Something I remember about writing a multigenre paper is the impor-
tance of the little stories and the way they mesh and meld to say some-

thing bigger.

Holly Jeric, college junior

Story carries the multigenre load. Not exposition. Not even poetry.
That work is done by story, tale telling. Multigenre wants more than
understanding, more than consideration of an argument, more than a
calculation of loss. Multigenre wants readers to see, to participate, to
experience. Through story, we visualize characters and their actions,
are aroused by twists of plot, feel life played out through the sensory
language of narrative.

But all storytelling is not created equal. You know effective story-
tellers. T certainly do. Garrison Keillor on Minnesota Public Radio’s
“Prairie Home Companion” tells engaging stories about his fictional
town, Lake Wobegon. The great children’s literacy scholar, Donald
Graves, was another great storyteller. Thomas Newkirk writes mov-

ingly of Don’s ability to weave tales. At large conferences

a packad audience would respond enthusiastically to his humor, his sto-
ries of children in his study, his description of their writing, and his ability
to mimic conversations with these children. At times, these stories had
the weight of parables. (Newkirk 2009, 125)

And we all knew great storytellers from our youth. For me that
great storyteller was my uncle, Gigi Chiavari, who came to America in
1913 when he was eighteen years old. Uncle Gigi was hard to under-
stand until you caught up with the rhythms of his thick Italian accent.
But could he ever tell stories . . . he told them with his entire body. His
facial expressions revealed the emotion of his words. He punctuated
meaning with hand and arm gestures. He sometimes engaged kines-
thetic intelligence by acting out what he described. It was not uncom-

mon to see Uncle Gigi on hands and knees or dancing about the room
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or riding an imaginary horse or looking fearfully over his shoulder—
whatever the story required. His sense of humor was quick, and his eye
for detail sharp. This Italian immigrant with little formal education in
the old country, knew intuitively how to end a story with a payoftf.!

We all know bad storytellers, too. People who provide too little
detail, no proper context, and deliver the payoff in the beginning
instead of the end. And we know the opposite: People who have us
rolling our eyes and searching for ways to break into their monologs,
although we can rarely find an opening to wedge into the unrelenting
stream of unfiltered words full of tangents, didactic points, and conde-
scending questions that raise our blood pressure.

Such people don’t know how to craft a story. How to create char-
acters with dialog and description. How to make a setting come alive
with just the right details. How to reveal conflict, build tension, and
lead listeners to a release, a payoff, a pleasurable denouement that is
clear and satisfying. They don’t know how to understate, how to trust
readers to make meaning through the information being delivered.
They don’t know how to be subtle yet emphatically implicit.

Here’s an example of a well-written story that came in an email
message from a friend. The storyteller crafts language so readers see
characters and hear them speak. She lets action reveal plot. She lets us
be surprised the way she was. Lastly, she is emphatically implicit with

a final, telling detail:

| was at the bank getting a money order for the cash that was donated
to the DNC Saturday night. The teller counted the money three times and
then started o run the money order.

“Do you want to just write in the name on the ‘to’ line?" she asked.

“'d rather have the name typed on the money order.”

She got the form in the printer and asked who it should be made out to.

“The Democratic National Committee,” | told her.

She typed D-E-M, then looked at me with one of those “l need help”
kinds of looks. | finished spelling the word for her.

! For getting effective aspects of oral expression into writing see Chapter 42 of
Crafting Authentic Voice (Romano 2004).

What to Write, How to Write It



“Oh, yeah, that's right,” she said.
She typed out “National” just fine, then asked, “Does committee have
one ‘m’ or two?”
“Two,” | told her.
She finished typing the money order, pulled it out of the printer, and
handed it to me with the proud smile of a tough job finally accomplished.
As | walked away from the teller window, | glanced down at the money
order made out to the “Demacratic National Commity.”
Phyillis Mendenhall, Chief Advisor
Department of Teacher Education
Miami University

