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The workshop hosted by the Georgia Historical Society in July 2008 was the first of the NEH Landmark series that I have attended, and I believe it spoiled me. The rich layers of scholarly and social experience it offered, and the warm intellectual community of participants and directors, made a significant impact on my personal and professional development. It was a week of genuine immersion in the history and evolution of the low country’s culture, from which I will take very valuable structural inspirations and thematic contexts back to all of my courses and continuing studies in literature, historiography, expository and creative writing. Above all I will take from this workshop a strengthened conviction about the threads that bind this young country from coast to coast, despite our difference, and bind us each to the cultural processes that have shaped the spaces we stand in today.
Born, raised, and remaining on the west coast, I have always had a notion of the role played in United States history by both white and black builders of the coastal south, but never a true understanding. This workshop began to reveal those truths like the meticulous unpeeling of an onion. We all knew what the outside of the onion looked like and, intrigued, we had removed the first thick layer of skin, begun to cry, and found it difficult go much further. But the Georgia Historical Society was determined to take us to the core. Our dynamic schedule of reading, discussion and activity peeled away two-hundred year old complexities of plantation custom, combat, ecology, and architecture, urban frameworks and opportunities, contemporary landscapes and expressions. At the center of it all we found the principle that a home built from scratch and felt in bones is a home owned, and a home very difficult to leave; the ownership reverberates through many generations.
So the first application of this workshop within my courses will be structural. I am newly inspired to more actively layer each class period and then a whole term’s worth, first with the most compelling possible written texts and then with as many other artifacts and contexts as possible—visual text, site immersion, oral narrative, expressions of then/now, his/hers, upstairs/downstairs—the fullest picture of a place and time that I can help students render.

The next, and farthest-reaching, application I’ll take from this workshop back to my students will be thematic. My intention henceforth is to ground critical thinking efforts in two general areas of study (and particularly in the overlap): 1. Adapting cultures to new purposes and by turns creating new cultures—tracing today’s cultures back to the place where they became a synthesis of others, via religion, art, architecture, geography, or employment; and 2. Exploring identities as geographic constructs—articulating the details that account for one’s pride of place and sense of roots, and questioning how the physicality of the places we reside define us and furthermore retain their hold on us from even further back in our histories than our own lifetimes.
The practical ways these lines of thinking will infiltrate my courses are many. Perhaps most exciting among them is a cross-college project developed (on the busses to Sapelo and Ossabaw Islands) for Introductory Composition courses in the spring of 2009. From Seattle to Cleveland to Saratoga and points in between, several of this workshop’s participants will create a blog space in which to share ideas for developing curriculum based on narrative traditions, at the heart of which will be Cornelia Bailey’s book. Once the curriculum is active, the web space will be used to share results, specifically student responses to the work, and to consider the relationships among subjects and renderings across the country. Ideally, members of the collaborative could present their project at conferences both local and national by this time next year.     

On slightly smaller scales, in my Research Composition courses, where I have been presenting curriculum based on historical fiction writing for several years with much success, I am thinking of further focusing student projects on a re-tracing of their personal genealogies and geographies. In my Creative Nonfiction courses, I intend to strengthen students’ thematic approach to memoir, collage and reportage with a sharper focus on studies in place. 
Finally, in my American Literature courses, which have always been those dearest to me and in which I have already begun playing with themes of geographic identity and African-American experiences, I can now bring a depth of context exponentially greater than I could have prior to this workshop. Not only the context to help me draw powerful supplemental texts into the syllabus, but the experience of having been as close as I can expect to get to the lives inside this literature, which will empower our classroom discussions tremendously. These courses are divided into two terms—pre 1865 and post 1865, and since the idea of a “survey” course over eleven weeks is absurd, I also structure the courses thematically, specifically within the notion of adaptation. Next year I plan to teach the first term grounded in the familiar short story “Slavery’s Pleasant Homes” by Lydia Marie Childs and expand it with (at least excepts from) Dwelling Place, by Erskine Clarke. The second term will be a study of Huckelberry Finn through the lenses of My Jim, by Nacy Rawles and Finn by Jon Cinch. I’m grateful to now possess a strong foundation on which to consider the very formidable issues at work in these examinations.    
The impact that all of this will ultimately have on my future students of course remains to be seen, but the enthusiasm, confidence and purpose I will meet them with, thanks to this workshop, is beyond doubt. The week in Savannah given to me by the Georgia Historical Society will remain close to my heart and mind for quite some time, and I come away with a more articulate sense of why this place leaves such a lasting mark on all its citizens and visitors. 
Emerging from the basement into the mansion at the Owens-Thomas House, listening to a resident describe the paths of sun and moon over Pin Point and riding through the Neverland of trees on Ossabaw, sitting before the pulpit where King drafted his most famous oration and seeing the actual words Douglas wrote to Garrison, watching dolphins jump through the tide and bearing witness as Ms. Bailey verified the simple reason Sapelo is home, wandering the breath-taking parks surrounded by the ardent inquiry of colleagues—all were moments that moved me profoundly, and none so much as the participant’s share-out session on our last day, when we found that we’d all been moved and changed in ways we perhaps could not have imagined. My responsibility as an educator in America, this phenomenal place, was brought home to me, and I look forward to honoring it, and must extend many many thanks to all involved.

