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 For eight years, Western Illinois University Asso-
ciate Professor of English, Barbara Lawhorn has shared 
the love of literacy and WIU with area school children, 
with her English 100 students writing letters of inspira-
tion to elementary and secondary students in the region.

 Last semester, Lawhorn’s English 100 students  sent 
letters, along with literacy kits, to 34 West Prairie Middle 
School eighth grade students in WIU 2021 English Education 
Graduate Connor Sullivan’s classroom. According to Lawhorn, 
her 41 students wrote letters to each student to encourage lit-
eracy and share their insights about a positive high school ex-
perience and using high school as their launch pad to college.

WIU Graduate and West Prairie English Teacher Connor Sullivan 
(back row, far left) and his students with their new books courtesy 
of WIU English Assistant Professor Barb Lawhorn’s English 100 

class.
 “This project is about connection, belonging and us-
ing words to build bridges. I want my English 100 students 
to understand that they have incredible knowledge to share 
with the world, that they belong here at WIU and that they can 
positively impact our campus and larger community,” Law-
horn added. “This is an opportunity for our students to use a 
letter of inspiration to teach an eighth grader about why liter-
acy matters to them, how it can empower them in high school 
and how they can use reading and writing to unlock doors 
and open windows to higher education and a rich, full life.”

 In addition to the literacy kits, Lawhorn and English 
Professor Rebekah Buchanan have worked with Sullivan 
to create a Creative Writing Club for fourth through sixth 
graders at West Prairie Middle School. Lawhorn’s class-
es have also donated books to Sullivan’s classroom library.

“By writing letters to West Prairie Middle School students, I 
hoped to remind them although their school is small, any-
thing is possible. I really wanted them to feel connected to 
a college student who also attended a smaller school,” said 
Miranda Viano, a freshman art major from Cuba, IL.

 WIU Special Education Major Erin Forsythe, a fresh-
man from Kewanee, IL, said she was excited to give students 
advice that she and her classmates didn’t get as eighth grad-
ers.

WIU English 100 students preparing literacy kits for WP Middle 
School students

 “I hope that these letters shine a little light on how im-
portant high school is, and how working hard to improve your 
literacy skills will benefit you in the long run,” Forsythe add-
ed. “Every class you take revolves around literacy, so working 
hard in English class will really help you. I never got told how 
important English class and high school, in general, were so 
this project means a lot to me. Giving a little advice can go a 
long way. “

 The project was born in 2013, when Law-
horn worked with Macomb High School English teach-
ers Molly Selders, Leesa Palmer, and Marshal Jor-
dan to send letters and literacy kits to their junior level 
students. Since that time, Lawhorn’s classes have worked 
with grade schoolers and middle schoolers in the region.

 “This project is so meaningful because I’m able to 
show my students that Connor Sullivan, a WIU alumnus, is 
doing amazing work opening minds and hearts through lit-
eracy,” she added. “This semester, many of us have strug-
gled with new challenges, and this project allowed my stu-
dents to learn that sometimes reaching out, offering a kind 
word and sharing our experiences can strengthen and bol-
ster us and make us feel a part of something larger, while 
also teaching through our own wisdom and perhaps sav-
ing a student from learning through difficult experiences.”

Chair, Dr. Majorie Allison on a road trip to 
Portland, Oregon last summer

 This has been an incredible year 
of perseverance, persistence, and resil-
ience for the Department of English. Our 
students, faculty, and staff have dealt 
with the unprecedented demands of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, recruited excep-
tionally talented new faculty colleagues, 
and have begun the process of returning 
to safe, in-person events so vital to main-
taining the vitality and spirit of our De-
partment of English community.
 This year, we met the ongoing 
challenges of the pandemic as we mixed 
face-to-face classes with new technol-
ogies. Our faculty, students, and alums 
all continue to meet the moment with 
grace, imagination, and good will. We 
have all dug in and engaged in creative 
problem solving regarding everything 
from finding classrooms large enough 
to hold our entire, socially distanced 
classes to learning the possibilities and 
limits of Zoom formats. We have come 
out of the year stronger, more flexible, 
and with great new skills and options for 
delivering courses both face-to-face and 
online. 
 After a fall of virtual events and 
socially distancing, the students and fac-
ulty in the creative writing concentration 
hosted live, in-person events this spring. 
What a welcome return to community!  

Donuts and readings! We were also able 
to welcome to campus our returning 
alumna and newly published author Aya-
na Contreras as one of our Lola Austin 
Case Writers in Residence. By the end 
of the year, Sigma Tau Delta was able 
to host an in-person induction and cele-
bration for new students. In early June, 
the English Education faculty hosted a 
reunion and celebration for alums (some 
of whom missed their graduation mo-
ments due to covid). We are thrilled to 
be back in-person for these events, and 
we are looking forward to more in the 
coming year. 
 Our department faculty, stu-
dents, and staff worked incredibly hard to 
recruit and hire the first new tenure track 
positions in several years. Dr. David 
Johnson will be joining us as the Writing 
Program Director and Dr. Ashley Beard-
sley will take on the role of director of 
the University Writing Center. You can 
read interviews with both of them in this 
issue. The excitement and joy of having 
two new faculty members with fresh 
ideas for the Department is palatable. 
And, they both love good food—so the 
pun really works there! This will be an 
exciting year as we further develop our 
new major options in Creative Writing 
and Professional Writing with our new 
faculty hires. This department is going 
places; new places, places that require 
imagination, risk, uncertainty, and hope 
for the future.
 In English Studies, we believe 
that there are no clear-cut answers, no 
one path that is superior to all other paths 
(yes, we all know about that very famous 
road that was not taken). We are forever 
considering, pondering, examining, what 
our choices are and what might happen 
“if”… We all know that the world of 
imagination and our practice of reading 
and reading deeply allows us to meet the 
world as it comes. Studying Chaucer is 
more relevant than ever! Imagine future 
readers looking back and reading about 
twenty-first century story tellers reach-
ing out via Zoom and Instagram during 
pandemic times and telling their stories 
to one another. We get through the hard 
times with stories and with each other.
 As I write this piece in the late 
spring of 2022, I feel more hope and 
more lightness than I have for two years. 
The wind is changing. The department is 
moving in positive directions. Our foun-
dations of reading, writing, and thinking 
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ABOUT THE COVER

Our cover image this year is a postcard 
image of Simpkins Hall from the 1940s, 
just a few years after it was completed. 
In the postcard, Simpkins Hall is 
refered to as the “Lab School,” because 
it was a fully functioning K-12 school 
where education students worked at the 
cutting edges of research and innovation 
to develop new approaches to teaching. 
When a new lab school was built, the 
building was renamed Simpkins Hall. 
The English department moved to 
Simpkins in 1968, our home ever since. 

have seen us through to this moment. 
We still face remaining challenges from 
Covid-19, but we can see those challeng-
es more clearly now. We have been here 
before, and as we set new goals and di-
rections for English Studies at WIU we 
can rely on the imagination, resilience, 
and perseverance of our community.
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TAKE ACTION! SIGMA TAU DELTA STUDENTS AT ATLANTA NATIONAL CONVENTIONTAKE ACTION! SIGMA TAU DELTA STUDENTS AT ATLANTA NATIONAL CONVENTION
by

Joshua STINSON

         

WIU’s own Phi Delta chapter of Sigma Tau Delta in Atlanta. Josh-
ua Stinson, Joshua Fahrenkrog, Darrin Ross, Ashunti Westbrook, 
Jessica Schaumberg, Samantha Misener, and faculty advisor Dr. 

Time Helwig.

 This spring, I’ve had the privilege to serve as the 
President of WIU’s chapter of Sigma Tau Delta, the English 
Honor Society. Our chapter had the wonderful opportunity 
to travel to Atlanta, Georgia and attend the Sigma Tau Del-
ta International English Honor Society Conference. The con-
ference’s theme was “Take Action” and featured keynote 
presentations by Nic Stone (author of organization’s 2021-
2022 Common Reader Dear Martin) and fifth inaugural poet, 
Richard Blanco. Not only were these offered, but there were 
networking sessions, games, featured paper readings, panel 
discussions, and a new event called Research in the Round.

