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This past Saturday morning while I was making breakfast I had Bob Dylan’s song

“Buckets of Rain” playing on repeat in the kitchen. I have listened to this song a lot over the past

year, thinking that it is a perfect song for its simple form yet profound content, but I had never

given it much more thought beyond a quick internet search to discover that Dylan had in fact

written the song, not Dave Van Ronk, as one of my roommates believed. Saturday morning,1

however, I started to take more notice of the lyrics and their multi-layered referential potentiality:

from the possible allusion in Dylan’s opening lines—“Buckets of rain / Buckets of tears”—to the

line from Shakespeare’s Richard II, “That bucket down and full of tears am I” (Act 4, Scene 1),

to the potential Sound of Music allusion that would help to make sense of Dylan’s mysterious

reference in the first verse to buckets of moonbeams (“How do you solve a problem like Maria? /

How do you hold a moonbeam in your hand?”).

But the lyrics that most captured my imagination as I was making tea were the iterative

opening of the fourth verse, when Dylan sings, “Little red wagon / Little red bike / I ain’t no

1 In fact, Dylan wrote the song over the course of a couple of days in the studio in New York in
September of 1974, as Richard Thomas has documented (“‘Memorize these lines, and remember
these rhymes’: New York Sessions of Blood on the Tracks,” The Dylan Review 1.1 (2019),
29-49).



monkey but I know what I like.” Michael Gray, author of the Bob Dylan Encyclopedia, has

analyzed these lines in reference to pre-war blues’ hidden transcripts for homosexualilty, as well

as children’s music that Dylan would have heard when he was young. But for me these lyrics2

recalled William Carlos William’s well-known poem “The Red Wheelbarrow”:

so much depends

upon

a red wheel

barrow

glazed with rain

water

beside the white

chickens

Like Dylan’s unassuming but meaningful lyrics, William Carlos Williams’ poem draws

attention to a seemingly mundane scene that takes on a world of significance. Both Dylan and

Williams focus on red yard equipment: wagons, bikes, wheelbarrows. This parallel between the

red equipment is what originally made the connection for me, not to mention that the color red is

a common attention grabber, but for me the really significant parallel between these two works

of poetry is the fact that they generate greater meaning through the perception of small

sensations—a color, a smile, the rain—and the connection of those sensations to grander themes

in life: things upon which much depends, friendships, relationships, platitudes about care and

support.

2 Michael Gray, The Bob Dylan Encyclopedia, New York: Continuum, 2006, 102. C.f. Michael
Gray, Song & Dance Man III, New York: Continuum 664. “Hidden transcript” is a phrase I draw
from James C. Scott’s work, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1992.



Meaning in poetry, as in life, may come from grander ambitions and

accomplishments—clever references to Shakespeare about which those erudite enough to catch

them may publish essays. But more universal meaning is generated from paying attention to the

actual experience of being in the world and trying to express those experiences to others. This is

a humanistic truth about what art does and how art means. And it is this humanistic truth that

both Dylan and Williams tap into with their words, and that set me pondering, returning to more

of William’s poetry throughout the day and reflecting further on what it means to find meaning

in the everyday, when there is so much work to do and so many people to whom one’s time and

attention is obliged.

A few days later, I found myself in a fourth grade classroom at the Perry School in South

Boston, composing my own version of Williams’s poem alongside some new ten-year-old

colleagues. I was visiting the school as a Pre-Texts coach to work with teachers whom I had

helped train as Pre-Text facilitators in August, before the start of the current school year. It just

so happened that on that October day when I was visiting the school, the fourth grade teacher

was doing a Pre-Texts activity with the students for the very first time. The activity that she

proposed to the class was for each person to compose their own version of Williams’ “The Red

Wheelbarrow.” I nearly lost my mind at the serendipity of the situation. Fourth graders

apparently first encounter Williams’ poem when they read Sharon Creech’s book, Love That

Dog, which tells the story of a young boy’s initial reluctance but later growing appreciation of

poetry through a series of free-verse poems. The protagonist of the book writes his own version

of William’s poem at a certain point, and so our task that morning was to do the same, choosing

an object from our own lives upon which so much seemed to depend and writing a poem in

imitation of and response to Williams’.

