
Betasamosake Simpson’s work in either the close reading or the evolving thesis prompt. We spent a 
significant amount of time discussing her analysis, and it provided an important framework for their 
thinking, but because it was not required, only a few students performed a direct analysis of her work 
in their essays.  

The second critical shift in this sequence was our entry into the second essay prompt which 
challenged them to integrate a difficult secondary source into their analysis of “38.” This is also the 
segment of the course where I introduce Rossenwassaer and Stephen’s chapter “Making a Thesis 
Evolve.” This is probably the most useful essay on craft that I share and it is important that it comes at 
this particular juncture in the course where they are asked to work with perhaps the most challenging 
theoretical source of the semester. The encouragement from Rossenwassaer and Stephen to welcome 
and even search for complications--instead of turning away from what they don’t understand--is 
extremely generative and aids their overall engagement with the essay prompt. For this section of the 
course, I also developed an introductory lecture on Dori Laub’s text that also incited them to make 
connections between the ideas they had previously developed in their close reading essay and some of 
the new concepts we were discussing. In addition to journaling exercises, I also introduced two 
interactive exercises for students to approach the question of “silence” in a more material or embodied 
way. They were asked to listen to John Cage’s “4’33,” and to find a  relatively silent place outside of 
their dorm room or home to investigate how that silence or near silence moved through their body. 
These sort of exercises were important for me because I wanted the course goal of embodied learning 
to remain present even as we entered a more abstract terrain.  
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A core part of our revision practice included peer review sessions. For the draft versions of 

both essays, students were broken up into peer review groups and asked to give ample feedback to each 
other guided by specific questions. For the final version of the first, close reading essay, students read 
and annotated all of each other’s essays on Hypothesis guided by specific questions and we reconvened 
as a class to discuss craft and learning highlights. I found this practice of having students read each 
other’s work, which I included per Dr. Carrick’s suggestion, to be particularly generative as the wider 
readership encouraged students to bring forward their best work. Our in-class, peer-review session on 
their  final essays was more of a celebratory gathering where we focused well on what worked at a craft 
level in specific essays. I think this more celebratory mode of critique motivated students to rise to the 
example set by their peers’ best work instead of being put off by criticism.  

In other peer review sessions, however, I also asked for “workshop” volunteers, students 
willing to receive ideas on potential problems and complications to their argument that could prove 
generative for revision.  Students kept the same peer review groups all throughout, which I think had 
its benefits and drawbacks. Some groups built deep comradery and bonds, even exchanging phone 
numbers and discussing essays outside of our allotted class times, whereas others expressed in their 
final class reflections that they would have enjoyed more variety in the groupings. As such, I am going 
to experiment with switching the peer review groups for at least one assignment.  

In addition to the feedback received through peer review, I also provided ample commentary 
on the final version of the close reading assignment in hopes that students would be able to 
incorporate their best ideas into the evolving thesis essay that followed. Finally, students received 
peer-reviews for their second, evolving thesis draft and had the opportunity to revise and think more 
structurally about their final essay over the study period. In that process, they were accompanied by 
Nancy Sommer’s article “Onn Revision Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers” 
and a lecture where I drew out some of the highlights from that article. Although I did not have 
enough time to provide written comments to all students on the evolving thesis draft, I did meet with 
quite a few of them for office hours to discuss their draft and ideas for the final. As part of the 
assignment requirements, students also had to attend a writing center tutoring conference. Overall, I 
was thoroughly pleased with the final essays on “38” and learned a tremendous amount about this text 
from my student’s work.  
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Essay Prompts  

Close Reading Prompt  

Please conduct a close reading of a fragment or specific aspect of Layli Long Soldier’s “38.” Think 
about grounding yourself in the content of the text—on what it is saying and the violent history it is 
narrating—but also consider how formal elements such as line breaks and white space are heightening, 
subverting or deviating from the words’ purported intentions and/or surface level meaning. 

“Evolving Thesis” Prompt 

Thinking about Dori Laub’s “Bearing Witness” as a theoretical framework of thought, write an 
evolving thesis essay that shows how Layli Long Soldier’s “38” manages to create “a record that has yet 
to be made”(Laub 1).  How does Soldier employ and subvert historical evidence and material fact to 
“listen to and hear the silence” (Laub 8) that inheres at the heart of this event? And/or how does she 
position us as listeners and witnesses of this tragedy? 

Pre-writing exercises. An introduction to Layli Long Soldier’s “38.”  

These exercises were meant to develop a more intimate, embodied understanding of Layli Long Soldier’s 
“38” and they were shared via an interactive lecture. They could work well for other literary texts, 
particularly poems, and could be adapted for an in-classroom setting.   