 At this year’s national convention, “Research in the 
Round” was a new experiment that Sigma Tau Delta put to-
gether, and it was received with much joy and appreciation. 
In this event, students were asked to prepare an eight to ten 
minute presentation on any topic of their choice. If a stu-
dent’s topic was accepted, they were asked to lead a research 
table. If you were not a presenter, you were paired with two 
people and you would rotate between the tables, engaging in 
the topics with the presenters. It was a fantastic experience 
and a great way to learn about a lot of different things in one 
place! Some of my favorite topics included the effects of so-
cial media on literature and romanticism versus realism!

 In the other major event, the featured presentations, 
we had five students from Western came to present individ-
ual papers. Among those presenting their works were Joshua 
Fahrenkrog, Darrin Ross, Ashunti Westbrook, Jessica Scha-
umberg, and Samantha Misener. Having their papers accepted 
is no small feat, as the conference is highly selective. As great 
as it is just to be accepted, this year was huge for WIU English 
because senior Darrin Ross won first place for the best con-
vention paper in American Literature for his paper “Race and 
Queerness in The Heart is a Lonely Hunter.” This is a huge 
achievement. My deepest congratulations goes to each one of 
our Leathernecks who presented. Each of the papers was very 
well written and the students each handled the questions posed 
to them afterward with studied academic professionalism and 
respect towards their interlocutors, and their difficult questions.

Senior WIU English Major Darrin Ross won first place for the best 
convention paper in American Literature for his paper “Race and 

Queerness in The Heart is a Lonely Hunter.”
 
 This year, I was fortunate to serve as the Midwest-
ern Student Representative for this convention. It was 
such an amazing experience to be on the logistics side of 
the convention, work to make the event a success, and see 
it pay off for the students that came from all around the 
country. No matter what you decide to do at the conven-
tion, I don’t think that you’ll regret the choice to come!
This year, I had a heavy hand in preparing and or-
ganizing the student-led events that were host-
ed at the convention. There was one Student Exposi-
tion, in which I led a literary character guessing game.

 There was also a Student Networking Event where 
I was able to answer questions and facilitate discussion be-
tween all the attendees from the Midwest. Aside from 
my responsibilities, I was also able to take part in some of 
the amazing events, such as speeches from Nic Stone and 
Richard Blanco, and I was able to make lifelong friends 
from all over the country. It was an outstanding time and, 
despite being busy, I will never forget the experience!

Senior English Major Ashunti Westbrook presents a paper

 

Not only were students represented at this event, WIU En-
glish department professor Dr. Timothy Helwig again served 
as the Midwestern Regent, a position he has held for eight  
years. As he always does, he played a huge role in making 
this convention possible, not only for the students of West-
ern, but for Sigma Tau Delta students from around the 
country. Dr. Helwig helped with moderating student pan-
els, organizing the trip for the Western students, and doing 
behind the scenes work with the Sigma Tau Delta Board of 
Directors to sustain and grow the national organization.

 To everyone who attended and helped, you helped make 
the most out of this experience! To those reading who didn’t 
attend, I would highly recommend attending a convention if 
you are ever able. It is an experience that you will never forget.

TRIBAL SCHOOL INITIATIVE TRIBAL SCHOOL INITIATIVE 
student teacheRstudent teacheR

bY       
Samuel Idowu

Adrienne Tinsley

 Upon completing her student teaching as the first 
Tribal School Initiative student-teacher, Adrienne Tinsley, 
a student of English Education, talks about her experience.
In comparison to other programs, the Western Illinois University 
initiative gave Tinsley the ability to stay close to home while 
learning more about native culture. Also, it is a unique initiative 
because it gave Tinsley the opportunity to learn more about more 
than one native nation at a time. “This was a once in a lifetime 
opportunity and I wasn’t going to let it pass me by” she said. 
 
 Tinsley discovered that the three schools she observed 
during the program sought to educate students according to their 
cultural beliefs. This, according to her, “entails firm but gentle 
guiding hands.” She sees this as an impressive educational 
activity that non-tribal affliated schools are not accustomed to. 
She believes that the knowledge of students’ cultural background 
would be a solid foundation that would provide students 
with momentum for success no matter where they go in life.

 She adds that the initiative is an opportunity for 
future educators to learn more about worldviews and pass 
accurate information to their students. She stated,“Teachers 
are a resource for their students and should be able to help 
their students with whatever problem they bring to them. 
If teachers are not able to help students with their problems, 
they should be able to point them in the right direction.”

 With Tinsley’s experiences from the initiative program, 
she is confident about helping native students . “I may not be native, 
but I have resources that can help you,” she said. She concludes 
by describing the Western Illinois Tribal Initiative as a beautiful 
experience that would change the way we look at education. 
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  MY LIFE IN FOUR BOOKS: KATYA KOZHUKHOVAMY LIFE IN FOUR BOOKS: KATYA KOZHUKHOVA
1) What book was most important to 
you in high school? Why? 
 The Name of the Rose by Um-
berto Eco. I don’t know where I got the 
idea that this book was forbidden; may-
be because it was a murder mystery, or 
maybe because my mother kept it on a 
bookcase full of “frivolous” paperbacks 
(she preferred that I read Tolstoy, Nekra-
sov, and Romain Rolland). Either way, 
I stole it and stuffed it in my backpack, 
where it quickly fell apart from eager 
handling. Looking back, I think my 
mother knew I took it, especially after 
the cover fell off and had to be clumsily 
taped back on, but it was sweet of her 
to play along with whatever book-smug-
gling drama was unfurling in my head.
 I barely understood the book 
itself; Umberto Eco’s writing isn’t for 
fifteen-year-olds to understand. The plot 
is relatively straightforward: it’s a mur-
der mystery set in a medieval monastery. 
Layered over the mystery are detailed 
portraits of medieval life, meditations on 
the nature of knowledge, and a collection 
of puzzles for those who study Latin in 
their free time. Re-reading The Name of 
the Rose as an adult, I had to patch over 
the gaps in my knowledge with Wiki-
pedia articles. (As a teenager, I would 
have died of shame before consult-
ing the internet.) The re-reading didn’t 
bring me as much joy as I’d expect-
ed; the book was no longer forbidden. 

2) What book was most important to 
you when you were an undergraduate 
English major? Why? 
 The Communist Manifesto 
by Karl Marx. Prejudices and rumors 
from the American culture wars filter 
into the Russian immigrant commu-
nity slowly and with distortions, but 
by the time I went to college in 2008, 
even my extended family had heard 
that fancy universities would indoctri-
nate me into the secular-anarcho-Com-
munist-postmodern-cultural-Marx-
ism. Having escaped from the ruins 
of the Soviet Union, they were espe-
cially concerned about that last -ism.
The first-year curriculum at my college 
included selected readings from Karl 
Marx.
“Well?” my great-aunt asked anxiously 
during the Thanksgiving of my first year 
at college. “How was the Communist 
indoctrination?” 
“I didn’t understand a word of it,” I 
confessed.
 To be fair, neither did my fam-
ily. They had been indoctrinated into 
Marxism-Leninism, not taught it. Older 
family members recalled that “the West 
was rotting from the inside,” there would 

“an inevitable failure of capitalism” as a 
result of “corrupt bourgeois values” be-
cause these words had been repeated to 
them hundreds of times. Their exhaus-
tion and anger in the face of this pro-
gramming was understandable. Without 
any real preparation, I didn’t understand 
the writings of Marx myself.
 At the time, reading The Com-
munist Manifesto felt like opening a box 

Katya Kozhukhova

that had been locked all my life, only to 
find that it was empty. For a book that 
had allegedly ruined my family’s life, 
it was unimpressive. I read it, and set it 
aside.
 Of course, I came back to these 
ideas later, when I was 27 and work-
ing 10-hour night shifts for well below 
minimum wage. A lot of things began to 
make sense, which hadn’t made sense 
within the walls of an expensive private 
college. This is not to say that I ever be-
came a Communist; my family’s experi-
ences had inoculated me against that. In-
stead, I came to see Marxism as neither 
the source of all ills nor the solution to 
them.

