
Grade Eight Student Work 
 

During the first half of each unit we work together to explore life in a particular culture, over a 
particular period of time. Students read assigned chapters from their Enki Book. Then, in class, 
we work more deeply with the issues raised in the readings, through discussion, peer-writers 
workshop, writing assignments, and art work.  
 
Some of these writing assignments are done as a group, with each student taking on a section of 
the story, from a particular perspective (usually one of their choice). Then the teacher puts these 
together into a coherent review or retelling of the story. Other times, students write their own 
complete essays on the topic, making use of the writer's workshop to get peer feedback on their 
ideas and execution, all under the guidance of the teacher.  
 
Once the cultural and historical ground is established, we shift into the “Peer Project” section of 
the class. The primary goal now is for the students to learn the art of self-respectful 
compromise: How do they bend to make group decisions without giving up something core of 
themselves? Then they learn to work with one another’s strengths and weaknesses, desires and 
aversions.  
 
In this context, finding creative approaches to taking the content further through research, 
writing, art work, and technological opportunities is an ongoing undertaking.  
 
Excerpts of different kinds of writing, and some associated art work, follow, as well as links to 
sample projects done by peer groups. This Unit begins with the story of Andrei Sakharov, the 
great peace activist who was also the Russian scientist who developed the hydrogn bomb. It 
then goes on to deeply explore the life of Ekaterina Breshkovsky, the "Grandmother of the 
People's Revolution," and with it the issues of revolution for equality, justice, and peace.  
 
First we share the group writing on a specific part of this. That is followed by a couple of 
examples of independent essays.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



The small shack leaned into the wind, just on the edge of collapse. It was nothing new, a lot like the one 
my family lived in, except this one was a shop. I wasn’t sure why my mother wanted to go, but I was 
excited nonetheless. As soon as my eyes caught hold of the colorful scarves lining the small corner of the 
shack, a huge smile bloomed across my face. Eagerly, I reached out to touch one, only to notice the woman 
selling the scarves. Her hands looked so smooth and fresh. No calluses or scars, her skin on her face was 
aged yes, but there was something about her posture. It was straighter than most, and her eyes...they 
seemed to almost dance. They weren’t dull or cast down, saddened by years of hardship. There was an 
energy in her that I had never seen before. I didn’t really hear what my mother and the lady were talking 
about, it all sounded like babble to me. I was content in tracing the pretty details of the fabric, until I 
heard my mother’s voice rise. 
 

“It’s the landlords and state officials. They rob us. If only the batushka knew what’s going on. He’d put 
things right, that’s for sure.” 
 

“The Tsar,” said the lady. “He’s a noble, too, and 
he surrounds himself with nobles. He just as 
much to blame as the others, maybe more so.” She 
was clearly passionate about her cause, and by the 
look on her face, was getting rather annoyed about 
how stubborn my mother was. “The Tsar only 
wants to keep the nobles higher than everyone 
else, he doesn’t care about what happens to people 
like us!” The woman’s brow creased, knuckles 
clenched tight. I frowned at this, cocking my head 
slightly. My mother always talked about how if 
only the Tsar knew what we were going through, 
everything would be so much better. But, I never 
understood that mentality. Surely, by now he 
would know? Surely someone would have told 
him? What this woman was saying was 
completely contradicting what I had been taught 
in my short life of 9 years. A small, barely 
contained smile flitted across my lips, even as I 
was being dragged to the door. That was just the 
beginning. 
     
 Hazel 
 

 
 



It all started on a warm spring afternoon. I was finishing the delicate sewing of the rough cloth in my 
hands. The hypnotic rhythm of the string and the cloth was cut short by a soft thump on the grass. I 
turned my head to the noise. A peasant woman was talking to a man. They were talking passionately, 
arms waving and faces bright. This happened every day for a week, like clockwork. Somedays they would 
leave with smiles on their faces and others they would leave with red faces and scowls. They were to far 
away for me to hear anything, but I did catch some words. Tsar, peasants, dying, freedom. I don’t know 
how those words could be in the same sentence.  
 
Every night I would go to my house after straining my ears to hear the heated debate. I looked at my bed. 
The same bed my baby was born and died, few months separating the dates. I remember the day she was 
born. Joy seem to overfill the house, splashing into the street. Happy tears streamed down my face as I 
held my baby. I named her Bodana, gift of god. She was a gift. The happiness didn’t last. A few months 
later, the cold creeped in. The unwanted hands of the winter grabbed her. Tears streamed down my face as 
I held my baby. She was shivering and wailing. I tried my best to keep her warm but my best was not 
enough. She died in my arms. Daggers cut through my heart as my cries rang through the house. I 
promised to make sure no one had to go through what I did. No matter the consequences. 
Joshua 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Could it be, the Tsar was as corrupt as the church? That could not be possible, the Tsar was almost as 
holy as God himself. But he is going against God’s way, he has people flogged and murdered. We need to 
take a stand, but even if we did we would get beaten down. But we were getting beaten down anyway just 
the other day there was a public flogging, I might even be next. 
 