1) Please engage the following breathing exercise before you begin these exercises: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aXItOY0sLRY&t=8s 

2) Now, I’d like you to open Layli Long Soldier “38” and to try reading the first line of the text 
through another breathing exercise. Before you say each word on that first line, I want you to 
take a full inhale and exhale, similar to how you did in the youtube video. I want you to inhale 
and exhale and say the first word that appears as if there was no word after it. As if it was the 
only word that existed in that line. When you finish saying that word, take another full inhale 
and exhale before you say the one that follows and so on until you finish that first sentence. 
This should move extremely slowly. Take your time with it and do it at least twice.  

3) Put a two minute timer and reflect on what that reading approach made you notice about that 
first sentence. What stood out to you? How did you experience the words differently?  

4) Listen to Layli Long Soldier read this poem. Before you listen to her read, I want you to lay out 
multiple pieces of paper on your desk or floor. The papers should be close to one another; if 
you can staple them together even better. I simply want you to have a larger surface on which 
to write. As you hear Layli Long Soldier read, I want you to write down words that impact 
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you. If a word impacts you twice or more, write it again. Write the words down intuitively 
where you see fit.  

5) Now, I’d like you to look at where you have placed the words on the page. Are they in the 
center, on the edge of the paper, on the right hand or the left side, how much space do they 
have around them? Take a look at where you placed three of your words and compare that 
placement to where Layli Long Soldier has decided to place those words inside a given 
sentence. Is the word at the end of the line? At the beginning? In the middle? Is it part of a 
longer sentence or a shorter one? What do you make of this contrast between your placement 
of the word and hers? What does it reveal about the word and the three sentences you’ve 
chosen?  

6) For this next exercise, I want you to rewrite the first two words of each line, unless there is a 
comma after the first word. In that case, just write the first word. Go ahead and rewrite them, 
but don’t do it horizontally, do it as a list. When you finish. Put a three minute timer and 
reflect on what you notice. How do the words at the beginning of the line relate to one 
another? When is there a shift?  

7) I want you to rewrite the final words of the poem on a column next to where you wrote the 
first word. When you finish writing out the words, I want you to reflect on what you noticed, 
generally? What stood out to you about how the words are relating to one another? I also want 
you to reflect on how the words at the end of the lines compare to the beginning of the line? 
Put a four minute timer and write a reflection on these questions.  

8) For this next exercise, I’d like you to use your body. Find a line of space that you can walk 
continuously through as you read the sentences in Layli Long Soldier’s text. To test if you have 
enough space, find the longest sentence in the poem and as you read it out loud to yourself, 
walk in a straight line. See if you have enough space to walk without turning back. If not, find 
another space where you have enough room.  

9) Now listen carefully to the rest of these instructions. I want you to walk for the duration of a 
sentence in one direction and when the next sentence begins, I’d like you to turn back and 
reverse again when a new one begins. You should be walking back and forth as you read each 
sentence. Try to put headphones on so you’re less distracted. Go ahead and put a timer to 
complete that exercise.  

10)  Great. Now I want you to put in a three minute timer (though I think you can reflect for 
longer) and think about what you noticed through that exercise. What did you notice about 
the differences between longer and shorter sentences for examples? How did this reading 
change your experience of the language in the poem?  
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Peer Review Guidelines  

1) Describe the experience of reading this outline/draft:  
2) What is the most promising or most interesting idea/question/gray space in this outline/draft? 

Where do you, as the reader, feel most interested or intrigued?  
3) What is one word from this essay that you feel holds the essence/the beating pulse/the 

connective tissue of this paper?  
4) Can you state the main argument of this paper as a question that we can continue to 

investigate as a class?  

Drawing out Implications. An abridged lecture with reflection 
exercises.  

The following reflection exercises were inspired and accompanied by a reading of David Rossenwasser’s 
and Jill Stephen’s chapter “The Analytic Frame of Mind'' from their book “Writing Analytically.” The 
following could be adapted as a model for getting students to investigate the larger 
historical/socio-political dynamics at stake in a literary text.  They are also an example of how I help 
students draw connections across essay sequences that focus on the same text.  

1) I want you to think about “38” and ask yourself, what is “38” implying? And by that question, 
I mean ask yourself, how is “38” implicating me as a human being in the reality that it is 
portraying? And what does it need me to do? These questions are adaptations of Stephen’s and 
Rossenwasser’s questions which invite us to ask: “what does the observation imply?” Why 
does this observation matter?” Where does this observation get us?” (23)  

 
I want you to think of these questions in terms of your broadest identity as a human being, but 
I encourage you to think also about your own social, gender, racial and class position so that 
you can get deeper into this question of how the text is personally addressing you. What would 
it mean to consider that the “you” that “38” addresses might  be yourself? Please take at least 
10 minutes to do this reflection.  