3) What book have you reread the 
most often in your life. Why? 
 American Gods by Neil Gaiman.
With American Gods, I discovered a 
way to get twice the value out of a sin-
gle book by reading it in translation. Neil 
Gaiman’s fantasy novel is based on the 
idea that gods, too, can immigrate, lose 
their identity and become genteelly poor. 
In the original version, Gaiman does his 
British best to sound American, which 
is entertaining in itself, but the Russian 

translation is even more fun.
 For one thing, it’s a lot franker. 
There’s a scene towards the beginning of 
the book in which a bus full of recently 
released inmates gets their first glimpse 
of a city street.
The English text has one of the men say-
ing, “There’s women out here, man!”
The original Russian saying reads: 
“Пиздеть – не мешки таскать.”
Translated into English, that means: 
“Talking shit ain’t hauling bags.”
 Translation is thankless and ex-
hausting work with a million pitfalls, 
whereas reading translations is a fun 
pastime that engenders a feeling of supe-
riority. American Gods was my maiden 
voyage into this very rewarding hobby.

4) What book is most important to 
you now? Why? 
 The Ingenious Gentleman Don 
Quixote of La Mancha by Miguel de 
Cervantes
 Last year, my fiancé, A.J., wrote 
a short story inspired by Don Quixo-
te. He also made fast friends with my 
92-year-old great-aunt, Lyudmila, who 
loves literature and barely speaks any 
English. In order to share his work with 
Lyudmila, A.J. commissioned a Russian 
translation of his story from me.
 The translation proved difficult. 
(Have I mentioned there’s a Russian 
proverb about the non-equivalence of 
“talking shit” and “hauling bags”? What 
a wonderful proverb.) To get a feel for 
the way Don Quixote (and Quixote-in-
spired material) might sound in Russian, 
I had to read the Russian version of the 
novel. I had resisted doing this before 
because, after a childhood crammed with 
“the classics,” I resented any book that 
fit into this category, but this was for a 
noble cause, so I set aside my resentment 
and borrowed the audiobook.
 It was hilarious. I’m so glad 
there’s a part two. A.J. claims that Cer-
vantes only finished and published the 
second part to spite the author of an ear-
lier, unauthorized sequel piggybacking 
off of Cervantes’ fame, and that in part 
two Cervantes does not miss an opportu-
nity to remind the reader of his low opin-
ion of this shabby knockoff. I can’t wait.
 As a child, I was forced to read 
the classics, and hated them. As an adult, 
I no longer care which category a book 
belongs in; instead, I read for pure de-
light, and Don Quixote is delightful.

  ENGLISH MAJOR PROFILE: CONNOR SULLIVAN (B.A. 2021)ENGLISH MAJOR PROFILE: CONNOR SULLIVAN (B.A. 2021)
 

 

 

 
 Connor Sullivan majored in En-
glish Education. He currently teaches 
at the West Prairie Junior/Senior High 
School in Sciota, Illinois.

M&L: Why did you choose to major 
in English at Western?

I chose a major in English because it felt 
like home. I knew I wanted to major in 
some field of education, and I actually 
changed to Elementary Education a time 
or two, but being an English major just 
felt right. I needed to be taking classes 
where reading and writing were at the 
cornerstone of every class. I felt magne-
tized to Simpkins Hall, to my professors, 
and to my English major friends. Over-
all, the English major chose me long be-
fore I chose it.

M&L: What is your current job?

As I write this, I am a junior high/high 
school English teacher at West Prairie Jr/
Sr High School in Sciota, IL. I mainly 
teach eighth graders at West Prairie, but 
I also teach sophomores.

M&L: How did your study of English 
help you to succeed in your career?

My time in Western’s English Education 
program prepared me immensely for my 
career in teaching. I use a lot of the ac-
tion strategies I learned in Dr. White’s 
ENG 466 class every week; to name a 
few, body biographies, character jour-
nals, one pagers, double-entry journals, 
etc. These strategies have been especial-
ly helpful in hooking my reluctant read-
ers. I’ve had parents tell me that they’re 
shocked their kid comes home excited 
to share about the book we’re reading 
in class. I also have Dr. Buchanan and 
Professor Barb Lawhorn to thank for 
my success, as I implement a lot of their 
writing strategies and lessons. In fact, 
the three of us partnered in the Spring 
of 2021 to create an after-school writing 
club for junior high students. 

M&L: What were some of your best 
experiences as a student in English at 
Western?

I really value the friends I made during 
my time as an English Education major. 
We became very close during our clini-
cal experiences and method classes. We 
still send messages and bounce lesson 
ideas off each other in the group chat we 
started.

M&L: What advice would you give to 
students considering studying English 
here at Western?

If I could give a piece of advice to any 
student considering a major in English 
or English Education at Western, I’d say
this: Take an English class outside of 
ENG 180 and 280 just for the hell of it 
(and to see how awesome English class-
es are). Get to know the professors; 
they’re all so supportive and wonderful. 
Go to their office hours and ask them to 
share a little bit of their literary interests 
and influences. Visit the student lounge. 
Ask English majors and minors what 
led them to their decision to major/mi-
nor in English. Explore the rich history 
of Simpkins Hall––but just know, Simp-
kins has a way of pulling you in and nev-
er letting you go.

Connor Sullivan

SIGMA TAU DELTA COMMON SIGMA TAU DELTA COMMON 
READER EVENTREADER EVENT

by
ASHUNTI WESTBROOK

WIU English faculty and Sigma Tau Delta 
students in person and on zoom for the event.

 With the upcoming Sigma Tau Del-
ta 2022 International Convention, the Phi 
Delta chapter hosted a discussion event for 
the Common Reader novel, Dear Martin by 
Nic Stone. In consideration of the restraints 
of covid-19, this event took place in person 
with a zoom option on October 4th, 2021.

 With books provided by Sigma Tau 
Delta, students read and prepared for discus-
sion in advance to the event. Hosted by Dr. 
Buchanan, Dr. White, and Dr. Helwig, with 
Dr. Banash and Dr. Allison in attendance 
along with students of Sigma Tau Delta and 
the English Department, they engaged in a 
variety of conversations over the two-hour 
event. 

 Professors and students had plenty 
to say on topics of racism, class, and police 
brutality within the contents of the novel and 
in their own experiences and observations of 
today’s society. Working through many tech-
nical difficulties, all participants made the 
most of the time and engaged in meaningful 
ways which allowed the array of perspec-
tives to be shared. 

 Students left with plans of writing 
critical essays on Dear Martin for the Com-
mon Reader which will be submitted and 
considered for 2022 National Sigma Tau 
Delta convention.
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English Alum Ayana Contreras Reads from Her New BookEnglish Alum Ayana Contreras Reads from Her New Book
magazine, and her writing has been published in other 
major magazines both print and online, including Chica-
go Review, Oxford American, Bandcamp Daily and Lit 
Hub among many others. 
 In the English department, we were particularly 
excited to celebrate her new publication, her first book 
on post-civil rights era cultural history of Chicago. En-
titled Energy Never Dies: Afro-Optimism and Creativity 
in Chicago, it was published just this past December, 
2021, by University of Illinois Press. Writing against the 
afro-pessimist account of black life, Contreras looks at 
the often overlooked artists, 
business people, and activists 
who produced culture with 
a relentless optimism in the 
Chicago of the 60s, 70s, and 
beyond. 
 A life-long resident of 
Chicago, Contreras was build-
ing her archive of south-side 
Chicago materials when she 
was still a student at Western. 
Her archive included vin-
tage vinyl records created by 
Chicago based labels from 60s 
and 70s, and issues of Chi-
cago magazines chronicling 
black life Ebony and Jet. She 
also collected fascinating ep-
hermera, including advertise-
ments, fliers for local events, 
and other materials that told 
the story of the black experi-
ence in Chicago. Though her 
work at WBEZ and Vocolo 
radio in Chicago, Contreras begain interviewing mu-
sicians, producers, community activists, and buisness 
people who drove south-side Chicago culture in the 60s 
and 70s, and these extensive original interviews help to 
tell the story of this remarkable era. 
 Energy Never Dies tells the story of how creativ-
ity in black Chicago depended on complex networks of 
individual artists, small businesses, activists, and even 
public institutions that supported one another in ways 
not often recognized or studied. Her book shows how 
depsite the powerful challenges of racism and inequity 
in the city, individuals managed to create a vibrant and 
influential culture. Contreras grounds the book in the 
music of Chicago, telling the stories of songs and mu-

sicians from the likes Curtis Mayfield and Earth Wind 
and Fire, Minnie Ripperton, Donny Hathaway, and 
more, ultimately connecting them to contempory figures 
like Chance the Rapper. However, the way she tells the 
story of the music and the poeple who made it is unique 
in that she connects these glamourous figures to many 
people behind the scenes and on the streets that made 
their success possible, people like the Chicago based 
record produceer Tom Tom Washington, restaurateurs 
like Leon Finney, publisher of Ebony and Jet magazines 
John Johnson, and haircare titan George E. Johnson. 