The nature of multigenre is many. One genre cannot oppressively

dominate or the paper loses balance and variety. A narrative or expo-

sition of a thousand words knocks the entire paper out of whack,
disrupts the flow, the rhythm, the feeling of accomplishment in moving
from one genre to the next as we accumulate information and build
meaning. Shorter stories are more effective than longer ones. The con-
cept of flash fiction is particularly valuable to the multigenre writer.
Miniature tales, revealing anecdotes, very short stories—narratives
that happen in a flash—have been popular for years. The authors of
Flash Fiction (Thomas, Thomas, and Hazuka 1992) hold that flashes,
as they are often called, run between 250 and 750 words, long enough
to indicate character, build plot, and deliver a denouement that might
be surprising or troubling or sweetly ambiguous. The authors are
quick to point out that the success of flashes does not depend upon
length, but upon their “depth, their clarity of vision, their human sig-
nificance—the extent to which the reader is able to recognize in them
the real stuff of real life” (Thomas, Thomas, and Hazuka 1992, 12).
In an explanation of flash fiction, Robert Olen Butler notes that

a human being {or a “character”) cannot exist for even a few seconds of
time on planet Earth without desiring something. Yearning for something,
a word | prefer because it suggests the deepest level of desire, where lit-
erature strives to go. Fiction is the art form of human yearning, no matter
how long or short that work of fiction is. (Butler 2009, 102)
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When a character’s yearning is challenged, blocked, or thwarted,
vou have “the essence of plot” (Butler 2009, 103). An example:
Charlene Kohn, a primary multiage teacher when I met her one sum-
mer in my multigenre course at the University of New Hampshire,
wrote a multigenre paper titled “Threads.” In a succinct introduction,
she explored and revealed the “community of relatives who sewed
and taught me their art.” They gave Charlene “the gift of needle and
thread.” When she began her exploration of “the enormous genre of
needlework,” Charlene found herself writing about the human rela-
tionships and stories of this passion she’d followed for so many years:
the joys, conflicts, hurts, and triumphs. You’ll recognize the yearning
in the 334 word flash (non)fiction.

Treasure Lost

I'm sitting here on the front porch of my Great Grandma Clara’s house. It's
a hot June day in Kansas and I'm trying so hard to hear some information
and see what is going on inside. | know she is dead. | know | can help
them sort through her things, deciding who gets what. | am not allowed
in. I'm the one who gets to watch the little kids while they are playing in
the yard. They are too young to understand. 'm ten and | know.

Daddy said the job of the day is deciding who gets what. Daddy and
Aunt Harriette are in charge of separating all Grandma'’s belongings into
piles. That's what they're doing right now. | heard them talking last night,
so | know. | heard Aunt Harriette say that each of us great grandkids
should get one special thing to treasure. One thing.

| told Daddy | wanted Grandma'’s thimble. Then | told Aunt Harriette.
This morning | even told Mom. | know right where it is. | could run up the
stairs and reach into Grandma's sewing basket and grab it. It would only
take a minute. | wish they would let me inside, just for one tiny minute.
But, they won't. Two whole days like this! Babysitting and waiting and
thinking about that little silver thimble that Grandma always wears on her
finger when she sews.

Daddy is coming through the door, there's something small in his
hand. My heart jumps and my stomach bubbles: he remembered!

“Aunt Harriette and | decided you should have this. It was very special
to Grandma and it will help you to remember her.” He handed me an
object I had never seen before. So, this is my treasure? | think to myself.
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The one thing that wilt keep Grandma alive for me? My lip begins to quiver
and Daddy hugs me. “It will be all right,” he says. But he doesn’t under-
stand. 1 look at the cameo and cry.

Charlene Kohn, teacher

In all the years I’'ve been teaching multigenre, “Threads” has been
the most artfully designed. Charlene used a heavy weight off-white
paper, the twenty-seven pages hand stitched on the left. The written
genres on many pages were accompanied by patches of fabric, a cro-
cheted flower, a photograph, a color drawing. Across the first page
runs a heavy string from left to right that we don’t see again until the
final page when it resumes its journey, as though it had run through
the entire paper. One page features an envelope; inside it are “tools of
the trade”: iminiature scissors, a safety pin, buttons, a tape measure,
and straight pins.

And holding this multigenre paper together is story: flashes, narra-
tive poems, character sketches, anecdotes, a dream narrative,

Push students to find the stories in their topics. What are charac-
ters’ yearnings? What steps are taken to achieve them? What obsta-
cles stand in the way? What are the consequences? Try first-person
point of view, even if that means stepping into the shoes of a char-
acter outside the self. Try third-person point of view, even with a
story they have personally lived, this to make the familiar a little
less so as they write. Try second-person point of view and fly in the
face of decades of formal writing purists.
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