 
2) Now that you’ve done that very personal reflection, I want you to open yourself up to the 

historical context out of which “38” is written and of which it writes about. That means 
thinking about the U.S. and its place in history as a settler colonial state. I want you to think 
about Leanne Simpson’s “The Attempted Dispossession of Kwe” as a text that deepens our 
understanding of how settler colonialism reproduces violence. I hope it is a text that has 
impressed upon you how harmful these systems can be. I think it is a text that we can use to 
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support our analysis of “38” because being more clear on how colonialism works and what it 
does can help us to better understand “38.” It can help us see, again drawing on Stephen and 
Rossenwasser’ text,   
 
Why a text like  “38” “matters” (23)  
Where “38” might be trying to “get us” (23)  
Why it is significant.  

 
So thinking about this, I am going to read you a quote from Leanne Simpson. You can find 
this quote on slide 47 of our google slide. On page 45 of her chapter, “The Attempted 
Dispossession of Kwe” she says the following:  

 
“The  state  uses  its asymmetric power to ensure it always controls the processes as a 
mechanism for managing Indigenous sorrow, anger, and resistance, and this ensures the 
outcome remains consistent with its goal of maintaining dispossession. It can appear or feel as 
if the state is operating differently because it is offering a slightly different process to 
Indigenous peoples” (45)  

 
In a way, Leanne Simpson is laying the groundwork for us to understand what is at stake. To 
ask “so what?” is to ask, “what is at stake?” “why does this matter?” (Rossenwasser, Stephen 
23). And here, Leanne Simpson is explicit about outlining the problem for us. I’d like you to 
think of “38” as a text that is intervening in that problem.  

 
So thinking about this quote, I want you to take a moment to reflect on how “38” relates to 
this quote, what is it that the text is trying to do in the context of the problem that Leanne 
Simpson is alerting us to?  

 
Put a 5 minute timer and reflect on this through a free-write.  

 
3) Now that you’ve done this, I’d like to draw your attention to some comments from your 

classmates on our last Hypothesis assignment that similarly lay out the problem:  
 

Tammy paraphrases Leanne Simpson by saying, “settler colonialism is maintained through a 
bunch of processes that look different and sometimes seem beneficial, so the people in power 
can give off the illusion that they're doing something productive and indigenous people will be 
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more likely to want to work harmoniously with them.” If this is the problem. This is the 
urgency. How is “38” intervening? Where is it taking us?  

 
Angelica writes “One way in which [indigenous bodies] are targeted is via the school system. I 
categorize this as an act of colonial violence because they are erasing a people’s story only to 
steal resources that do not belong to them.” If this is a problem. If this is the urgency. How is 
“38” intervening? Where is it taking us?  

Ellie writes “I thought it was interesting the way the author described settler colonialism as 
complex and overlapping processes that work together to maintain a structure. Even though 

one small part of the process might seem to shift in favor of the oppressed party, the system is 

set up so that the end result is still one where the settlers have the upper hand, and nothing has 

really changed.” If this is the problem. If this is the urgency. How is “38” intervening? What is 

it telling us about overlapping processes of dispossession? How is it showing us the ways in 

which structures are maintained?  

For this final exercise, I want you to identify one observation from your close reading essay. 

This could be an observation you made about a punctuation mark or a word that is repeated 

throughout. Now, take five minutes to push your analysis forward by asking “so what?”  As 

you do so, remember Rossenwassawer and Stephen’s questions:  “What does the observation 

imply? Why does this observation matter? Where does this observation get us?” (23)  

Student Guidelines for Reading and Annotating Final Essays  

These are guidelines for a peer review exercise where students read and annotate each other’s final essays 
on Hypothesis.  

You should leave one annotation per essay, but half of your annotations can be in response to someone 
else's comment. Below are some options for the kinds of annotations I'd like you to make. Please try all 
four at least once.  

The annotations can be:  

1) comments about similarities between your essay and that of your classmate. How is your thinking 
intersecting?  

2) comments making connections between your classmates' essay and our readings or discussions.  
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3) comments that define what the central question of the essay seems to be. Is there a question at the 
heart of the essay that we can continue investigating as a class?  

4) comments that highlight particularly strong, intriguing or evocative sentences. Sentences that made 
you go "wow."   Explain why you found them to be powerful.  

In preparation for our class gathering, please answer either one of these questions in the discussion 
board post :  

1) What did you learn (about language/about life)  from reading your classmates' essays?  

 2) What did you learn about writing as a craft from reading your classmates' essays?  

As you answer these questions, think about making specific references to the essays. Provide us with 
quotes showing us the moments that particularly struck you.  
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