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10
M I G R AT O R Y A N D R E G I O N A L
IDENTITY
Robert Brooke

Imagine with me Cedar Bluffs, Nebraska, population 591. We’ve driven
up from Lincoln, the University town, and it’s evening, early summer,
our Mid-Plains air heavy with moisture and the scent of milo. The twolane runs mostly straight north, and every rise in elevation is matched
by a corresponding drop a quarter mile further. We’ve passed through
grass and crops, alongside the steel snakes of center pivot irrigation, by
farmsteads ringed with trees. But mostly there’s earth and late day sun,
and the wide second landscape of prairie sky.
We’re in the gym at Cedar Bluffs School, the one shared by the elementary and secondary students, around twenty to a grade. Of course
now it’s evening and the gym is redefined as a community place. This is
the night, after all, that the fourth graders show off their Me Museums—
trifold boards displaying pictures and writing, placed on tables behind
artifacts from their lives and heritage. The tables sport Czech flags and
World War II knapsacks and military medals donated by grandparents,
corn shuckers and kerosene barn lanterns from mid-century farms, photos of younger siblings, passports from immigration ancestors, religious
symbols, 4-H ribbons. The idea of these Me Museums is to represent to
school and community what each child sees as important about them,
in this place. Ms. Laughridge’s fourth graders have been working toward
these Me Museums all year. Now these fourth graders are ready, wellgroomed and fidgeting with excitement, while they escort community
adults to their seats, check the video-camera they’ve set up, and then
run back to their personal displays to readjust that one picture that
keeps slipping.
We’re here because the Nebraska Writing Project is sponsoring the
fourth graders. Their teacher, Virginia Laughridge, (Ginger to her
friends) has been working with us for the past five years, and is part of
a growing team of teachers, preschool through college, exploring what
we call “place-conscious education.” The idea of place-conscious education is simple: learning should be integrated into local place, and should
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guide students in developing the intellectual, civic, and democratic abilities necessary to help shape the future of their place. In its emphasis
on local context, place conscious educators draw on a tradition that
stretches at least back to Dewey (1916), believing that people learn best
when learning is immediately relevant. But beyond that, place-conscious
educators share a commitment to a particular definition of citizenship,
a citizenship that recognizes, in Paul Theobald’s words (1997), each
human community’s intradependence. Theobald writes,
Intradependence means “to exist by virtue of necessary relations within
a place.” Throughout most of human history, people lived their lives in
a given locality and were highly dependent on the place itself and on
those others with whom the place was shared. It has only been since the
seventeenth century or so that intradependence of this sort has eroded
and people have begun to think of themselves as unencumbered by the
constraints of nature or community. (7)

In our place-conscious work, we quote Wallace Stegner (1992), who
says,
Migratoriness has its dangers. I know about this. I was born on wheels. I
know the excitement of newness and possibility, but I also know the dissatisfaction and hunger that result from placelessness. Some towns that we
lived in were never real to me. They were only the raw material of a place,
as I was the raw material of a person. Neither place nor I had a chance of
being anything until we could live together for a while. (200–201)

We quote Robert Manley (1997), who says,
Heritage is the story of us; history is the story of them. The part of history
we must know best is the story of ourselves and our families.

And we quote Wendell Berry, who says (quoted in Stegner 1992),
You don’t know who you are until you know where you are. (199)

