
MPEC LANGUAGE UNITS AND 
JUNIOR HIGH TEXTBOOKS 

Martha Ferguson 

(Experimental units from the Minnesota Project English 
center really do provide something new, the author has 
found. Mrs. Ferguson teaches at Moorhead State Col
lege and Moorhead State College High School.) 

After participating in the work of Project English during 
the summer of 1964, I felt that a major problem within the 
English curriculum had been identified by the Project and 
that the Minnesota Center was preparing units which made use 
of reliable information about language not available in ex
isting textbooks. This feeling led to the following hypoth
esis for a master's study at Moorhead State College: that 
the MPEC materials provide information, concepts, and ap
proaches which are not available in junior high school text
books (grades seven through nine) fow being used in the Far
go-Moorhead area and nationally. To carry out the study, 
five of the most widely used junior high school language 
series, all of them in use in the Fargo-Moorhead area, were 
compared with MPEC units for the junior high school in four 
areas--the nature of language, the grammar of English,, lev
els of usage, and the history of the English lq~guage. Al
though some of the MPEC units have been revised since the 
study and a -new ~dition of •one. of the commercial language 
series has appeared°, the findings appear to be as valid as 
ever. 

The study confirmed the hypothesis that the MPEC units 
do in fact provide new materials and approaches. Although 
this in itself may not be particularly surprising, what is 
important is the extent to which the MPEC content and ap
proaches are absent in the commercial textbooks. As the 
tables in this article illustrate, a great many rather bas
ic facts about language do. not appear at all in the five 
textbook series, and the MPEC units are far more thorough 
than the commercial texts in their treatment of information 
which the units and the texts have in common. 

For this article, two of the areas--the nature of lang-
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uage and the history of the English language--have been i
solated for discussion. The reader should recognize that 
this article does not attempt to assess the general philoso
phy of Project English, but only tries to compare certain 
contents of the MPEC units with certain contents of junior 
high school textbooks. 

Two of the tables used in the report of the study are 
presented here in slightly modified form. In the study it
self, the tables were intended to (1) portray primary con
cepts and approaches drawn from the selected MPEC units in 
the areas of comparison and (2) reveal the presence or ab
sence of these concepts or approaches in the five ~elected 
commercial series. When corresponding concepts or approach
es existed, their comparative treatment was analyzed. A 
legend for analysis appears in each of the two tables used 
in the article, and the five selected commercial series are 
identified by the letters A,B,C,D, and E. Some other con
clusions of the study are reported at the end of the arti
cle. 

The Nature of Language 
The chapter of the study which was concerned with the na

ture of language posed the question of whether or not very 
basic questions about the nature of language could be ans
wered by the majority of English teachers, assuming that 
they used the commercial language textbooks as their sourc
es. These very basic questions are similar to the state
ments listed in Table I: What i~ language? How does one 
learn a language?' Where did language originate? What is 
the primary form of language? Do the twenty-six letters of 
the English alphabet represent the sounds of the English 
language adequately? What are the personal and social im
plications of speech? What are the distinguishing differ
ences between human language and animal communication? 

As the table shows, answers to these questions could not, 
in general, be found in the corrnnercial junior high school 
language textbooks. Language study in these texts is ap
proached almost entirely through the "natural medium of con
versation. 112 Instead of studying language itself, students 
are urged to communicate effectively through language activ
ity chapters on conversation, speech, writing, reading, or 
listening. A considerable amount of motivational material 
generally appears in these chapters. Motivational passages 
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are those in which the writer "chats" with the student, 
sometimes about a topic specifically relevant to instruction 
and sometimes not. Often these passages are fictitious in 
nature, and fictitious students who appear in them may ap
pear throughout the volume. 3 For example, Book 9 of Series E 
deals directly, but briefly, with Concept 6, Language is a 
personal activity and a social instrument by describing a 

-
svmbols: -

TABLE I: MATERIAL ON THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE 

(No number) Not treated at all 
(1) Implied treatment; no direct statement 
(2) Brief treatment; up to a few sentences 
(3) Adequate treatment; at some length, but 

mostly by implication 
(4) Considerable treatment; up to three or 

four pages 
(5) Thorough treatment; several pages which 

usually include supplementary activities 

CONCEPT TREATED 

1. Language is learned 
by imitation 

2. Words are symbols of 
things, not the things 

3. Language is a code 

4. English has more sounds 
than it has letters 

5. Speech is the primary 

MPEC 
UNITS 

5 

5 

5 

5 

form of language 3 
6. Language is a personal ac

tivity and social instrument 5 
7. Several theories of the 

origin of language exist 
8. Human language more complex 

than animal communication 

5 

5 

Text Series 
A B C D E 

2 2 

1 

3 3 3 3 3 

day in his life in four sentences, mentioning such things as 
questions or conversation with individuals or in groups, and 
concluding that conversation or communication with other peo-
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ple is one of his most important activities. In contrast, t,tp 

EC Unit 701 uses an excerpt from The Story of ~ Life by Ret. 
en Keller to point out the limitations which are placed on 
an individual who does not have the capacity for 1 speech. A 
worksheet accompanying this lesson is designated to reinforce 
the concept that language is an important personal activity 
and also the key to social situations. Part I of the work. 
sheet directs students to sunnnarize the major activities 
that would have to be discarded if they could not speak, 
read, write, or listen. Part II provides two columns: one 
for a list of activities not involving language and one for 
a list of those which do involve language. The unit sug
gests that with more abl,e students the discussion might be 
carried to more philosophical positions with such questions 
as ''Would democracy exist if we had no language?" 

