Writing-to-Learn Exercise: Reader-Response to Nineteen Minutes

For questions 1-7, please read through them and choose 3 questions you can best respond to based on your reading and personal experience; write at least half-a-page each. (You may type if you wish, but it is not required.) YOU MUST ANSWER QUESTION 8. Your total writing should be at least 2 handwritten pages.

The following excerpts are provided as a reference for the corresponding questions. However, you should also consider the reading as a whole, as well as personal experience or knowledge, when responding.

For question 1, consider the following passage:

“Did you every bully him?”

“No, Ma’am,” he said.

Patrick felt his hands curl into fists. He knew, from interviewing hundreds of kids, that Drew Girard had stuffed Peter Houghton into lockers; had tripped him while he was walking down the stairs; had thrown spitballs into his hair. None of that condoned what Peter had done…but still. There was a kid rotting in jail; there were ten people decomposing in graves; there were dozens in rehab and corrective surgery; there were hundreds – like Josie – who still could not get through the day without bursting into tears; there were parents – like Alex – who trusted Diana to get justices done on their behalf. And this little asshole was lying through his teeth.

Diana looked up from her notes and stared at Drew. “So if you get asked under oath whether you’ve ever picked on Peter, what’s your answer going to be?”

“Let me ask you again, Drew,” she said smoothly. “Did you ever bully Peter Houghton?”

Drew glanced at Patrick and swallowed. Then he opened his mouth and started to speak. (pp. 352 – 353)

1. In high school, is it a badge of honor to “bully” another? Have any of you “bullied” another person and/or been “bullied” yourself? How did you feel afterward? Why would Drew have lied about bullying Peter?
***

For question 2, consider the following passage:

“Derek,” the lawyer said, “you’ve been friends with Peter since sixth grade, right?”

“Yes.”

“You spent a lot of time with him both in and outside school.”

“Yeah.”

“Did you ever see Peter getting picked on by other kids?”

“All the time,” Derek said. “They’d call us fags and homos. They’d give us wedgies. When we walked down the hall, they’d trip us or slam us into lockers. Things. Like that.”

“Did you ever talk to a teacher about this?”

“I used to, but that just made it worse. I got creamed for being a tattletale.” (p. 383)

2. When you were in high school, what were the ramifications of telling a teacher if you were bullied or witnessed another person being bullied? (Have you ever witnessed an incident of “bullying”? What did you do? What has happened when you’ve tried to tell a teacher that someone is doing something to hurt another person?)
***
For question 3, consider the following passage:

Being unpopular was a communicable disease. Josie could remember Peter in elementary school, fashioning the tinfoil from his lunch sandwich into a beanie with antennae, and wearing it around the playground to try to pick up radio transmissions from aliens. He hadn’t realized that people were making fun of him. He never had.

She had a sudden flash of him standing in the cafeteria, a statue with his hands trying to cover his groin, his pants pooled around his ankles. She remembered Matt’s comment afterward: Objects in mirror are way smaller than they appear.

Maybe Peter had finally understood what people thought of him.

“I didn’t want to be treated like him, “Josie said, answering her mother, when what she really meant was, I wasn’t brave enough. (p. 387)

3. Is it OK to witness, but not participate in hurtful behaviors? What responsibility do students have to another student who has difficulty being integrated into the social fabric of the school? Does that student have a responsibility to try to fit in? 
***

For question 4, consider the following passage:

“Most of Peter’s childhood memories involved situations where he was victimized either by other children or by adults whom he’d perceived as being able to help him, yet didn’t. He described everything from physical threats – Get out of my way or I’m going to punch your lights out; to physical actions – doing nothing more than walking down a hallway and being slammed up against the wall because he happened to get too close to someone walking past him; to emotional taunts – like being called homo or queer.”

“Yes. Peter loved his parents, but didn’t feel he could rely on them for protection.” (p. 405)

4. Do you think parents can help students in school-related social problems? What is parents’ role in helping? When parents help their children, does it work? Or does it make things worse?
***

For question 5, consider the following passage:

“A child who suffers from PTSD has made unsuccessful attempts to get help, and as the victimization continues, he stops asking for it. He withdraws socially, because he’s never quite sure when interaction is going to lead to another incident of bullying. He probably thinks of killing himself. He escapes into a fantasy world, where he can call the shots. However, he starts retreating there so often that it gets harder and harder to separate that from reality. During the actual incidents of bullying, a child with PTSD might retreat into an altered state of consciousness – a dissociation from reality to keep him from feeling pain or humiliation while the incident occurs.” (pp. 407 – 408)

5. Is being mean or cruel the same thing as bullying? Does being “victimized” give anyone license for revenge? Do you agree that Peter may have suffered from PTSD? Explain your reasoning.
***

For question 6, consider the following passage:

“There were instances in the school records where bullying was mentioned – although there was no response from the administration. The police package I received supported Peter’s statement about his email being sent out to several hundred members of the school community.” (p. 414)

6. How does cyber-bullying impact high schools? Is there a lot of it? What is done about it?

***
For question 7, consider the following passage:

“I tried,” Lacy admitted, “to toughen him up.” As she spoke she directed her words at Peter, and hoped he could read it as an apology. “What does any mother do when she sees her child being teased by someone else? I told Peter I loved him; that kids like that didn’t know anything. I told him that he was amazing and compassionate and kind and smart, all the things we want adults to be. I knew that all the attributes he was teased for at age five, were going to work in his favor by the time he was thirty-five…but I couldn’t get him there overnight. You can’t fast-forward your child’s life, no matter how much you want to.” (p. 418)

7. Is it enough for parents to tell their children to ignore the hurt and rejection? Does it make a difference? Should children/students who are shy and don’t easily integrate social become tougher?
____________________________________________________________________________________________
8. Throughout this novel, there is constant regret over being “too late”— too late to save the victims and too late to save Peter. Consider all the times a teacher could’ve stepped in to prevent Peter from being tormented, or when a parent, friend, or classmate might have done or said something that could’ve prevented this from happening. Is it possible that one conversation or action could have changed the outcome? 

Of course, as readers who follow multiple perspectives throughout the novel, we know and understand more about this situation than the individual characters. We also have the luxury of the seeing the whole story after the fact. Therefore, knowing what you know, if you had one moment to step in a say something to Peter during the course of the novel (or do something for him) that would’ve stopped this from happening, at what point would you step in? What would you do and/or say?