Since 1997, the kindergarten-through-college teachers in the Nebraska
Writing Project network have been exploring how we might teach from
such a commitment to place-conscious education. Part of this exploration has been formal teacher research. In 1997–2000, a team of eight
rural Nebraska secondary/elementary teachers and I participated in
the National Writing Project’s Rural Voices, Country Schools teacher
research program, joining teams from Arizona, Louisiana, Michigan,
Pennsylvania, and Washington in documenting what is good in rural
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education. These teacher researchers found that place-conscious teaching is at the heart of what is good in rural schools, and their ongoing
work has provided key leadership for our whole state network. (See our
book, Rural Voices: Place-Conscious Education and the Teaching of Writing,
Brooke 2003, for fuller description of this program.) But another part
of this exploration has been our Rural Institute program, through which
teachers and community members from one rural place come together
for an extended examination of what place-conscious teaching might
mean in that community.
Nebraska Writing Project Rural Institutes are three-week institutes for
twelve to twenty-four teachers and community members that immerse
participants in place conscious education. In structure, they are modeled on the Invitational Summer Institutes that are core programs at all
175 National Writing Project sites across the country. Participants are
admitted only after an application process that assures they are leaders in their local schools and communities. During the institute, each
participating teacher presents an especially effective unit or lesson or
project from their own classroom, insuring that the pedagogy shared
comes directly from successful teachers’ practice rather than from
theory-blinded academics at some years’ distance from public schools.
Every day, all participants immerse themselves in their own writing, and
in collective inquiry into the study of writing. All of these items are common to National Writing Project Invitational Summer Institutes.
AT T E N T I O N T O P L A C E - C O N S C I O U S E D U C AT I O N

To these items, our Nebraska Writing Project Rural Institutes have added
direct attention to place-conscious education. Rather than treat writing
as something at once hopelessly general (as, for instance, a general
skill necessary for all academic study), or individually peculiar (as, for
instance, the creative passion of this one teacher), the Rural Institutes
explore writing through local place and our relationship to it. All of the
features of the National Writing Project Invitational Summer Institute
are adapted to this exploration. We select participants from schools
and communities surrounding a single host school—the participants all
come from the same part of the state, and usually half come from the
host community itself. We coach participants to choose teaching presentations that emphasize their connections to their community (such
as oral history projects from interviews with town elders, or studies of
local political issues, or “adopt a building” projects where fourth graders
learn the histories of edifices on Main Street). Daily writing in the Rural
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Institutes is of course chosen by the individual participants, but we offer
invitations to writing that might include “I am from” poems, renderings
of place or family or heritage, and essays that probe the meaning of
place. Much of this writing is supported by reading. For the research and
inquiry portion of the institute, we draw attention to writing manuals
immersed in place (Georgia Heard (1995), Writing Towards Home; Denis
LeDoux (1993), Turning Memories into Memoirs) and we offer many essayists’ meditations on the meaning of place (for instance, Kim Stafford
(1986), Having Everything Right; Lisa Knopp (1996), Field of Vision; Paul
Gruchow (1995), Grassroots: The Universe of Home; Scott Russell Sanders
(1993), Staying Put). In addition, many afternoons we take writing field
trips to local resources. We might, for example, visit the local cemetery
with the second grade teacher and write from the stories we find there
of the host town’s earliest settlers. Or we might visit the local prairie
preserve in the company of the high school biology teacher to learn
what can be described about the past and present ecology of place. Or
we might visit a successful local entrepreneur to imagine the writing
and vision necessary to create livelihood in this regional setting. Overall,
all the elements of the National Writing Project Invitational Summer
Institute are given a place-conscious twist. The consequence is a richly
embedded sense of the possible connections of writing curriculum to
local place. Such connections, we hope, are not merely parochial but
spiral out, incorporating regional and national history, economics,
politics, and biology. In the Rural Institutes, we explore how (in Paul
Theobald’s words 1997)
the school’s place allows educators to take what is artificial out of the
schooling experience. . . . With skillful pedagogical guidance, the school’s
place allows children to develop the intellectual flexibility needed to see
history as a force in their lives rather than as an exercise in the acquisition
of names and dates. All of the traditional “subjects” can reap the same
intellectual rewards through a focus on place. (138)