She weaves together the stories 
of these massively successful 
entrepreneurs with the key roles 
also played by small business 
owners like of the George Dan-
iels, owner of George’s Record 
Room, the small record shop 
that changed the fates of many 
Chicago musicians and  played 
an outsize role for decades in the 
south-side community and the 
national music business. 
Contreras also chronicles many 
creative endevours and events 
that have been all but lost to his-
tory. She looks over the power 
and influence of black TV on 
public-access cable. While most 
of those shows have been lost, 
through interviews and ephem-
era she establishes thier power. 
She looks at local theater, small 
publications, and even events, 
like the mostly forgotten south-

side counter-culture “happening” at Promontory Point. 
Throughout all the readings, Contreras traces the hidden 
networks of support, contact, chance, and optimism that 
flurished on Chicago’s south side in the past and still 
drive its creative energies today.
 In the introduction to her book, Contreras writes, 
“I am a DJ because I believe that there is power in gath-
ering together and listening and even dancing. I am a ra-
dio maker because I believe in the power of sharing our 
stories. And I have written this book because I believe in 
the power of Black Chicago. In us.” In English we too 
believe in the power of stories, and we celebrate Ayana 
Contrerars remakrable storytelling powers in this book. 
  

                                                        

 This past February, the department of English and 
the entire Western Illinois University community were de-
lighted to welcome English alumna Ayana Contreras back 
to campus to spend two days meetings with students and 
faculty, taking part in a Q&A session with students, and 
reading from her new book, Energy Never Dies: Afro-Opti-
mism and Creativity in Chicago (Univ. 
of Illinois Press).
 Ayana graduated from Western 
in 2006. She majored in English and 
minored in broadcasting. During her 
years at Western, she was focused on 
ambitious reading, honing her skills as 
a writer, developing the skills of a pop-
ular culture deep-diver, and learning 
the radio business. While in Simpkins 
Hall with the English department she 
was learning the shape of world litera-
ture and practicing critical and creative 

writing, across campus with the deparment of Communi-
cations at Salle Hall she was learning how to run a radio 
station as the Program Director at WIU’s own 88.3, The 
Dog. Just as important as what she was doing in class, she 
was also continuing to develop her lifelong practice as a 
record collector and archivist of popular culture ephemera. 

Her experience at Western helped set 
her on the path to success as a radio 
producer and writer. 
      Today, Ayana Contreras is a cul-
tural historian, memory worker, ra-
dio producer, DJ, Writer, Artist,  and 
archivist.  An avid collector with 
over 9,000 vintage vinyl records, she 
hosts the Reclaimed Soul program 
on WBEZ public radio in Chicago, 
and she  she also serves as Director 
of Content at Vocalo Radio in Chica-
go. She is a columnist for DownBeat 
Magazine, the world’s premier jazz 

Ayana Contreras on the turntables 

I am a DJ because I believe 
that there is power in gather-
ing together and listening and 
even dancing. I am a radio 
maker because I believe in the 
power of sharing our stories. 
And I have written this book 
because I believe in the power 

of Black Chicago. In us.



The Mirror & the Lamp 10 The Mirror & the Lamp 11

MEET NEW ASSISTANT PROFESSOR DAVID JOHNSONMEET NEW ASSISTANT PROFESSOR DAVID JOHNSONMEET NEW ASSISTANT PROFESSOR ASHLEY BEARDSLEYMEET NEW ASSISTANT PROFESSOR ASHLEY BEARDSLEY

Ashley Beardsley

 

 
 Dr. Ashley Beardsley will be 
joining the English department facul-
ty this fall. Dr. Beardsley specializes in 
social media and participatory culture, 
digital literacy, digital writing research, 
community literacy, rhetorical criticism, 
craft rhetoric, feminist rhetoric, feminist 
research methods, publishing, and edit-
ing. 

M&L: How did you get interested in 
English studies, and what motivated 
you to earn a Ph.D. and make a career 
of it? 

AB: I gravitated toward English, in gen-
eral, because I loved reading. I was that 
kid who stayed up late to finish a chapter 
(or a whole book). So when it came time 
to apply for college, I knew I wanted 
to be an English major and continue on 
to become a professor. Initially, I want-
ed to study, write, and teach poetry, so 
I pursued an MFA in Writing and Poet-
ics. Still, I began teaching composition 
classes during my MFA and realized I 
wanted to know more about rhetoric and 
writing studies.

M&L: As a scholar, teacher, and ad-
ministrator, you’ve devoted yourself 
to writing studies. What do you love 
about writing studies as a teacher and 
an administrator? 

AB: What I love is that writing studies 
can focus on a variety of writing across 
genres and mediums. Writing doesn’t 
have to mean a research article, though 
it can. Writing studies encompasses cre-
ative writing, social media, and so much 
more, which is why I was drawn to it. 
So what excites me about teaching and 
administrative work is seeing how a 
course/curriculum/writing center/etc. 
extends beyond the classroom and uni-
versity setting into students’ lives.

M&L: What are you writing your-
self these days? Are you working on a 
scholarly article, a book, or a creative? 

AB: I like to have short and long-term 
projects going simultaneously. Current-
ly, I’m working on a book review of 
Leigh Gruwell’s (2022) Making Mat-
ters: Craft, Ethics, and New Materialist 
Rhetorics. I plan to send the first draft to 

editors during the fall semester and hope 
to have it published in 2023.

My big project is my book. I’m revising 
my dissertation, “Feminist Food Rhet-
oric: Women’s Rhetorical Strategies 
Across Instagram, Food Podcasts, and 
Community Cookbooks,” and adding 
two new chapters. In addition, I’m cur-
rently working on a new chapter about 
#BakersAgainstRacism—a worldwide 
bake sale that began as a way to support 
the Black Lives Matter movement after 
George Floyd’s murder—to explore how 
social activities use digital tools in addi-
tion to in-person activism, how hashtags 
contribute to digital food activism, and 
the way bake sale participants use Insta-
gram’s platform for social activism.

I have a few other projects simmering, 
too. So stop by my office and ask me 
about  #SourdoughRhetoric!

M&L: What have you been reading 
lately? 

AB: Almost whenever someone asks 
what I’m reading, I can answer with 
Stephen King. I recently read the Insti-
tute (2019) and I am working through 
Dreamcatcher (2001). When not reading 
horror, I try to read a new release or a 
book by an author I’ve never read be-
fore. Most recently, I read Brit Bennett 
for the first time. After that, I chose The 
Vanishing Half (2020) and couldn’t put 
it down.

M&L: What might students be sur-
prised to learn about you? 

AB: I’m a self-taught baker and have 
baked cupcakes and cakes for three 
weddings. I specialize in making aller-
gy-aware baked goods, which stems 
from my dairy allergy.   

M&L: What has been the best part of 
your experience at Western so far? 

AB: The ENG 280 class I taught during 
my campus visit stands out. I came in 
jazzed to talk about using infographics 
to visualize genre systems, and the stu-
dents matched my energy. Even though 
it was a single class session, I saw stu-
dents’ dedication.