Following typical Pre-Texts protocol, the teacher proposed the task to the group and

asked for comments, suggestions, questions, etc. The students were already excited to write their

own poems, but we deliberated back and forth for a few moments about whether this should be

an independent and silent activity (using voice level 0), or an activity that the students should do



with their writing partners (using whisper voices, level 1). We reached a compromise: those who

wanted to work independently could; those who wanted to work with their writing partners

could; and those who wanted to work with a partner but whose writing partner wanted

independence could meet at the teacher’s desk to find a different partner to work with for the

activity. As a visitor to the class for the day, I found myself at the teacher’s desk, partnered with

a young boy. We talked about what objects we might choose that were particularly important to

us, and then we set to work writing our poems, line-by-line, following the models of Williams

and Jack (the protagonist of Love That Dog). I wrote about the keys that I had accidentally

locked in my office, along with everything else of significance (wallet, phone, computer), the

day before. My partner wrote:

So much depends

upon

a white iPhone

8

encased in a supercar

case

on my bed

charging

After composing our poems, we had some extra time within our allotted ten minutes,

which we spent drawing an image to accompany our poems. Through this, I came to discover

that my partner also had Batman pillows on his bed. “Beside the batman / pillows”—can you

imagine? Poetic gold. Then, we came back together as a group, went around in a circle, each

reading our poems aloud, sparking a lot of curiosity about each other. The students eagerly

wanted to ask each other why they chose the particular objects they did (an airplane on its way to



the Dominican Republic, a sailboat, a school, a new baby, a big brother, a tooth, a tree). A

volunteer-based round of explanations for the poems followed, from which a vivid image of their

lives, entangled in their homes, school and community, started to emerge. When the students,

still in circle formation, were asked to speak respectfully to each other without raising their

hands and to each articulate a response to the prompt, “What did we do?”, they easily figured out

what the protocol was. They all took care of their neighbors, making sure that they had had the

chance to voice their reflections about talking, writing, playing, listening, sharing and learning.

When I debriefed afterwards with the teacher, she expressed her amazement with how quickly

and well the students adapted to the protocol—but of course, that is part of the genius of

Pre-Texts, isn’t it? It is practically intuitive to kids, and it ignites among them a latent sense of

community, empathy, respect for peers and participation.

Pre-Texts intuitively made sense to me, too, when I first participated in a workshop last

spring with Dr. Doris Sommer at Harvard University’s Derek Bok Center for Teaching and

Learning. An email advertisement about making art based on texts originally caught my attention

(because, hey—I like art! I like texts!). During the workshop, Harvard graduate students, like

myself, and other members of the Harvard community were trained to become Pre-Texts

facilitators. Over the course of three days, the Pre-Text prompt to “Use this text to make art” led

to a wide variety of creative projects. We designed cartonera-style book covers while listening to

a challenging excerpt from Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, read aloud by a volunteer

in honor of the tradition of reading aloud in cigar factories in parts of Latin America—a practice

that engages the mind while one is also working with the hands. We asked questions of the text

and listened to the wide-ranging queries that the reading had inspired in our peers. In small

groups, we each mimed figures of speech from the text (shyly at first, but later with more

confidence) while the rest of the group went back to the text and tried to track down the figure

that was being performed. Taking inspiration from Anne Carson’s translations of Sappho’s

poetry, we performed surgery on Foucault’s text and created fragments and fragmentary poetry

of our own, attempting to get a sense of what time and tradition can do to change and recreate a



text and alter its meaning, asking, for example: what would you choose if you had to pass only a

fragment of a text on to posterity?

All the while, the participants in the Bok Center workshop gained experience of the

Pre-Texts protocols. We practiced proposing full activities to each other so that there would be

no hidden step withheld from other participants by a leader. We listened to each other’s

suggestions and created compromises so that one person did not have a monopoly over the final

decision about what the group would do. We challenged each other to engage with the reading in

multisensory ways to promote the most creativity possible. Always at the end of each activity we

came back into a circle formation in which everyone could make eye contact with everyone else

and thereby connect with and show respect for each other as we reflected on “What did we do?”.

