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Growing up in a rural community and attending a rural 

school, the common refrain and measure of success was to get 

out of our one-stoplight town. Graduating seniors who were 

accepted to and attending faraway colleges and universities 

were admired and folks who decided to take a gap-year or join 

the local workforce were seen as failures. I fully acknowledge 

that this might not be the case in all rural locales, but I do think 

it’s far more common than it should be. 

Some folks have referred to the outcome of this phenomenon 

as rural brain-drain and others have termed it out-migration. 

Regardless of what we call it, thinking about how different 

types of places offer affordances and constraints when it comes 

to careers and futures is an important conversation for rural 

communities to be having. 

One novel that can help facilitate those conversations is Jeff 

Zentner’s most recent one – In the Wild Light. In it, Cash lost 

his mother to the same addiction Delaney’s mom is struggling 

with and we follow the best friends as they navigate life and 

loss together. Cash loves being on the river and hiking the 

mountains and wants to be there for his papaw as he battles 

emphysema. But Delaney makes a scientific discovery with 

Cash’s help that lands them both full scholarships to Middleford 

Academy, a fancy boarding school in Connecticut. Delaney is 

set on going but Cash isn’t so sure. Can he leave the land he 

loves behind to support his best friend? Will out-migrating 

somewhere he feels he doesn’t belong be the breaking of Cash 

or the making of him? 

As a rural out-migrant myself, it was really exciting for me 

to see how Cash and Delaney experienced and processed their 

own out-migration. One of the things that is so powerful about 

books that serve as mirrors for our own experiences is the way 

that they invite us to consider our own experiences through 

new and/or different light. 

Even though Cash and Delaney’s experiences are similar 

to mine in their out-migration, they’re also different enough 

that using them to reflect my experiences illuminates areas of 

those experiences that I hadn’t thought about before, which is 

why making sure that rural and rural out-migrant readers have 

mirrors of their experiences is so important. 

Zentner is a master at both painting a place and showing 

how it shapes people’s experiences in the world. Throughout 

the text there are brief and beautifully written descriptions 

of Cash and Delaney’s home place. Particularly striking is the 

embodiment and sensory experiences of place. 

For example, Cash says, “It’s a lie that water is odorless. 

Water smells like water. The way wind smells like wind and dirt 

smells like dirt. The mossy, metallic fragrance of the river wafts 

around us in the syrupy humidity, mixing with the flinty scent of 
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wet stone and the yeasty tang of mud. The sun bakes the river 

water into our clothes, making them stiff, and onto our skin, 

leaving a taut film that feels like dried tears” (p. 48). 

When they out-migrate to Middleford, we begin to see how 

their home has shaped both how they see themselves outside 

of that town and how others see them. They both show an acute 

awareness of how they might look to other people - especially 

the kind of (rich, suburban) people who are moving their kids 

into Middleford Academy. They both struggle in different ways 

to come to terms with being out-migrants. 

Cash bristles when his roommate mocks his papaw’s 

accent and still feels connected to the people and place of 

his East Tennessee home, but he also acclimates to his new 

place at Middleford. This is a really important representation 

of the tensions that rural out-migrants experience. How do I 

simultaneously represent and feel connected to both places? 

Does it mean that I’m becoming less me that I start to feel less 

of an outsider in my new place? Does it mean I’m not rural 

anymore?

Cash and Delaney’s travel across their rural working-class 

backgrounds and the affluence of Middleford makes for a really 

interesting consideration of how we see ourselves and see 

others in particular places. 

In the Wild Light provides a wealth of opportunity to think 

about and analyze how place shapes culture, opportunity, who 

we are, and what we know of the world. Plus, the writing is simply 

gorgeous. It would be an excellent addition to community and 

school libraries as well as book clubs. 

Reading Guide Questions for Book Clubs and Classrooms

In the Wild Light offers an important opportunity to 

think about what it means to leave, to stay, and return to 

rural communities. As the class or book club reads, they 

could ask: 

• What is (or was) the common sentiment about leaving 

your rural hometown? How do (or did) you feel about it?

• How did you feel about Cash’s decision to leave? 

Why?

• How would the meaning of In the Wild Light be 

different if Cash would have decided to stay instead of 

going to Middleford with Delaney? 

• Would you have felt differently about Cash and 

Delaney if they would’ve struggled with acclimating to 

Middleford and decided to return home? Why?

• What do you imagine Cash and Delaney could and/or 

should do after graduating from Middleford? What would 

you do if you were them?

Possible Activities for Classrooms

Zentner often includes his favorite things - including his 
favorite places – in his books, so there are some powerful 
place-based activities that pair reading and writing made 
possible by engaging with In the Wild Light. In one such 
activity, students could: 

• Think about a place in the community they love to be. 
They might have a few favorites, so it might be helpful to 
allow them to write for a few minutes to think about what 
place they want to choose for this particular assignment. It 
could be inside or outside, but it needs to be a place they 
love and feels special to them. 

• Visit that place at least four times over the course of 
the next couple of weeks. While there, they should take a 
picture of a moment that strikes them as particularly lovely 
or salient. They should also journal/write in their writer’s 
notebook. What do they notice? See, touch, taste, smell, 
hear? How is all of that connected to why they love this 
place? For example, how/why does it make them feel safe 
or fulfilled or joyful or alive, etc.

• Create a collage of their places, a wordle of their 
journal entries, and choose a piece of In the Wild Light to 
use as a mentor text for their own place-connected writing. 
They could choose a prose or poetic passage, and work 
together in writing groups to write and fine-tune their own 
place-based pieces. 

• Publish their collages, wordles, and place pieces. 
They could create an exhibition in their classroom just for 
their class, submit them to Literacy In Place to be published 
on the web, or put together an exhibition in a more public 
venue like the library or a school board meeting where 
both school and community stakeholders could be invited 
to enjoy the beauty of the community through students’ 
eyes and their writing. 

To learn more, visit literacyinplace.com
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In the midst of an already challenging time, the 
opioid epidemic continues to sweep through 
communities across the country. By working 
together, we can ensure a better future.

The Rx Abuse Leadership Initiative (RALI) is 
working with The Grange to increase awareness 
of prescription drug misuse & connect rural 
communities with helpful resources to help 
prevent substance misuse and abuse.
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