Imagine now the Cedar Bluffs gym, where the fourth graders have set
up their Me Museums. As the culminating project of the fourth grade
year, the Me Museums are a rich example of place-conscious education in
practice. Ms. Laughridge’s social studies curriculum is strictly Nebraska
history—the standard curricular material that includes Stephen Long
(the explorer who called the Plains “the Great American Desert”), the
Union Pacific Railroad, the Oregon and Mormon trails, the sod busters.
But because she is a place-conscious teacher, and seeks intradependent
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citizenry as much as historical knowledge, Ms. Laughridge located these
curricular mandates in students’ own explorations.
These explorations start early in the term. For instance, to make real
the immigrant and dispossession experiences surrounding the EuroAmerican settlement of the plains, Ms. Laughridge asked her fourth
graders to gather moving stories. Each student asked a family member
or neighbor for a story of a time they had to move their home. These
family/community interviews turned up origin stories of coming to
settle in Nebraska, choice of life stories from parents who selected rural
over urban communities, and dispossession stories of individuals who
had to leave home to start anew in a different place. The fourth graders
wrote their versions of these stories, initially to share with each other,
later to add to their Me Museums. These collected moving stories make
the experience of emigration locally real and communal in a way textbook history is not, since every family has a moving story. At the end
of the unit, in a blatant connection to the standard history curriculum,
students designed advertisement posters of the sort distributed throughout Europe by the Union Pacific Railroad to lure economically poor
Europeans to Nebraska. What sort of broadside, asked Ms. Laughridge,
might have brought your family to this place?
Also, to connect the sweep of Plains history to her students, Ms.
Laughridge has her fourth graders conduct heritage interviews. Ginger
takes her students on guided tours of Pahuk Hill (a prairie preserve
and sacred site to the Pawnee just four miles north of town) and to the
home of a local woman who has preserved a stretch of actual prairie in
a landscape dominated by agricultural redevelopment. After these visits,
hearing these stories and seeing some of the artifacts, Ms. Laughridge
asks students to gather their own heritage stories. Can they find, from
grandparents or great-grandparents, or (given Cedar Bluffs’ changing
demographics) from neighborhood “old-timers” important to the child,
stories and artifacts that explain something of their personal past?
These fourth graders don’t know they are working toward their Me
Museums as they do these early assignments. They don’t know they are
engaged in place-conscious education as they listen to old-timers tell
about the 1930s swimming pool, the biggest in Nebraska at that time,
dug with horses and an implement one town elder calls a “slide” right
by the current Boy Scout camp, or when they gather seeds from prairie
mallow to plant in their own home gardens, or when they have their
picture taken with a grandparent next to a 1950s tractor. But now it’s
spring, and the Cedar Bluffs gymnasium is full of tables and trifolds and

Figure One: Fourth Grade Me Museums from Cedar Bluffs School.
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family artifacts, full of pictures and writing and proud children, full of
community members who have some ownership over the learning of
this one class.
Imagine we’re there, standing in the back while the children give
their presentations and the community adults applaud. I’m in my tie
and jacket, the university sponsor, and you’re wearing whatever professional uniform is right to mark your place as visiting dignitary. When
Ms. Laughridge introduces us around, we shake the smiling hands of
parents and community officials, all of us pleased with this fourth grade
celebration of local culture.
But we also see the strain in those smiles and handshakes. While we
know this moment is celebratory, with a community’s children and adults
honoring who they are and where they are from, you and I know we are
not ourselves part of this community. And so there is strain. It’s not just
the strain of being the outsiders, the ones everyone knows will, at the
end of the evening, travel in that rusted blue Volvo back to Lincoln.
It’s something else.
Something systemic.
At some level, every adult who has chosen Cedar Bluffs as a home
community must worry about our presence—as they must worry about
Ms. Laughridge and the rest of her teaching colleagues. As educators,
all of us are implicated in the destruction of small communities—even
those of us who work with place-conscious education. For education, as
a national system, clearly has different aims than the creation of a placeconscious citizenry. Throughout this century, American education has
functioned to create a migratory personal identity, an identity not linked
to a specific place, community or region, but instead to an identity of
the skilled laborer, equipped with the general cultural and disciplinary
knowledge that will enable the person to work wherever those skills are
required. What education really teaches, says Paul Gruchow (1995), is
“How to Migrate 101.”
A C A D E M I C S A N D M I G R AT O R Y P E R S O N A L I D E N T I T I E S

