
To:   English Department faculty 
 Stephen Ruffus, Chair 
 
From: Lisa Bickmore 
 
Date: 7 January 2008  
 
Re: Request for sabbatical leave, 2008-09 
 
Statement of purpose. I am requesting sabbatical leave for the academic year 2008-09. 
The proposed leave would begin Fall semester of 2008 and extend through Spring 
semester of 2009.  During this period of leave, I propose two projects:  first, I will learn 
how to produce, edit, and web-publish short films and video essays, and second, I will 
work on a new manuscript of poems.  Below, I discuss each project, anticipated benefits 
to the college and to the English Department, as well as feasibility. 
 
Project 1: Produce and Web-publish Video Essays.   
 
Background.  The field of rhetoric and composition has in recent years tried to take 
account of powerful trends in information technology and the new tools made available 
by these technologies, which increasingly mediate all forms of composition.  For 
instance, students research in new ways, write in new environments, and can self-publish 
their work using a plethora of Web 2.0 applications. This creates a challenge for all 
instructors of writing:  many of us were trained to think about the life of documents as 
existing substantially in the physical world, palpable, as paper and ink, and our 
pedagogies have been shaped by those ways of thinking.  Meanwhile, as we ask our 
students to consider the life of writing as it exists in the world, they may take up our 
assignments in ways we hadn’t anticipated, for which we may be less than adequately 
prepared to respond.   

In order to best serve their students, teachers of writing need the time and resources to 
explore, experiment, and invent, working with new technologies and in emerging genres.  
The busy life of teaching often offers insufficient occasion for this kind of exploration, 
which would renew not only our pedagogies but our very understanding of how writing 
works, and what writing now is.  For instance, a story in the New York Times, “Is a 
Cinema Studies Degree the New M.B.A.?,” cites Elizabeth Daley, the chair of U.S.C.’s 
School of Cinema-Television as saying, “'The greatest digital divide is between those 
who can read and write with media, and those who can't. . . . Our core knowledge needs 
to belong to everybody” (March 6, 2005).  The article reports that working with film and 
“writing” with media “isn't so much a profession as the professional language of the 
future.”  

Moreover, in the parallel world of creative writing academics (parallel to the academic 
world of rhetoric and composition), the idea of writing in new media has just as much 
currency.  At recent AWP (Association of Writers and Writing Programs) conferences 
I’ve attended, I’ve made a point of finding sessions that focus on new media writing, 



including the video essay.  This genre, which has had celebrated practitioners as various 
as Jean Luc Godard and Agnes Varda, distinguishes itself from the documentary and the 
art video:  according to Ursula Biemann in her essay “The Video Essay in the Digital 
Age,” video essays “are seen as too experimental, self-reflexive and subjective” to be 
considered documentaries, “and for an art video they stand out for being socially 
involved or explicitly political” (8). She sees the strength of the video essay as lying “in 
the quality of the mediator and communicator between differential cultural spaces.”  One 
might say that this is true of many kinds of writing, certainly of other forms of essay-
writing, such as the now fairly well established genre of creative nonfiction.   

In any case, new media writing potentially opens exciting possibilities for any writing 
classroom.  The great Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami, in a 2001 interview with film 
critic Scott Foundas, said, “Now, this digital camera makes it possible for everybody to 
pick it up, like a pen. If you have the right vision, and you think you're an instinctive 
filmmaker, there's no hindrance anymore. You just pick it up, like a pen, and work with 
it.”  

Benefits.  I plan to take the time afforded by a sabbatical to make—and publish on the 
web—many short video essays, experimenting with the form and with equipment and 
software I already, for the most part, have, since I have long nurtured an interest in 
learning how to do this.  My experience in doing this should allow me to develop some 
materials to support instruction:  in English 2010 (Intermediate Writing) and English 
2250 (Introduction to Imaginative Writing), both courses I regularly teach, I have 
students who choose to make short films in response to assignments in the course, or else 
there are assignments which would create the opportunity for students to do so, and 
especially if I were able to offer concrete support as an instructor.  Many students already 
know how to make short films; what writing instruction could offer these students, 
potentially, is greater consideration of how to use the language of film rhetorically, in a 
wider variety of situations, and for a wider variety of purposes.  I would like to 
deliberately engage these media in order to be better prepared to help students approach 
new media writing critically and rhetorically. 

Additionally, I would be in a better position to offer collegial assistance and feedback to 
faculty members in the department, even if they’re already smarter and more practiced 
than I in this regard. 

Project 2:  A New Manuscript of Poems. 
 
Background.  In 1994, Signature Books published my book Haste.  A member of the 
editorial board contacted me, saying that the press was beginning a poetry series; if I had 
a manuscript, I should submit it right away.  Practically, this meant taking every good 
poem I had, trying to give the poems some logical order, making sure there were no 
typos, and sending it off.   
 
Now, as a practicing poet of many years, I have another manuscript that’s in circulation.  
It has been a finalist in several competitions, and I hope that it will find a publisher soon.  



I’ve learned, however, that the process of shaping a manuscript is much more complex 
than that I used when hastily assembling Haste.  The new manuscript, Hymn, has been 
through practically innumerable iterations, several title changes, shifting contents, 
revisions which have produced more or less urgency or speed in its pacing.  I continue to 
have peers read and respond to the manuscript; it continues to be ranked highly by 
competition readers, most recently being a semi-finalist in the University of Wisconsin’s 
Brittingham/Pollak competition, this fall. 
 
Because the process of submitting this manuscript has been lengthy—which is not 
unusual in the unfathomable world of poetry publishing—I have also been writing new 
work, which I now have compiled into a rough manuscript that I have been tentatively 
calling Surburban Ode or Suburban Elegy or Imploding Elegy.  I plan to use the time 
during the sabbatical to revise and shape this next manuscript.  The poet Jane Kenyon 
once said, “Poetry has an intensity about it, which is one of its loveliest qualities, but 
that’s also the thing that fatigues you when you’re working on it.  There’s a pitch of 
emotion in poems that you must rise to.  Every time you work on the poem you must rise 
to it again” (in The Language of Life, ed. Bill Moyers, 224).  The open space of a 
sabbatical surely offers a writer a wonderful circumstance in which to prepare to rise to 
that pitch of intensity. 
 
Benefits.  Students of writing benefit from working with writers who practice and refine 
their own craft.  I find in my own practice as a teacher that I draw often and deeply on the 
lessons I’ve learned about writing from my own writing.  These lessons underlie nearly 
everything I know about writing.  I believe, therefore, that the time to take up one’s own 
writing in a more concentrated and sustained way offers one’s students better, more 
knowledgeable instruction.   
 
Institution to Be Attended 
None at this point, although I have applied for a couple of residencies at artist’s colonies.  
If I am accepted, I will notify the Department and the College. 
 
Inclusive Dates of the Sabbatical 
I’m requesting sabbatical for the 2008-2009 school year, encompassing Fall Semester 
2008 and Spring Semester 2009. 
 
Compensation to be Earned 
I do not anticipate earning additional compensation while on sabbatical, but reserve the 
right to do so. 
 
 
 
 