However even if I wanted to join this 
revolution, none of us are able to take action 
without the consent of our elder brother. He 
makes the final decision whether we join the 
revolution or not.  He guides us. We need to 
make Him believe. 
 
    Trinidad 
 

  
 “How did I get tricked again?”, the 
peasant asked himself after he lost 
another bet to his friend. I will never get 
a chance to have dinner with the Tsar. I 
will have to farm for the rest of my life, I 
guess. I went to the castle of the Tsar, 
and knocked on the door and a guard 
answered. He told me to go away, but I 
told him that I had important 
information for the Tsar.  
 
The guard said okay, tell me and I will report it to him. “It is too important for you”, I said. 
      Austin 
 
 
I thought we’d cleaned up the shack, I was wrong. As soon as I fell asleep I felt a thousand tiny feet 
crawling all over my body. It was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. Rodents and insects 
covered every inch if my me, biting and scratching me, I was afraid that if I moved they would kill me. 
Everytime I breathed in an insect would get sucked into my mouth so I kept it closed. I felt like they were 
blocking off the oxygen and I couldn’t get enough--then I would open my mouth to get more air and...well 
you get the idea.  
 
I tried not to think about my clean bed with blankets and pillows, and a servant to make sure there are no 
rodent or insects in my bed room, and the warm meal that would wait for me when I get up...like I said. 
Tried. But then I thought about all the people that have always lived this way. I am helping them. This is 
for them. 
      Hannah 
 



 
 
Tears well up in my eyes from pain.  The crudely half embroidered blouse that I hold in my hands is 
stained with small specks of blood from the many times I have pricked my fingers with my embroidery 
needle.  But through the pain, through my weary tired eyes, I persevere.  I try not too think too much 
about the cushy existence in which I dwelled that, up until just a month ago, provided luxury and 
warmth.  I try not to think about the feasts consisting of more food than I could ever eat.  The plates of 

rich meat,  the loaves of fresh bread, the 
platters of cheese, vegetables, and fruit.  The 
warm soft beds in which I never even had to 
think about the insects and rodents that could 
creep across me in the night and burrow into 
the very clothes I wear.  The clothes that used 
to be soft and pretty, delicately embroidered 
and always clean.  Clean because I never 
worked.  Clean because I slept in a clean bed 
and walked on a clean floor.  A wooden floor.  I 
look down at the dirt floor beneath my bark 
clad feet.  A spider skitters across it and into 
the straw pile that I sleep on.  I try not to think 
about what other pests might be burrowed in 
there.   

 
I shudder to think about the upcoming winter where I will be plagued with hunger and skin splitting 
cold.  These indignities will only be replaced in the warmer months by fleas and lice. 
 
I have to remind myself that I am here out of my own will.  That I could crawl back to my lair of luxury 
any time I wish.  But no.  I will stay.  I know too much now about real life.  A life that, though arduous, is 
genuine.  A life unclouded and unsoftened by so much wealth and power.  A life that needs amending.  
Amending for the people.  I am one of the crowd now.  I am a voice.  I am a rebel.   
 
I look back at the embroidery in my hurting hands.  Pink and green and orange.  Not too long ago 
someone would have been making this for me.   
        Georgia 
 

 
  



Essays 
 

Warm Hands and Full Bellies 
   Trinidad 

 
I opened my eyes when the morning sun came through the crack in the door. A pleasant breeze came  
into the small izba, sending shivers down my spine. My old bones creaked as I sat up in bed. I heard the  
door creek open and saw two children walk through, Alena and Ivan. When my grandchildren saw I was  
awake, they giggled and ran over to me. “Dedushka, Dedushka! Get up! It’s Maslenitsa!” Alena was  
shaking me, trying to get me up. I nodded and complied to her. I got dressed and drank some water that  
we had. I made my way out of the house before looking back at my grandchildren. Alena was wearing  
warm gloves, while Ivan was wearing a winter hat. Did they steal them? I wondered as I leisurely made  
my way up the long, dirt road. I was surprised to see I was the only beggar to go up to the manor. 
 
I raised my hand in greeting to everyone I passed. Men and women walking around the snow as they got  
ready for the festivities. I smiled as children ran around, chasing each other. Memories of chasing my  
brothers and sisters consumed me until I was at the door of the manor. 
 