Lisa Knopp (1996), in her essay “Local Geography,” captures the emotional burden of our educational system. Of her schooling in Burlington,
Iowa, she writes,
Gradually, I saw Burlington [Iowa] as the end of the world where nothing
ever happened or ever would. Certainly, what I learned in school reinforced, perhaps created, this attitude. American history never happened
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in my part of America; world history never happened in my part of the
world. Since local history wasn’t valued and thus wasn’t taught (or vice
versa), I learned little about where I was from and what it meant to
be shaped by such a place. I started imagining ways to become something other than I was. I studied [my teacher] Mrs. Ament, who was in
Burlington but not of it. I studied television programs set in New York
or Los Angeles, from which I learned of commuter trains, muggings,
and apartments reached by elevators . . . Isaiah predicted that his people
would go into exile for “want of knowledge”: because they had not made
the stories they heard mean deeply . . . Neither did I understand that stories
about home were stories about me . . . If I had internalized the stories
before my decision-making time, I would have been more ingenuous and
receptive; I would have found a way to stay where I belong. (7–9)

Lisa Knopp’s story is, I think, resonant, especially for successful academics. Very few of us now live and work in our community of origin.
In fact, at the 2002 Watson conference from which this collection of
essays emerged, Kurt Spellmeyer asked the attendees at the first general
session how many of them now taught in their home town. According
to various reports, either one person or three people from all of those
attending raised their hands. (Of course, we might be able to extend
Spellmeyer’s question, and ask as well “How many of you know how to
belong to the region in which you now live?” To that question, we might
receive much more complicated responses. But that’s a question for
another essay.)
I think of my own history here as symptomatic of the way American
education promotes migration. For instance, I know more about national trends in composition scholarship than I know about my local place.
The people I converse with daily dwell elsewhere, and I reach them
primarily through electronic means, in the strange conversation that is
e-mail. In my English Department, only one professor of over 40 tenuretrack lines grew up in Nebraska. Most of us mark our professional identities through conferences, to which we travel in order to network in the
placeless environs of well-equipped conference centers. Professionally,
our home community of scholars is an abstract, placeless community.
And when I think further about the place I live in—the Great Plains
surrounding Lincoln, Nebraska—I realize I have a vexed relationship
with that place. I know more about it than most of my departmental colleagues because of my work with good teachers like Ms. Laughridge, but
in many ways after 18 years here I am still struggling to make it my own.
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I still get lost when directions come with compass points (I’m used to
turning right or left instead of North or South). I don’t get Big Red football. I make mistakes, when I write about our region, in simple things
like the appropriate uses of farm equipment (one of my rural teachers
told me I don’t know a harvester from a hole in the ground.)
Yet I know more about this adopted place than I know about my
region of origin. I grew up in Denver, Colorado, in the rain shadow
of the Rockies, and part of me still feels most at home in a landscape
edged with mountains. Yet I am near clueless about Colorado’s history
or politics or educational issues, and must admit that my feeling for the
mountains is primarily nostalgia.
I am, in short, a product of the migratory educational system that
Knopp describes. Some part of me believed the message of my high
school education, that the life of the mind was a placeless life, centered
elsewhere. Another part of me believed the message of college and graduate school, that the intellectual and rhetorical skills I was developing
were ones that would serve me anywhere. I learned to write, as have you,
in the nuanced, decontextualized prose that is immediately accessible
to any academic compositionist, whether they’re from Texas or upstate
New York or even New Zealand. I followed my undergraduate advisor’s
recommendations and went to the graduate school that gave me the
best support; I followed my dissertation advisor’s advice that “academics
can’t choose where they live” and came to Nebraska because the university chose me, rather than the other way around.
Imagining the children standing in the gym in Cedar Bluffs, I think
about my personal history versus the personal histories of these fourth
graders, awash tonight in the excitement of their Me Museums. I think
about my own enculturation as a migratory academic versus the regional
understanding this community celebrates. I can almost see the pattern
that will force these young people, in their next eight-to-twelve years of
education, to choose versions of the same kind of migratory life I lead.
Education is a part of that pattern. But there are other parts.
Economics, for instance. If, as I’m suggesting, we might see life in
a small rural community as the clearest example of an alternative to
migratory identity, then we have to address economics head on. It is
hard to make a living in rural America. Contrary to the national media
focus on urban poor, the most poverty-stricken areas of our nation are
rural. The most recent census data for per capita income shows that only
one county among the poorest 50 counties in America is urban. 10 of
the poorest 20 counties in America are located in the rural Great Plains
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of Nebraska and South Dakota. The average income in Loup County,
Nebraska, ranked number one on the poverty chart, is $6,606 a year
(Center for Rural Affairs 2002). So many things follow from such stark
economic facts: access to housing, healthcare, jobs; the increasing trend
for rural communities to become bedroom communities for the closest
big city; the difficulty of young persons imagining themselves as professionals while at the same time living in a small community.
I M AG I N I N G R E G I O NA L I D E N T I T I E S