 
 The department of English will 
be welcoming Dr. David Johnson to the 
faculty this fall. Dr. Johnson’s specialty 
is in rhetorics of race, antiracist pedago-
gies, qualitative composition research, 
writing centers, and graduate writing.

M&L: How did you get interested in 
English studies, and what motivated 
you to earn a Ph.D. and make a career 
of it? 

DJ: I actually started undergrad as a bi-
ology major on the pre-med track, but I 
quickly discovered that it wasn’t the best 
fit for me. I had always been interested in 
writing and literature, and English was 
my strongest subject throughout my el-
ementary and secondary education. So, 
getting an English degree made the most 
sense and I switched majors early on as 
a first-year student. I initially had a loose 
plan for a career in academia, and I knew 
a Ph.D. would be an essential part of get-
ting to a position where I might be able 
to pursue both teaching and research. 
But I only began earnestly considering a 

Ph.D. once I started a Master’s program.

I didn’t have much of a sense of direction 
at first, and I thought I might specialize 
in Milton or Antebellum American Lit, 
but it was during my Master’s program 
that I learned that Rhetoric and Com-
position (Writing Studies) existed on its 
own strand in English studies. As I took 
classes in writing pedagogy, composition 
theory, and world rhetorics — and once 
I started working in the Writing Center, 
I started to understand the discourse and 
I became enamored with Writing Stud-
ies as a discipline. I started seeking the 
perspective of my favorite professors 
and graduate instructors to learn what I 
would need to do to be successful in my 
desired path, and they pointed me in the 
right direction, mentored me, support-
ed me in my professionalization, and 
helped me make it happen. 

My dissertation committee chair once 
said that “You have to have a really good 
reason to get a Ph.D.” Thankfully, my 
experiences and all the mentorship I re-
ceived along the way gave me and rein-
forced my (many) good reasons.

M&L: As a scholar, teacher, and ad-
ministrator, you’ve devoted yourself 
to writing programs. What do you 
love about writing programs as both a 
teacher and an administrator? 

DJ: A writing program, whether it’s a 
First-Year Composition program, WID/
WAC program, or a Writing Center, of-
fers enormously consequential oppor-
tunities and responsibilities for Writing 
Program Administrators and writing 
teachers. A well-designed writing pro-
gram can be the difference between 
a student who understands writing as 
central to thinking and learning, and a 
student who views writing as a chore or 
simply a basic, decontextualized set of 
skills. 

A well-designed writing classroom is 
also a space with activist potential. It’s 
a space where students start to uncover 
the connections between language, iden-
tity, access, and exclusion; it’s a space 
where dialogue-across-difference hap-
pens safely and respectfully; it’s a space 
where students recognize language use 
as socially situated within specific com-
munities, value systems, occasions, and 

David Johnson

purposes; and it’s a space where stu-
dents understand writing as a flexible, 
pragmatic tool with the capacity to enact 
change in the world.

So, I love that writing programs and 
classrooms are crucial to creating rhetor-
ically savvy, critically minded, and so-
cially responsible global citizens.    

M&L: What are you writing your-
self these days? Are you working on a 
scholarly article, a book, or something 
creative?

DJ: My coauthors and I are refining a 
manuscript on the emotional challenges 
and ethical urgency of antiracist writing 
pedagogies for teachers across identity 
configurations for the Journal of Teach-
ing Writing. I also have some invited 
contributions to a forthcoming compan-
ion piece for an educational video series 
on supporting graduate writers that will 
be published by the University of Mich-
igan Press.  

M&L: What have you been reading 
lately? 

DJ: Most recently, my pleasure reading 
has included Ayad Aktar’s Homeland 
Elegies and Cathy Park Hong’s Minor 
Feelings. Toward my scholarly inter-
ests, I’ve just started reading Shawna 
Shapiro’s Cultivating Critical Language 
Awareness in the Writing Classroom. 

M&L: What might students be sur-
prised to learn about you? 

DJ: I was a cook at a summer camp for a 
couple of years.

M&L: What has been the best part of 
your experience at Western so far?

DJ: The warmth of my colleagues and 
learning that I’m joining a department 
and institution that are sincere in their 
actionable commitments to create a so-
cially just campus environment.
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Zee Almutairi majored in English, with a particular focus 
on theory and culture. He went on to earn an M.A. in Polit-
ical Science from Western and then attended the University 
of Iowa Law School. As an attorney in Chicago, he currently 
works on issues of government accountability for Cook coun-
ty.

M&L: Why did you choose to major in English at Western?

ZA: I chose to major in English at Western because I wanted 
to expand my mind in a particular way and studying English 
seemed like a worthwhile endeavor. I knew going into college 
that I wanted to push my mind and come out thinking differ-
ently. There was so much going on around me (in movies, 
music, literature, life) that I wanted to wrestle with but didn’t 
yet have the vocabulary and the concepts to do it. It was like 
The Matrix—I knew something was off, but I didn’t know how 
and why (one might say I got lit-pilled). Looking at the course 
offerings and the degree requirements, I knew majoring in 
English at Western would set me on the right path. 

The other reason (and this is a big reason) why I majored in 
English at Western was because of the faculty. I still remember 
looking at the faculty website the summer before I started and 

seeing that there was an expert in nearly every area of English. 
I saw faculty that were experts in British Literature, American 
Literature, Theory, Postcolonialism, Environmental Literature, 
Old English Literature, Pop Culture, whatever it was that Dr. 
Bradley Dilger taught. They had everything. I was looking at 
a lot of other colleges back then and it seemed like the only 
options were small liberal arts colleges with two or three 
professors in the Department, or huge universities with tons of 
faculty where one might get lost. The English Department at 
WIU had incredible breadth but it was a place where everyone 
would still know your name.

I knew I made the right decision the first week of classes 
when I reached out to Dr. David Banash (who I didn’t have 
for classes) and told him about my interests in theory and the 
questions I had on my mind. Dr. Banash recommended I sit in 
on English 500, a grad level theory course, because he thought 
it would be helpful. It was a very intellectually exhilarating 
period of my life.

M&L: What is your current job?

ZA: I am currently an attorney working in compliance at the 
Cook County Assessor’s Office. Basically, I’m making sure 

to prevent unlawful political discrimination in employment 
actions. I was at the Civilian Office of Police Accountability 
before that working on mostly fourth-amendment claims.

M&L: How did your study of English help you to succeed in 
your career?

ZA: Studying English taught me to read, write, and think. 
It also taught me to listen. I’m not being flippant when I say 
this either. Studying English taught me how to examine a 
text, take it apart, pinpoint the underlying assumptions and 
ideologies, and critique it. English made everything clear-
er and simpler: my reading, my writing, and my thinking. 
Reading an academic article or book can be intimidating. I 
remember Dr. Shazia Rahman telling me, “You know how 
to read an academic book, right? You read the beginning, the 
end, and then you go to the first chapter.” These are skills that 
everyone needs, not just a lawyer. You’d be surprised how 
many people struggle in these areas in a professional setting. 
I’m not talking about literacy either. I’m talking about the 
ability to read material that expresses something complex or 
write something that is concise and coherent, or the ability to 
recognize what’s really going on with statements like “shots 
were fired” and “mistakes were made” (or why this very 
question is about success in my career, as opposed to life). I 
absolutely would not say I’m the best writer, but I’m always 
having to revise and edit colleagues’ written work (either 
because they asked me or a supervisor did). As far as I see it, 
you can either major in something “practical” and spend the 
rest of your life trying to be a better reader and writer, or you 
can major in English and let writing open doors and opportu-
nities.

M&L: What were some of your best experiences as a student 
in English at Western?

ZA: Too many! My last year there I got to go to the American 
Comparative Literature Association’s annual conference after 
getting encouragement from Dr. Shazia Rahman to submit a 
paper I wrote. She really helped fine tune the paper, and the 
idea would never have occurred to me had she not suggested 
it.

I was in a small independent study with Dr. Joan 
Livngston-Webber my last semester as an undergrad. It was 
one of the last weeks of the semester and I mentioned to Joan 
that despite all the brochures and depictions of college life 
in media, I never actually had class outside, lounging on the 
college green. Joan told us “Pack up your book!” We went 
out and sat by Lake Ruth and talked about linguistics. It was 
even better than the ads said it would be!