It made sense to me that learning does not really take place when the teacher holds

knowledge over the students’ heads and makes them constantly reaffirm their submission to the

teacher’s authority by giving the expected answer in exchange for praise. It made sense to me

that learning is about engaging with materials in one’s own way in order to process new

materials and make them memorable, rather than parroting back an expected response to the

teacher, a response that is sure to leak out of the learner’s mind as soon as the assessment is over.

It also made sense to me that learning takes place not when activities are performed simply for

their own sake and then left behind once completed, but rather when a moment of reflection

follows the task to ask about what happened—not “What did we learn?” but “What did we

do?”—in order to prompt engaged judgment about the activity, to solidify it in the learner’s mind

and to develop critical thinking skills.

The opportunity for me to work with Pre-Texts at the Perry School in South Boston arose

at the end of the summer in 2019. Following my training in the Pre-Texts methodology, and how

powerful it seemed as a pedagogical method, I took up the opportunity right away. The project of

bringing Pre-Texts into Boston Public Schools has been in the works for a number of years. It is

part of a multi-year study of “Multidimensional Inequality in the 21st Century: The Project on



Race, Class and Cumulative Adversity” (a.k.a., The Cumulative Adversity Project) that is based

at the Hutchins Center for African and African-American Research at Harvard University. The

Cumulative Adversity Project, led by Harvard sociologist William Julius Wilson (a name

evoking that of William Carlos Williams), conducts collaborative and concurrent research studies

that seek to produce a broad understanding of poverty and inequality in the United States, along

with policy recommendations to address these intersectional problems. Introducing Pre-Texts

into elementary and middle school classrooms is part of one research study that evaluates

school-based interventions designed to boost student engagement and literacy through arts-based

pedagogy. The aim of the study is to showcase a pathway for addressing cumulative adversity

among urban children and youth. As I witnessed, Pre-Texts emphasizes equality, respect,

engagement, creativity and community. These are the 21st century skills pursued even in STEM

fields. By engaging students in Boston Public Schools with Pre-Texts activities in their

classrooms, we seek to interrupt some of the interlocking processes that perpetuate and prolong

disadvantages, especially racial inequality. The self-efficacy of thinking like an artist and the

admiration that artists stimulate can empower each participant and generate collaborative civic

behaviors.

It is an exciting study to be part of, especially since it takes the practice of Pre-Texts

outside of Harvard, where I have spent most of the past four years, and into some of the most

disadvantaged schools in the Boston area, with students whom Harvard folks rarely get the

chance or take the time to interact with. Moreover, with equality as one of the guiding and

empowering principles of Pre-Texts, when I go to visit the Perry School as a Harvard-based

Pre-Text coach, I, along with the teachers, participate in activities like the creative response to

William Carlos Williams’ poem on an equal level with the students. The Pre-Texts protocol is a

way of ensuring that activities in the classrooms are not merely top-down initiatives coming from

the Ivory Tower, but that instead they focus on recognizing, developing and promoting each

person’s agency, creativity and respect from the ground up.



Of course, Pre-Texts accomplishes its lofty goals of equality and literacy, through

art—goals that it shares with the Cumulative Adversity Project. Pre-Texts activities of all shapes

and sizes call on participants to return to that humanistic principle of paying attention to things in

the world and to one’s experiences of the world, as well as trying to communicate them to others

using various techniques (words, gestures, designs, rhythms, etc). Asking for a creative response

to texts changes the way one reads or listens or pays attention; it is not about finding the right

answer, but instead about using the text as the material for creating something new. This is an

artist’s way of thinking about the world and the materials that one encounters in the world. It is

essentially an engaged way of being in the world and a way that everyone can access by simply

activating the senses and paying attention to what happens when one does so. In our busy world

of cars, iPhones, keys and computers, doing so grants us a moment to refresh our perceptions

about the world and reframe our experiences in new ways. When we slow down to listen to a

song’s lyrics or to compose a short poem about an object in our lives, we are taking time to think

about the world in an aesthetic way and generate meaning in our experiences. It seems to me that

we could all use a reminder—a serendipitous moment—to tap into this artistic experience a little

more often.