When I think about the economic, imaginative, and educational forces
that push us all toward migratory identities, I worry that any alternative
may be beyond us, at this point in cultural history. And yet, increasingly, I think that alternatives are exactly what we need. As a culture,
and certainly as educators, we need ways to imagine regional identities for
ourselves and for our students.
How might we imagine regional identity? Toni Haas and Paul
Nachtigal (1998), the co-directors of the Annenberg Rural Challenge,
have offered an initial starting place in their short pamphlet, Place Value.
Writing of what might be required to live well in contemporary rural
America, Haas and Nachtigal suggest educators replace the traditional
five physical senses with five new “senses” that form the core of rural
citizenship:
1. A sense of place, or of living well ecologically: According to Haas
and Nachtigal, part of living well involves developing a sustainable relationship with the natural world in which one’s community is located. Understanding the biology of one’s region, how
that biology connects to local industry and agriculture, and the
consequent biological issues that impact one’s community is thus
a fundamental aspect of regional identity.
2. A sense of civic involvement, or living well politically: A second
part of living well involves an understanding of government,
broadly defined as the range of institutional ways communities
make decisions that affect their members. Individuals with a strong
regional identity will know what the local issues are, and will know
how to participate in public forums that decide those issues.
3. A sense of worth, or living well economically: The phrase “making a living” captures this sense of living well. To participate
fully in a community, individuals need a livelihood. Individuals
should know the options for livelihood available to them in their
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region, about the skills, knowledge, and experience necessary
to sustain those livelihoods, and about the place of such work in
the regional, national, and international economics. They will
need to understand how businesses are formed and sustained,
how to identify skills and resources they can offer personally, and
how to locate markets they can tap. Otherwise, upon graduation
individuals will have no real choice but to join the stream of able
youth migrating toward America’s cities.
4. A sense of connection, or living well spiritually: A fourth aspect
of living well involves discerning connections to one’s place on
earth, that is, understanding and articulating the meaning of living one’s life in a given place. Haas and Nachtigal unabashedly
call this aspect spirituality. For them, spirituality is primarily a
person’s way of understanding the connections and relationships
that form a life, whether or not that understanding is based in
any given institutionalized religion.
5. A sense of belonging, or living well in community: “Community,”
Haas and Nacthigal write, “is how we together create a story
about our place” (26). This final aspect of living well involves
the collective meaning in which one locates one’s life, along a
continuum of heritage to imagined future that one shares with
others. Part of having a regional identity is thus knowing the stories about the past that shape life in this area, yet an equal part
is involving oneself in the community creation of the stories that
will guide the future.
Haas and Nachtigal’s five senses offer, I believe, an initial starting
point to begin imagining regional identity. Though they are especially
aimed at rural America, I suspect the senses of place, civic involvement,
worth, connection, and belonging might prove a useful rubric for imagining regional identity in any place.
But the task of imagining regional identity must, by definition, always
be local labor. Looking around the Cedar Bluffs gym, I realize this community and its school is hard at work on its own version of regional
identity. Over by the Me Museums, for instance, talking with the older
sister of one of the fourth-graders is secondary teacher Robyn Dalton.
Ms. Dalton grew up in central Nebraska, traveled to Lincoln for college
and graduate school, but instead of joining the migratory pipeline that
travels I-80 east to Chicago or west to Denver, she sought out a teaching job in the state. Now, as part of her English curriculum, she guides
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juniors through a career unit that helps them define what livelihoods
