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

For the following questions, please write at least half-a-page each. Your total writing should be at least 2 handwritten pages. (You may type if you wish, but it is not required.) 
The following quotes 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:
“So, if a kid comes to you to complain about being picked on, what are the repercussions for the bully?”

“One of the things we’ve found, Selena – can I call you Selena? – is that if the administration intervenes, it makes it worse for the kid who’s being bullied.” He hesitated. “I know what people are saying about the shooting. How they’re comparing it to Columbine and Paducah and the ones that came before them. But I truly believe that it wasn’t bullying, per se, that led Peter to do what he did.”

“What he allegedly did,” Selena automatically corrected. “Do you keep records of bullying incidents?”

“If it escalates, and the kids are brought in to me, then yes.”

“Was anyone ever brought to you for bullying Peter Houghton?”

McAllister stood up and pulled a file out of a cabinet. He began to leaf through it, and then stopped at a page. “Actually, Peter was brought in to see me twice this year. He was put into detention for fighting in the halls.”

“Fighting?” Selena said. “Or fighting back?” (p. 271)

1. If somebody strikes someone else…does it matter if they were provoked? Should anyone care if a student who strikes another was teased and/or bullied? 
For question 2, consider the following two passages:
Ask a random kid today if she wants to be popular and she’ll tell you no, even if the truth is that if she was in a desert dying of thirst and had the choice between a glass of water and instant popularity, she’d probably choose the latter. See, you can’t admit to wanting it, because that makes you less cool. To be truly popular, it has to look like it’s something you are, when in reality, it’s what you make yourself.

I wonder if anyone works any harder at anything than kids do at being popular. I mean, even air-traffic controllers and the president of the United States take vacations, but look at your average high school student, and you’ll see someone who’s putting in time twenty-four hours a day, for the entire length of the school year.

So how do you crack that inner sanctum? Well, here’s the catch: it’s not up to you. What’s important is what everyone else thinks of how you dress, what you eat for lunch, what shows you TiVo, what music is on your iPod.

I’ve always sort of wondered, though: If everyone else’s opinion is what matters, then do you ever really have one of your own? (p. 241)

***
Josie already knew the answer. This group of kids – they weren’t her friends. Popular kids didn’t really have friends; they had alliances. You were safe only as long as you hid your trust – at any moment someone might make you the laughingstock, because then they knew no one was laughing at them. (p. 318)

2. Based on your reading and personal experience, how realistic is Picoult’s depiction of high school? (How important is it to be popular? Are alliances different from friends? Are they more important?)
For questions 3 & 4, consider the following passage:
He [Matt] was staring in a way that cut her to the quick. Josie shivered. “I’m not,” she said quickly, and she took a deep breath. “I just…I don’t like the way you treat kids who aren’t like us, all right? Just because you don’t want to hang out with losers doesn’t mean you have to torture them, does it??

“Yeah, it does,” Matt said. “Because if there isn’t a them, there can’t be an us.” His eyes narrowed. “You should know that better than anyone.” (pp. 218 – 219)

3. Whose responsibility is it to step in when others are being treated inappropriately? Students, teachers, parents, etc.? Should students (like Josie) be held accountable for not stepping in to protect their peers or for not reporting any cruelty they observe?

4. In a high school setting…how realistic is Matt’s “them” vs. “us” concept? Does it exist in high school? What effect does it  have? (Have you experienced a situation in which you could identify yourself as “them,” the outsider? What about “us”?)
At the end of your response, please draft one question that you would like to see discussed in class. This should be a question that will fuel discussion, not merely a plot question. 

· To help with this, consider passages or scenes that you found moving, disturbing, thought-provoking, etc. Also, consider issues such as parental responsibility, gun control, the effect of entertainment (and many others) that arise in this section, or the novel as a whole. What questions do you have about those issues? 

· It will help if you ask a question about something you are interested in. This may help you devise a research question for the project.
