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Locomotion Novel Critique



	Locomotion is the story of Lonnie Collins Motion, also known as Locomotion.  At the age of seven, Lonnie lost his parents in a tragic house fire, while he and his sister were spending the night away from home.  At first Lonnie and his sister were looked after by families from their church, but eventually they ended up spending some time in a children’s home.  At the children’s home Lonnie was tormented by other boys and the jeers left irreparable damage to his already fragile ego.  After some time at the home, Lonnie and his little sister, Lili, were put in two different foster homes.  Somewhere amongst his psychological struggles Lonnie lost his voice.  Everytime he tried to share his story he could not bring himself to say the words. Then he found poetry.  The freeness and informality of poetry allowed him to express himself in ways he had not yet discovered.
	The informality of poetry allowed Lonnie to use his own dialect.  This allowed Lonnie to write without worry that he would be punished for poor grammar.   In the opening poem he writes, “…when Miss Edna’s voice comes on, the ideas in my/ head go out like a candle and all you see left is this little string of smoke…this whole book’s a poem ‘cause Ms. Marcus says/ write it down before it leaves your brain./  I tell her about the smoke and she says/ Good Lonnie, write that./  Not a whole lot of people be saying Good, Lonnie to me./  So I write the string-of-smoke thing down real fast./  Ms. Marcus says we’ll worry about the line breaks later” (Woodson, 2003, pp. 1-2).  Miss Edna is Lonnie’s foster parent and she does not like when Lonnie is loud.  She strictly adheres to the saying, “children should be seen and not heard.”  This is the voice that Lonnie hears when he first begins to write poetry, this proper voice that expects clearly defined acts from him.  When Lonnie relates this to Ms. Marcus she tells him that his thoughts on Miss Edna are perfect for a poem.  Poems are about self -expression and have throughout history been used to express feelings of love, hate, or confusion.  Ms. Marcus wants Lonnie to put these feelings he is having onto paper without the worries of line breaks, punctuation, or grammar.  She wants him to write fast before he has the chance to second guess himself, so that he can quit internalizing his worries and get them out into the open. If she had asked Lonnie to write an essay, he would have never been able to get these feelings onto paper because he would have to mull over what he was saying, and thinking about proper phrasing.  For instance, his statement, “Not a whole lot of people be saying Good, Lonnie to me,” would be counted against him for poor use of grammar instead of the reader seeing the emotion behind the words.  The “smoke” would have drowned Lonnie’s ideas out of his mind before he had the chance to put them down if he were asked to write formally.  
	In a later poem, Lonnie reflected on the use of dialect in his culture.  He writes, “Hey Dog!  That’s how you call your boys.  Hey Dog.  You want to hoop?  …just grinning and talking junk/shooting hoops/not even knowing where/or when people started calling the people they like to be around Dog/ but liking it and feeling good when/ your dog slaps your hand, gives you a quick hug, says/ What’s Up, Dog?” (Woodson, 2003, pp. 55-56).  In this poem the reader is able to see what the phrase “Dog” means to Lonnie and his culture.  Dog is a term used to show camaraderie.  It is not a phrase used for just anyone, but a phrase reserved for your closest friends.  Lonnie is confused about where the phrase originated, but he does not care.  He just knows that he likes the way it feels when someone calls him “Dog.”  It makes him feel like he belongs and that he is accepted.  After being  mistreated in a group home and then coming to a foster home, where he appreciates Miss Edna, but knows she is not his mother, it must feel good to Lonnie to have friends who give him praise and like to be around him.  Again, if Ms. Marcus had asked Lonnie to write a formal paper about friendship and what it means to him, the reader would not have been able to experience any of his emotion or his love for his dialect, particularly the word “Dog.”  “Dog “would not be accepted in formal writing, yet it has much more meaning to Lonnie than the word “friend.”
	Locomotion paints the picture of a young boy struggling to find himself after dealing with great tragedy.  Woodson’s choice to have her character use poetry to express his emotions allows the reader to understand his emotions more acutely because they are witnessing the characters emotions firsthand and not encumbered by process of formal writing.  It is a good example of what a teacher can learn about students if they are allowed to use their own dialects and thoughts in poetry.  Poetry’s undefined form and utilization of dialect allows the writer to express pure emotion.  The writer does not have to worry about grammar or syntax.  Poetry allows the writer much more freedom of expression to write exactly what comes to mind.  Freedom of expression is much easier when a writer is not bogged down with the formalities of proper grammar. If educators allowed their students opportunities to express themselves using authentic experiences and dialects, they would learn more about their students’ lives, emotions, and stories.  They would see past the surface and possibly find genius in creativity and thought.
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