But really, just being in Simkins Hall and listening to my 
professors and fellow students talk about big ideas and mean-
ingful things was a beautiful experience. I met three of my 
best friends in Simkins. I remember distinct discussions from 

inside and outside the classroom that have stayed with me 
ever since. The incredible experience of reading a text that 
changes you, whether it be reading Edward Said’s “Culture 
and Imperialism” for Banash, “The God of Small Things” for 
Rahman, or “The Clan of One-Breasted Women” for Dr. Amy 
Patrick Mossman. All of these experiences aren’t just memo-
ries either, they helped form habits that I still perform. To this 
day, I still read each year’s winner of the Man Booker Prize 
because of Dr. Marjorie Allison.

M&L: What advice would you give to students considering 
studying English here at Western?

ZA: If it’s what you want to do, do it. Resist the naysaying of 
friends, parents, whoever, that try to dissuade you with state-
ments like “What are you gonna do with that?” or “But what 
about getting a job after college?” Everyone else is facing a 
lot of uncertainty. I say this not to frighten you or make 
you feel down, but to liberate you. Every graduate is wor-
ried about their income, paying bills, securing housing, 
finding insurance, and putting food in front of them. If 
you want to study English at Western and develop the in-
tellectual and analytical skills the program provides, you 
will be fine. Don’t worry so much! If you can handle the 
rigor and discipline necessary to succeed in the English 
program, you’ll find work and you’ll find the work easy 
(though, sadly, way less intellectually stimulating).

I think my biggest piece of advice is get to know your 
professors. Talk to them about your interests and ques-
tions. I know it sounds silly, but do it. They are experts 
in their fields and every single professor in Western’s 
English Department was always happy to talk me about 
topics related to class, as well as topics unrelated to class. 
Dr. Margaret Sinex once chatted with me for forty-five 
minutes outside of class about Žižek’s article on “Courtly 
Love” and gave me suggestions about how I might incor-
porate some of my own interests in the papers we had to 
write for class. Dr. Chris Morrow was always happy to 
break down all the debates surrounding Shakespeare and 
authorship, and how the debate was really about class.
You can always be the student that just shows up, but 
I’d really encourage you to do a little more. Reach out 
to your professors. They encouraged me to develop my 
interests and always pointed me in the direction I need-
ed to go.

Major in English at WIU, read, write, listen, talk to your 
professors, and relax. Have some fun too. You’re in a bet-
ter position than you (or all the English naysayers) think.

ENGLISH MAJOR PROFILE: ZEE ALMUTAIRI (B.A. 2012)ENGLISH MAJOR PROFILE: ZEE ALMUTAIRI (B.A. 2012)
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2021-2022 Announcements2021-2022 Announcements 

Each spring, the English Department awards $20,000 in 
scholarships and fellowships for our graduate and under-
graduate students. We are pleased to announce the fol-
lowing students were awarded English scholarships and 
awards this spring for the 2021–2022 academic year.

Undergraduate Scholarship and Award Winners

Scholar of the Year
     Darrin Ross

Barbara & John Blackburn Scholarship
     Deanna Palm 
Dr. Paul Blackford British Literature Scholarship 
     Samantha Misener
Dr. Olive Fite American Literature Scholarship 
     Desiray Meyer
Nai-Tung Ting English Education Scholarship 
     Lonita Ash 
Dr. Irving Garwood Shakespeare Scholarship 
     Isabella Maxwell 
Sig. Jeannette & Dean Johnson Scholarship 
     Ashunti Westbrook
Lila S. Linder English Scholarship 
     LewLew Dixon and Steven Clay
Karen Mann Essay Award in Literature and Film 
     Deanna Palm
Beth M. Stiffler Memorial Scholarship 
     Joshua Stinson. 

Writing Awards

Bruce H. Leland Essay Contest 

English 100, Introduction to Writing 
1st Place, KJ Lee
2nd Place, Aliyah Abayomi 
3rd Place, Jaysie Pruis 

English 180, College Writing I
1st Place, Mindy Diaz
2nd Place, Henry Phipperi 
3rd Place, Joao Pedro Maciel

English 280, College Writing II
1st Place, Marvina Fraze
2nd Place, Kayla Johnston 
3rd Place, Salem Shinn

GH 101 General Honors 
1st Place, Kanika Palecanda
2nd Place, Grant Hibbeler
2nd Place, Salem Shinn
3rd Place, Kayla Johnston 

Multimodal Writing 
1st Place, Mackenzie Block
2nd Place, Grace McGill
3rd Place, Kayla Johnston

Lois C. Bruner Creative Nonfiction Awards
1st Place, Victoria Law
2nd Place, Elle Swafford
3rd Place, Abigail Gindlesberger

Cordell Larner Award in Fiction     
1st Place, Abigail Jones
2nd Place, Khamiya Ellis 
3rd Place, Deanna Palm

Cordell Larner Award in Poetry
1st Place, Abigail Jones
2nd Place, Khamiya Ellis
3rd Place, David Rush

Graduate Scholarship and Award Winners

Ron & Leslie Walker Graduate Fellowship 
Samuel Oluwaseun Idowu & Emily Woods 

Syndy M. Conger Essay Award
Anthony Greer

Outstanding Teaching Assistant Award 
Emily Woods

Richard T. Thornberry Graduate Award 
Anthony Greer. 

Announcements

Current Students

Josh Fahrenkrog presented his paper “Living Chess 
in the Depths of Hill House” at the Sigma Tau Delta 
national conference in Atlanta. 

Samantha Misener presented her paper “The Not-
So-Subtle Art of Confession” at the Sigma Tau Delta 
national conference in Atlanta. 

Darin Ross attend the Sigma Tau Delta national con-
vention in Atlanta and presented his paper “Race and 
Queerness in The Heart is a Lonely Hunter,” which 
went on to win first place for the best convention pa-
per in American Literature.

Jessica Schaumberg presented her papers “Summary 
and Close Reading of ‘I Could Not Tell’” and “Anal-
ysis of Character and Setting in Dear Martin” at the 
Sigma Tau Delta national conference in Atlanta.

Josh Stinson served as President of the WIU chapter 
of Sigma Tau Delta, was elected Midwestern Student 
Representative of the national Sigma Tau Delta or-
ganization, and played a leading role in organizing 
and participating in this year’s national conference in 
Atlanta.  

Ashunti Westbrook presented “A Queer Reading of 
Frankenstein” at the Sigma Tau Delta national confer-
ence in Atlanta. 

Emily Woods published her short story “House of 
Bees” in Forté, the Illinois College literary journal.

Alumni

Zachary Almquist (M.A. 2019) accepted a position 
as Manager of Research Programs at Palmer College 
of Chiropractic in Davenport, IA. 

Nick Apke (B.A. 2011) accepted a position as a 
Learning Consultant at Lincoln College, Lincoln, IL. 

Carmen Bizarri (B.A. 2020) accepted a teaching po-
sition at West Central High School in Biggsville, IL. 

Ayana Contreras (B.A. 2006) published her book, 
Energy Never Dies: Afro-Optimism and Creativity in 
Chicago with the University of Illinois Press. She re-
turned to campus as a Lola Austin Case Writer-in-Res-
idence for two days of events with English department 
students. 

Kristen Dillender (B.A. 2016 M.A. 2018) returned to 
Western as the keynote speaker for this year’s Cen-
tennial Honors College Undergraduate Research Day. 
She is currently a Ph.D. candidate in English at the 
University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana and the 
managing editor of American Literary History. 

Ishimine Goins (M.A. 2019) accepted a position as 
an Assistant Professor at Raritain Valley Community 
College in Branchburg, NJ. 

Raqueal Henry (B.A. 2016) accepted a position as 
a Reading and Writing Specialist at National Louis 
University in Chicago. 

Kraig Hiland (B.A. 2022) accepted a teaching posi-
tion at Unity High School in Mendon, IL. 

