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The Exercise 

Step One 

     First, I assign Du Bois’s essay from The Souls of Black Folks (1903). Then we 
discuss it. I divide the class into three groups. One group prepares a brief presentation 
on style. Is Du Bois’s writing beautiful? What sort of sentences does he use? How 
does he use details? What literary devices does he use and to what purpose?  The 
task for group two is to consider structure. How does he organize and pace his 
sections and paragraphs? How many parts are there to the essay and how do the 

Rationale 

     This is an exercise I have done with college classes on many occasions. 
It finds its inspiration in W. E. B. Du Bois’s essay “Of the Meaning of 
Progress,” an eloquent musing upon his first teaching experience. This 
rather long and involved prompt of mine combines both description of the 
actual and imaginative speculation. The results whether in an introductory 
composition class or one in memoir writing have been very fine and students 
have found it pleasing to do. 
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parts interact and fit together as a whole? The final group has theme as their assigned 
topic. Why does the author tell us about his first job? If memoir writing must make the 
reader care about the expressed memories shared, does Du Bois connect with you in 
a manner that makes a reader care about the described place; the told memory? 
 

Step Two 
 
     After the three groups make their presentations and we all discuss these aspects, 
I ask some additional questions. I ask is the essay a memoir? I ask why the author 
gave the essay this title. I ask why there is gap of blank space after the first eight and 
one-half pages. I ask: why does the writing end with a final brief one-sentence 
paragraph. I then read the first three and one-half pages aloud. I ask, “Is this beautiful 
writing?” I then ask if memory wanders or crystalizes. Is memory something you have 
or something you’ve lost? We look at three brief quotations from the essay I have 
selected or any that they suggest. Last, since I have always offered this exercise in 
central Connecticut, I ask about Sheff versus O’Neill and then that usually returns us 
to the title of this more than a century old essay: Of the Meaning of Progress.” 
 

Step Three 
 
     At the next class, I ask the members to list four significant places in their past. They 
look over the list, muse upon it, and circle the most significant place – a simple method 
of focusing one’s attention. I ask them to describe this place in one wonderful 
paragraph. After, let’s say, twelve minutes of writing, we go around the room and 
simply state what place each person wrote about. I then ask for a couple of volunteers 
to read their extemporaneous writing. 
     Next I ask all the writers to return to the place they chose to write about 
approximately ten years later. They may have actually done so or they may have to 
invent, imagine this return. I ask that they describe this place once again. For example, 
if someone wrote about a playground that she enjoyed as a child she could now write 
about how she went back to it just last summer and write her description from that 
vantage point. Or, perhaps, she moved far away and can only return in imagination. 
The number ten must be flexible, too. She may desire to write about the park many 
years later when she returns with her own (imagined) child. This time we go around 
the room and state whether our place in this second description became better or 
worse than in the first paragraph. This time I do not ask for volunteers to read their 
work. 
     Everyone writes a third paragraph about change. Why did the significant place 
change? How did it change? Perhaps grandparents moved or died, and the new 
owners have let the extensive vegetable garden decay. Of course, it may not have 
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changed at all in the writer’s view. But that response is very unusual and does not 
present a difficulty. In such a rare instance, the author would write about why and how 
it did not change. What enable it to be so constant across the years? 
     The assignment at last is to take this class-written material home and complete a 
three-page essay, to make it a brief finished all-of-a-piece work. Students may change 
the order of the parts as they think best. I ask everyone how this writing relates to Du 
Bois’s essay. Everyone gets it. He wrote about his first job and his writing emphasizes 
description of place. After ten years Du Bois returned to this same place and again 
described it. I read an excerpt from Louise DeSalvo’s memoir Vertigo. In this three-
page excerpt, she describes a return in her mid-forties to her hometown of Hoboken, 
New Jersey. She says that “Hoboken is where my memory has found a place to live” 
(93) and that “in my imagination I have made this apartment in Hoboken the safe 
house that is my heart” (95). I ask, rhetorically, where is the place your memory has 
found a place to live and what “is the safe house that is your heart?” 
     But before sending class members forth to create moving personal stories about 
distant towns, beloved parks, deceased grandparents’ home, or school buildings lost, 
I use a computer and screen to show some images from contemporary photographer 
Wendel White’s  “Schools for the Colored” portfolio, a project inspired by W. E. B. 
Du Bois. “Using Du Bois’s concept of the ‘veil,’” White has written, “I employ digital 
imaging processes to isolate the [school] structures from the surrounding 
environment.” And this can easily lead to a discussion of memorialization and its 
relation to memory and memoir. 
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