The History of the English Language 
Albert C. Baugh, a noted historian of the English lang

uage, has written that "The change that is constantly going 
on in a living language can be most easily seen in the vo
cabulary. 114 This is the approach which the MPEC has chosen 
in Unit 906, !:_ Historical Study of the English Lexicon, the 
only unit on the junior high level specifically concerned 
with the history of the language. The unit does not attempt 
a chronological organization or emphasize the exact chronol
ogy of the history of English. The first half is a lengthy 
preamble to the study of the history of the lexicon and the 
second half deals with the causes and means of lexical 
change. The unit supports a concept which is verbalized in 
a final lecture sunnnary: The history of a language is inti
mately tied to the history of the people who speak it. A 
study of borrowing begins with the ancestors of Modern Eh~ 
lish, and the culminating activities of the unit are on the 
history of English in America. 

The tables of c·ontents of the five selected commercial 
series revealed that no text of the series contained a spec
ial unit on the history of the language. However, three 
books, in three different series, offered information on the 
subject. In a chapter entitled "Words and their Meanings,1' 
S'eries C poses three introductory questions: Where did our 
words come from? How did they reach our shores? What forc
es moved word~· around the world?" In two and one-half pag
es this text endeavors to show that language changes, thae 
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it has been changed by fo:ces ~n the 
borrowing from other countries is a 
into the language, and that the study 
linke~ to the changing language. 

5 

world situation, that 
way of bringing words 
of history is closely 

Following the information on the history of the language 
re some exercises on word origins and an exercise which em

ahasizes the new words that have come into the language. 
p series Band Series E each have a text which presents 
very briefly some information ?n the. h~story ?f ~he la~g
uage. The chapter which contains t~is_information in ~eries 
B is essentially a chapter on _the dictionary. In Series E, 
the information, including exercises, covers one and three
fourths pages. 

Although Series A and Series D do not offer specific in
formation on the history of the English language, each of 
them could be said to imply that language changes through 
suggesting the dictionary as the source of checking the der
ivations of words or by including activities on the history 
of words. 

The information in these texts differs from that in the 
MPEC unit in three basic ways: (1) the information is not a 
study within itself but serves as a setting for something 
else, usually vocabulary study; (2) the information is pre
sented deductively; and (3) the information is presented 
briefly and the concepts are in general inadequately sup
ported. Generally the MPEC unit devotes several pages to 
each concept. Material ranges from a description of a re
cent orbital flight by John Glenn to a paragraph of very 
specialized "hipster" language, in order to implement con
cepts. There is one basic similarity: even though the 
quantity of material on the history of the language in the 
commercial texts is small and presented deductively, the 
study is approached through attention to changes in the lex
icon of English. 

General Conclusions of the Study 
By using reliable information about language made avail

able by linguists, the MPEC units provide concepts which, on 
the whole are not found in the five connnercial series. MP 
EC units introduce students to such concepts as: language is 
a code, language is learned by imitation, speech is the pri
mary form of language. Students are introduced to levels of 
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TABLE II: MATERIALS ON THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH 

Symbols: (No number) Not treated at all 
(1) Implied treatment; no direct statement 
(2) Brief treatment; up to a few sentences 
(3) Considerable treatment; up to three or 

four pages 
(4) Thorough treatment; several pages which 

usually include supplementary activities 

CONCEPT TREATED 

1. English not the same 
as many years ago 

2. Today's changes are part 
of history of English 

3. Old words in new senses 
common type of change 

4. Changes in lexicon result 
from changes in world 

5. Borrowing is an accepted 
way of gaining words 

6. Subgroups in culture add 
specialized terms 

7. A few new words are cre
ated from old words 

8. Individual basically the 
source of language change 

9. Causes of lexical change 
are usually complex 

10. Duration and kind of con
tact affects borrowing 

MPEC 
UNITS 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

11. More advanced cultures usu-
4 ally lend more words 

12. Technological innovations 
make borrowing easier 

13. History of a language tied 
to history of speakers 

3 

4 

Text Series 
A B C D 

1 1 3 1 

1 2 

2 2 

1 

1 

2 

-

E 

1 

2 
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usage ail.d the notion that language varies according to time, 
place, and purpose. Students also learn (1) that the his
tory of language can best be traced through its vocabulary, 
and (2) that the history of language is closely related to 
the history of speakers of languages. The study reveals 
that when the five selected series contain concepts compar
able to those in MPEC units, those concepts are usually im
plied or treated only briefly and are often presented as 
prefaces to material not dealing specifically with language. 

In the selected commercial series, comparable information 
is most lacking in the nature of language and the history of 
language. However, the connnercial texts have also done lit
tle with the concept of appropriateness of language, al~ 
though they do contain random items which deal with levels 
of usage. The methods of describing the structure of the 
language (grammar) are considerably different from those em
ployed in the MPEC units; in this description the tradition
al texts are not sequential and do not use the inductive 
method frequently. The Minnesota Project English Center, 
then, is in the process of developing materials which ac
tually do contribute new course content and approaches to be 
considered in the teaching of English. 
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