I knocked three times on the dark wooden door. When the door opened, the warm air hit my face. The  
sugary smell of blini came with it. The house serf stood there for a moment until a little girl pushed past  
him. She couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. This must be the master's youngest daughter, as  
the little girl grabbed my arm and dragged me all the way to the kitchen. A small smile appeared on my  
lips, as everyone else seemed not to like that I was there, but that didn’t faze the girl. 
 
In a few minutes, I had a plate in front of me with a heaping pile of blinis. I thanked the cook and looked  
down and saw that the pile of the round blinis going all the way to my chin. I slathered jam and cream  
on the tan, disked-shaped food and started eating. I tried to savor the sweet taste. I took slow bites and  
chewed even slower. I ate until I was full. I can’t remember the last time my stomach was full, maybe it  
never was. I stood and handed the plate to the cook. 
 
The little girl walked me back to the door. When we got to the large, wooden exit, she slipped a hat and  
gloves into my hands. I smiled and nodded at her, then went back out into the cold world outside. I put  
the warm, woolen pieces of cloth on my old hands and the hat on my head. 
 
 As I trekked back down the long path, I thought about the little girl. The annoyed and disgusted looks of  
Her family made it seem that it wasn’t the first time she did that. I smirked at the thought. Maybe that’s  
where Alena and Ivan got the warm clothes from. 
      

 
  



Reason to Live 
   - Joshua 

 
2 years ago, my life left me at 60 years old. I was 
given a choice: to either live as a spirit on earth, 
or to truly die. I chose to live. Why? I'm not 
entirely sure, but it had something to do with a 
young girl. She was rich and I a lowly serf. Yet, 
she was willing to help me and bring me water. It 
should be the other way around. Yet, she was 
willing to break protocol for someone in need. 
That young girl had wisdom beyond her years. 
Wisdom or compassion? 
 
It has been two years since that day, and I have 
been following that girl around ever since. Her 
name was Katya, I learned. At first, she seemed 
like she was just a daydreamer, someone who 
liked to sit and watch the clouds go by rather 
than learn to "be a lady." Yet at the age of 6 she 
had the compassion to help an old man in need. 
As time passed and I learned more about her, I 
realized she wasn't simply a day dreamer. Katya 
was a strong independent young woman, trying to find her way in a society where the only thing rich 
women were supposed to succeed at, was speaking French to each other. 
 
As Katya got older she continued to show more character and strength. She gave serf children clothes, and 
she snuck them food from the kitchen when she could. This is what our Mother Russia needs. We need a 
person who is willing to take a stand against our society, and find a solution. I have found my reason to 
live. I will go and whisper in the ears of our youth, to encourage the wisdom and ideas of this young girl. 
 
 
 

The Silence of Sight 

          - Georgia 

The morning sky is a pale whitish grey.  The snow powdered ground mirrors it.  It is cold.  The cold makes 
my feet hurt.  I wish I had shoes that fit me.  The only ones I have are too small.  They also make my feet 
hurt.  But I’d rather my feet be free, numbing in the frost, feeling the ground, than being crammed into 
cages that make them swell and ache and make me walk strangely.  I stare down at my muddy trousers and 
shiver.  I have always felt strange no matter what I do.  I feel as though I am missing out on an important 
detail of life that all others seem to understand.  When they move their mouths into different shapes, others 



move their own mouths and an 
understanding seems to be 
formed.  Though I can pinpoint 
the  meaning of certain shapes, I 
can't understand them with the 
swiftness that others do.  I close 
my eyes and feel a chilled breeze 
pass through my scruffy hair.  
When I open my eyes again, I see 
a figure striding  calmly towards 
me across the gray meadow.  I 
smile.   
 A happiness radiates from this 
figure.  A kindness.  It is my 
mother. The most kind and loving 

creature to me.  She is my light.  She is my comfort and hope.  When my siblings rush to fulfill her sweet 
commands, as I sit still, alert yet confused, she always has her way of communicating using her hands.  Is 
she the only one who realizes that I understand things better this way? 
 
As she comes towards me, her beaming soul resonates throughout her face.  She takes my hand and begins 
to lead me across the field towards the village. 
       
 The sun is up now, reflecting off the light frost.  
I sit in the on the roadside in the mud left by the 
melted snow.  My head rests on my bony knees.  
There are rags on my feet, so I’m not too cold.  I 
look out toward the field.  It is muddled with 
serfs.  Some of them seem strong enough, too far 
gone in their own dream to care too much.  
Others look beaten.  There is a gnawing hunger 
pain in my stomach.  It hurts to stand.  That’s 
why I’m in the mud. 
 