Kristyn Kasner (B.A. 2017) accepted a position as a 
Supply Chain & Logistics Coordinator at COSIDLA 
in Rockford, IL. 

Max Keil (B.A. 2017) accepted a position as a techni-
cal writer at Tempus Labs in Chicago. 

Maddison Miller (B.A. 2020) accepted a teaching 
position at Clinton High School in Clinton, IA.

Jon Naskrent (B.A. 2016, M.A. 2018) accepted a 
position as a Proposal Specialist at the Lochmueller 
Group in Saint Louis. 

Brandon Nizzio (B.A. 2016) earned his M.B.A. from 
the University of Illinois. 

Meghan E. O’Toole’s (M.A. 2021) short story, “Good 
Food for Starving Things” won the 2021 Emerging 
Writer’s Contest selection in fiction and appears in 
Winter 2021-22 Issue of Ploughshares. 

Mackenzie Ricco (B.A. 2021) accepted a teaching 
position at Bushnell Prairie-City High School in Bush-
nell, IL.

Klaira Strickland (M.A. 2017) accepted a position as 
an Adjunct Professor at University of Maryland Glob-
al Campus in Columbia, MD. 

Maureen Sullivan (M.A. 2021) accepted a position as 
a Technical Writer at Abbott Laboratories in Chicago. 

Kevin Titus (B. A. 2020) was accepted to the Film 
Studies M.A. program at New Castle University in 
England. 

Faculty

Marjorie Allison attend the MAPS Leadership Insti-
tute.

David Banash, co-writing with Andrea Spain, pub-
lished “Professional Life, Childhood, and Fantasy 
Solutions: Middle-Class Alienation in the Fiction of 
J. D. Salinger and the Films of Wes Anderson” in 
Post45. 
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Rebekah Buchanan broadcast her Tri-states Public 
Radio Commentaries, “What if We Put Our Energy 
into Supporting and Improving Schools?” and “Pre-
paring Teachers for Diverse Student Populations.” 
As the host New Books in Popular Culture she con-
ducted 24 interviews. Her book reviews for Library 
Journal include: “Mark Andrews, Paint My Name in 
Black and Gold”; “Michael Christopher, Tupac Be-
hind Bars”; “Shirley Reva Vernick, Ripped Away”;  
“Karen McManus, You’ll Be the Death of Me”;  “Will 
Sergeant, Bunnyman: Post-War Kid to Post-Punk 
Guitarist of Echo and the Bunnymen”; “Jason Draper, 
Prince (Lives of the Musicians)”; “Kate McGovern, 
Welcome Back, Maple Mehta-Cohen”;  “Alan Cross, 
The Sciences of Song: How and Why We Make Mu-
sic”; “Questlove, Music is History”; “Sonia Hartl, 
The Lost Girls: A Vampire Revenge Story”; “Lauren 
Gibaldi & Eric Smith, eds. Battle of the Bands” “Pete 
Shelley with Louie Shelley, Ever Fallen in Love: 
The Lost Buzzcocks Tapes”; “Cassie Gustafson, After 
the Ink Dries”; ‘Shayna Maskell, Politics as Sound: 
The Washington, DC, Hardcore Scene, 1978-1983”; 
“Claire Swinarski, The Kate InBetween”; “Rosa Haw-
kins, & Steve Bergsman. Chapel of Love: The Story 
of New Orleans Girl Group the Dixie Cups”; “Mercy 
Fontenot with Lyndsey Parker, Permanent Damage: 
Memoirs of an Outrageous Girl.” She presented on 
the Anti-Racist Rural Educator panel at the National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Annual Con-
ference. She also presented on the Painting Equity, 
Singing Justice, and Performing Antiracism: Making 
Art That Makes a Difference in the ELA classroom 
with Dr. Alisha White at the National Council of 
Teachers of English (NCTE) Annual Conference. She 
presented “DREAMers and Undocumented Students 
Access to Higher Education: Findings from Interviews 
with 33 Dreamers” with Julia Albarracin and Marcy 
Olague-Jamaica at the Sharing the Dream Conference.

Merrill Cole published his poems, including “My 
Censored Tumblr” in The Thought Erotic; “Hinge” 
and “Linear A”  in Lotus-eater Magazine; “Man Shot 
First” in Denver Quarterly; and “Defense Mecha-
nism” in Metro Weekly. He presented “Surrealism and 
the Real of Slavery: An Intervention with Kara Walk-
er” as part of the The Geopolitics of Contemporary 
Surrealisms panel for the International Society for the
Study of Surrealism Conference. He participated in 
poetry readings, including Poems from Johnny in 
Lights at the International Society for the Study of 
Surrealism Conference. He was a reader and panel 
organizer for Trans and Queer Poets on Gender at the 
OutWrite Conference.

Roberta Di Carmine was on sabbatical this year, 
continuing research for her new book on visual an-
thropology. She also enrolled in a Master’s program 
in Criminology at an Italian University, and she is cur-
rently finishing the online course and doing research 
for the thesis, which will be on serial killers. She plans 
to apply all that she has learned to teaching Crime 
Films in ENG 393 “American film genre” in the fall. 

Everett Hamner published his review essay “Wan-

na Be an Antiracist? Keep Science and Fiction 
Entangled” in Science Fiction Studies. He also re-
viewed Science Fiction and Catholicism: The Rise 
and Fall of the Robot Papacy, by Jim Clarke for Faf-
nir: A Nordic Journal of SF and Fantasy Research. 

Magdelyn Helwig accepted a position at as Writing 
Programs Director at Furman University in Green-
ville, South Carolina. 

Tim Helwig published his review essay, “Histories of 
Contested Nation-Building in Early Transatlantic Print 
Culture,” in Early American Literature. He presented 
“These Wretched Beings”: Representations of “Poor 
White Trash” in Mary Pike’s Ida May at the American 
Literature Association Conference in Chicago.

William Knox presented “How Combating Climate 
Change Can Help Restore the Ecosystem” to the 
Western Biology department for World Environmental 
Day. 

Barb Lawhorn along with Rebekah Buchanan 
partnered with alum and teacher Connor Sullivan 
to organize a Creative Writing Club at West Prairie 
Middle School. She also published the short stories 
“Treading Water” in Sandhills Literary Magazine and 
“Underground Volcanoes” in Sierra Nevada Review. 
Her poems “Beading the Alphabet”, “Orb Eater”, 
and “Capsaicin’s Kiss” were published in White Wall 
Review. In collaboration with Sullivan, her ENG 100 
students did a writing partnership and major book and 
literacy kit donation to West Prairie 8th graders. She 
organized the campus creative writing open mic series 
“Voices Raised.”

Dan Malachuk co-edited Re-Transcendentalizing 
the Transcendentalists, a special issue of the journal 
ESQ, for which he also wrote the introductory essay: 
“Re-Transcendentalizing the Transcendentalists.” He 
also published “Romanticism and Democracy,” in 
Handbook of American Romanticism (De Gruyter).

Freesia McKee writes monthly for the Ploughshares 
Blog. She recently published “Interconnection Be-
yond Denotation in Sappho’s Gymnasium” as part of 
this series. Her lyric essay appeared in the LGBTQ+ 
literary magazine Foglifter Journal. She also had two 
critical essays appear on The Ploughshares Blog. Her 
poem “Missing Cat” was featured on the The Slow-
down, a poetry podcast produced by American Public 
Media. She presented a workshop at the Youngstown 
Fall Literary Festival called “Getting the Word Out: 
Publishing Your Work in Lit Magazines, Zines, Poetry 
Videos, and More.”

Amy Mossman led the department search committee, 
resulting in two successful hires for tenure-track posi-
tions in Writing Studies. She also led the reprogram-
ming and reorganization of new faculty orientation.   

Rich Ness’s “A Perfect Couple: The Altman-Rudolph 
Connection” was included in the anthology Refocus: 
The Later Films and Legacy of Robert Altman (Edin-

burgh Univ. Press). His entry on “Journalists in Mo-
tion Pictures”  was published in The SAGE Encyclope-
dia of Journalism. He was interviewed about his book, 
Encyclopedia of Journalists on Film for the Journal-
ism History Podcast done for the History Division of 
the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication.