are possible here. She has her students research a career of interest to
them, spend at least a day “job shadowing” a local person in that career,
and give a multimedia presentation on the career’s local, regional, and
national prospects. (See Robyn Dalton’s chapter in the Rural Voices
collection, “Career Education: Creating Personal and Civic Futures
Through Career Discernment”.) Ms. Dalton is also in regular contact
with rural Nebraska schools like Mead and Albion that have made
entrepreneurial education part of the secondary curriculum. She would
like her students, by graduation, to have experience running their own
businesses. While Robyn is ceaselessly devoted to excellence (her speech
and drama teams regularly place in the state’s top ten), she wants her
students to understand that choosing an excellent career doesn’t necessarily require leaving the region. Regional identity, for Robyn Dalton,
isn’t opposed to professional identity. It means, instead, seeking the
professional training that will allow students to craft a livelihood in their
region of choice. Regional identity, in short, becomes an identity of civic
leadership, of responsibility for the economic well-being of the community in which one chooses to live.
Next to Robyn is Millie Beran, the Consumer Science and Art
teacher, who has a different emphasis for regional identity. She wants
to connect learning in so-called vocational education to the generations-deep practices of her community. For some years, she has had her
quilting and cooking classes work across school levels with community
sponsors (sixth graders and eleventh graders work alongside the county
Quilters Association, for example). As Ms. Beran has become involved
in Nebraska Writing Project Rural Institutes, she has added writing
to this mix, helping to create a community writing group that spans
elementary students to octogenarians. If you have worked with Foxfire,
you may recognize the version of regional identity Ms. Beran espouses:
regional identity involves real knowledge of the human heritage of the
community and region—the crafts, art, agriculture, practical knowledge
that make a way of life.
Ginger Laughridge has a vision of regional identity too. Imagine her
taking the stage, since it’s finally time to start the Me Museum program.
Her introductory remarks focus on her fourth graders and the community support they’ve received in putting together their Me Museums.
But I notice how gently Ms. Laughridge models the kind of work she
values. She speaks of her love for the Plains and its history, and reads
from a piece she wrote about her grandmother, a Kansas pioneer. She
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speaks of the need to value what we have around us, and tells how she
has taken both her students and her university sponsors to visit Pahuk
Hill, the preserve and sacred Pawnee grounds a few miles north along
the abandoned train tracks that pass just west of the school building. She
hopes we’ll listen to the students’ stories tonight with a similar sense of
wonder and value. Listening to Ginger Laughridge, I think I see stewardship as a form of regional identity, in the care and preservation she
exudes and passes on.
Civic leadership, knowledge of heritage, stewardship: these may well
be the most important aspects of regional identity, as a possible alternative to the migratory identity so prevailingly fostered by American education. We stand in the back of the gym while the children take the stage,
some so painfully shy we can’t make out what they say, others exuberant
in the family stories they share. It’s hard not to think about the future
as we hear their young voices. How will they imagine themselves, their
regions, and their responsibilities in eight years when they graduate, or
in thirty years when they reach our age and find themselves standing in
the back of some other gymnasium, watching other children perform?
The road back to Lincoln from Cedar Bluffs passes by the same farmhouses, the same crops, the same ring of trees. Except now it’s night,
the weak moon clouded, the stars thick as Junebugs. On the prairie, the
only constant is an ancient wind, and in its grasp my Volvo wagon rocks
and drifts, rocks and drifts, as did another kind of wagon a century ago,
as will some other kind of craft a century hence. In that future, this
wind will still be here, as will these hills and all these stars. And I suspect
someone will be driving then as well across these endless plains, if not
on this road then another, though whether toward a local home or just
passing through, this wind alone may guess.