Someone walks down the road.  A young girl.  I 
recognize her.  She is the one that I’m always 
commanded to bow to, though I’m not sure why.  
Her clothing is different than most girls’ but she’s 
no more than a child.  Maybe eight or nine, just a 
little older than me.  She seems to enjoy the same 
things as other children do.  Her eyes have always 
glowed with a kind light.  She has a radiance 
about her. 



 
When she sees me, I hurry off the ground.  But she raises her hand, stopping me.   Her face shows annoyance 
and dejection.  I wonder briefly if I’ve done something wrong.  In embarrassment and confusion, I turn to 
skitter away.  But she stops me.  She grabs my arm and begins to lead me down the road.  I flinch away, 
but she persists.  Anger weaves itself throughout her face.  Not at me though.  That is clear.  A matter that 
deals more with her own soul.  Her sense of justice?  Does she pity me, shoeless in the mud?  I don’t like 
that.  I don’t want to be pitied.  She is trying to communicate with me now, in the same way that all 
strangers do.  Using their mouths.  I just shake my head.   
 
I am surprised at my willingness to follow her, when I don’t know what’s in store for me.  But somehow, I 
trust her.  And I can’t explain it.  It’s like a golden sunset, or a shooting star, or even a dewdrop on a wild 
meadow flower.  These things are just beautiful, and no one has to make me think that.  She is trustworthy.  
And I can count on that.  It radiates throughout her eyes.   
 
Now she seems to understand.  To understand that I don’t understand.  A thought crosses her face.  She 
reaches into her pocket and takes out a scrap of paper and a piece of charcoal.  I can see that she has already 
sketched on it.  Things like flowers, animals, even village children.  She begins to scratch something else on 
it.  she shows it to me.  This is not a sketch.  I recognize writing.  My mother can vaguely read, and barely 
write.  But I have seen her practicing what she can.  She has tried to teach me the few things she 
understands.  I know some letters, but not much else.  I don’t recognize much about this girl’s scribbles, so 
I shake my head.  She put the paper away.  
 
 

 
 
We approach a large home.  It is clean fresh looking.  She leads me to a large wooden door.  Once inside, I 
can only stare at the pristine wooden floor, the chairs covered with red and gold cloth, the embroidered 
cushions, the portraits.  I look down at my filthy mud stained clothing.  My bleeding, muddy, cold feet look 
so out of place on this shining wooden floor, like a single flower in the middle of a mud swept road.  I look 
behind me and realize that I have left a trail of mud.   



 
She leads me now, down a hall to another room, smaller than the first.  A huge embroidered rug decorates 
the floor and a fire warms the softly lit room.  Next to the fire is a red and gold chair, accompanied by a 
delicate wooden table.  On this table is a cup of steaming tea.  Someone sits in the chair.  A woman.  The 
girl’s mother, I presume.  I freeze at the look of horror in this woman’s face.  Her eyes are fixed upon me as 
she looks me up and down.  The judgement in her face is insuperable.  Then, like a knife being plunged into 
a beating heart, she bores her gaze into her daughter.  She is so unlike my own mother.  A cold, self absorbed 
energy hangs like shroud around this woman and seems to bleed from her eyes.  A discussion begins between 
the girl and her mother.  Tension is heavy.  I try to twist away, but the girl has a firm grasp on my wrist.  
They keep looking at me.  The girl points to my feet.  She has begun to cry.  Tears stream down her face.  
The argument appears to have reached a climax.  At last, the girl turns around, taking me with her, and 
heading back down the hall.   
 
 We enter a room that I can only guess is the kitchen.  It resembles our own, somewhat, except much larger.  
The girl leads me to a table.  My confusion flares, but she indicates to a bench, and I sit.  There is someone 
else down here, a man.  His face is red from the steam that pours out of a pot over a fire.  The man is giving 
me a strange look.  He appears confused by me.  But the next thing I know, in front of me is quite possibly 
the largest piece of meat I have ever been served.  Without hesitation, I begin to devour it. 
 
After some time, when I 
have at last had my fill of 
food, the girl gets up to 
leave.  I follow her, but she 
motions for me to wait.  
She comes back holding a 
shirt, a pair of pants, 
socks, shoes, a coat, and a 
hat.  She smiles and hands 
them to me.  I am almost 
daunted by her kindness, 
her compassion.  She pulls 
something out of her 
pocket.  An apple.  This 
she also gives to me.  
Holding my new 
treasures, I follow her 
towards the door. 
 
 I shiver when I step back out into the chilly air.  The girl follows me no further than that doorway.  I believe 
she understands my gratitude.  So, with nothing more to do, I head back down the muddy road.  But even 
if nothing ever does change truly for me, at least a have a pair of shoes now that fit.  
     