Alisha White  published “Discovering Disability Ex-
periences” in English Journal; “Inquiry and Empathy 
with Young Adult Literature” in English Education; 
and co-wrote “Walking the in Between: Convening 
Time and Space for our Entangled Selves” and wrote 
“Do Not Enter: Walking and Rolling the Wrong Way 
Up the Down Ramp” for Pedagogical Propositions: 
Playful Walking with A/R/Tography (International 
Society for Education Through Art). With Rebekah 
Buchanan she presented “Creating Rural Anti-Racist 
Educators: Students, Faculty, and Alumni Teachers 
Talk about Race and Teaching in a Rural Teacher 
Education Program” and “Creating Art as Social Jus-
tice Work in English Education. Roundtable session 
for Painting Equity, Singing Justice, and Performing 
Antiracism: Making Art that Makes a Difference in 
the ELA Classroom” at the annual conference of the 
National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), 
Louisville, KY.

Jacqueline Wilson read her poetry and creative 
non-fiction at the University of Louisville Conference 
on Language and Culture, Louisville, KY. 

Erika Wurth’s short story “Reflection” was accepted 
for the anthology Never Whistle at Night (Penguin/
Random House). Her novel White Horse will be pub-
lished by Flatiron/Macmillan this November.

Bill Thompson’s favorite windown in Simpkins Hall

Bill Thompson’s view of the first floor of Simpkins Hall 
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With Max Wallace

Sculpted WordsSculpted Words
by

Deanna Palm

Six stanzas and an envoi.

The dizzying pattern that set my path 
straight.

I first came across the sestina in an Intro 
to Poetry class at Black Hawk College. 
The assignment read as follows: “Write a 
sestina or villanelle on a subject of your 
choosing.” Poetic genres, particularly 
structured forms, are where most of my 
writing experiences lie, and it doesn’t 
take long for those who know me to 
learn of my undying love for the sesti-
na. It is a love stronger than my passion 
for “proper” haiku education, burning 
brighter than my carefully crafted iam-
bic pentameter in a Shakespearian son-
net, so you can imagine how this story 
ends. I write my first sestina, find love 
at first sight, and seek to inspire the next 
generation to create their own… only, 
the story of my first sestina assignment 
ends with my writing the villanelle.

Yes, I took one look at Elisabeth Bish-
op’s “Sestina” and decided that I would 
write some artificially optimistic poem 
with rhyming refrains about the “dawn” 
and a “fawn” to go for the easy A in-
stead. This was one of those decisions 
that followed me, persistently searing 
itself into the back of my mind with a 
regretful sizzle. The very word, “ses-
tina,” existed in my brain space over 
the next year somewhere in the cranial 
equivalent to that space between your 
couch cushions where you find week-old 
popcorn kernels and broken mechanical 
pencils, resurfacing whenever I’d least 
expect (or want) it.

It may seem strange to begin a writing 
history so close to the present, but I have 
often found that my various rebirths are 
much more meaningful than my origins 
and hold some of my biggest accomplish-
ments. After transferring to WIU’s Quad 
Cities Campus, a mix-up in my paper-
work enrolled me into yet another Intro 
to Poetry class with a different professor. 
I sat in class, once again dabbling in son-
nets and ballads and villanelles. I made it 

through another unit on metrical feet with 
the same definitions from newer sources. 
Perhaps what shocked me the most about 
this experience was how different it felt. 
I was doing riveting things with the same 
terms, only in a different order. I was a 
living sestina.

My poems flew together more elegantly 
the second time. I stayed true to meter, 
but my newfound willingness to deviate 
from that meter proved far more effective 
than my robotic commitment to tradition. 
I experimented with slant rhyme and en-
jambment, all while working within the 
bounds I’d drawn to adhere closely to the 
structure. In breaking these conventions, 
I felt like I was finally doing the form jus-
tice. When it came time to write a poem 
about a topic of my choice, this time, the 
sestina chose me. After spending weeks in 
nature to keep my sanity during COVID, 
I took inspiration from the movement of 
the rivers and man-made gravel paths, 
telling the story of how these rivers and 
roads waged the eternal battle of man vs. 
nature. The ending words remained, but 
the message shifted, morphing the roads 
into a dark villain that destroyed as the 
rivers raised their cries. The dizzying pat-
tern I’d avoided a year ago seemed to fit 
the chaos of a still world. Everything was 
changing but stuck in the same—an eter-
nally evolving 2020.

This poem is not my biggest accomplish-
ment in my writing, but this rebirth is. 
This rebirth that showed me that the same 
words can speak anew in the next phase 
of life. That form is more vocal than con-
tent as a megaphone for the meaning. 
That you can be in the exact same place 
you were a year ago and still change.

Six stanzas and an envoi.
The dizzying pattern that set my path straight.
On this path, I welcome who I will become as 
the person I have always been.

The Proust Questionnaire is a form of 
interview, popularized by French novel-
ist Marcel Proust, that is focused on the 
interviewee’s personality. Max Wallace 
is currently pursuing his M.A in English, 
with a focus on dystopian literature, trau-
ma theory, and disability studies. He plans 
to graduate in the Spring of 2023.

What is your idea of perfect happi-
ness?

That is deep! Probably, I love being 
surrounded by the people and things I 
love the most. I can’t imagine anything 
that would make me happier than being 
with people I love and doing things that 
I love to do.

Who is your favorite hero in fiction?

I read a lot of Dystopian fiction. So, I 
really like Anthem from Emma Trev-
ayne’s Coda Series. He is just the kind 
of person that sticks up for his family 
and is willing to do things even when 
they seem difficult.

What talent would you most like to 
have?

I wish that I was good with computers. As 
an English person, I am great with words, 
but I am not good with technology at all. 
That is something I wish I was better at.

Which words or phrases do you most 
overuse?

I use filler words. I say ‘Like, and Hum!’ 
just a lot.

What do you consider exceptional about 
you?

Oh Goodness, I think I am generous; 

that’s probably the exceptional thing 
about me. I was always raised in a kind of 
environment where you give to people if 
they need help. You know someone needs 
your last dollar more than you. You give 
it to them because it is just the right thing 
to do.

Who are your favorite writers?

Oh Goodness, I really like Leigh Bardu-
go, she is really good. Emma Trevayne is 
another favorite. My all-time favorite is 
probably Neil Shusterman. I haven’t read 
a single thing about him that I did not like. 
Everything he has ever written is amazing 
to me.

Which talent would you most like to 
have?

I would like to be able to juggle. Weirdly 
enough, it always looks so cool and I have 
not been to do it.

What is your greatest extravagance?

I am really fascinated by space, I love the 
stars, I mean, it is vast and it is beautiful. 
Space is just amazing  

What is your current state of mind?

Busy! There are a lot of irons in the fire.

Which historical figure do you most 
identify with?

Emily Dickinson. I just think there is 
something about the way she is honest in 
her work and the kind of like closeness, 
like family. You know she lived in her 
parents’ house and she wrote to her sister 
constantly. Yes, I try to be like that.  

What is your favorite occupation?

My favorite occupation is obviously got 
to be writing. I would not have been an 
English person if I didn’t like writing. 
Gosh, if I could write poetry for the rest 
of my life that would be the goal. 

What or who the greatest love of your 
life is?

My fiancée and my girlfriend both would 
have to be the greatest loves of my life. 
I have never had anyone in my life that I 
care for like I care about the two of them. 
I mean, they are my moon and my stars

What is your motto?

I have never thought about that before. 
Gosh, I don’t know if I have one. It 
sounds super cunning. Okay, like the 
golden rule, “Do unto others as you want 
them to do to you.” This is what I would 
try to live my life by. It is something that 
is important to me.



We hope you enjoy the third print edition of The Mir-
ror & the Lamp. The goal of our magazine is to bring 
together students, faculty, and alumni of Western Illi-
nois University’s Department of English. 

Please keep us informed of your recent activities and 
achievements. Please email your news to our faculty 
adviser: d-banash@wiu.edu. 

You can also find more stories in our online edition: 
https://mirrorandthelamp.org/ 
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