
ON THE ST A TE OF ENGLISH TEACHING 

IN MINNESOTA 

NCTE ACHIEVEMENT AWARD WINNERS OF 1972 TESTIFY 

For the high school student, English class is one of the 

'."igid requirements to be either endured or enjoyed before attain, 

1ng the certification of a high school diploma. Unfortunately, • 

teachers are too often confronted with those students whose 

attitude toward English class hovers somewhere between apathetic 

tolerance and outright hostility. Facing such a classroom of 

kids takes courage, stamina, patience, and ingenuity. Teaching 

t?em English requires nothing short of magic, unless one has 

discovered how to change their negativism into acceptance. 

To do this, one must in many ways be like a magician; able 

to pull the rabbit out of the right hat at the right time. In 

some cases, the rabbit may be a spontaneous discussion the 

reading of a new and controversial novel, or perhaps a
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guest 

spea~e'." •. _These teaching_ techniques are but a few of the many 

poss1b1l 1t1es employable 1n a classroom situation. They are 

devices which the teacher could use to gain the attention of the 

class. Although gimmicks must be introduced occasionally for 

variety's sake, the main emphasis in English class should be 

of course, on the basics -- reading and writing. ' 

I do not presume to know all of the rights and wrongs of 

teaching. The suggestions I have to offer dealing with reading 

and writing are certainly not new to English teachers. Never

theless, they are what I believe to be the most beneficiol in 

establishing a classroom atmosphere which is both stimulating 

and creative. 

First I would stress the reading and discussion of a wide 

range of classic literature. Obviously, English teachers don't 

need to be told the virture of a fundamental literary knowledge. 

However, because of the current emphasis for "relevancy" in the 

classroom on the part of students today, instructors are at a 

distinct disadvantage when attempting to introduce the classics 

to their pupils. High school students in particular have come 

to the conclusion that the classics are something to be kept on 

a bookshelf and venerated --or ignored -- rather than something 

to be read and experienced. 

. Perhaps an argument for the "relevancy" of such classics is 

given by Northrop Frye in his book, The Educated Imagination, 

\vhere he concludes, "Literature doesn't evolve or improve or 

progress." He states that whereas one must look at the present 

for the best accomplishments in science and technology, one 

must, of the contrary, often look to the past for the best in 
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literature. Professor Frye's op1n_1on may cause students to 

see the classics in a different light. For as time does not 

change man's basic needs and emotions, so also time does not 

destroy good literature. 

I have mentioned that the classics should not only be read, 

but experienced as well. This can be achieved in the classroom 

through thoughtful discussion, providing the teacher has been 

trained in good discussion techniques. Unfortunately, too 

many classroom discussions are based on a factual question

correct answer exchange. This method, aside from stimulating 

no controversy, actually prevents the student from offering his 

own interpretations of the book. 

As a trained co-leader and former participant of the Junior 

Great Books Discussion Program, I have had the opportunity to 

discover the essential ingredients of a good discussion, and 

thereby have known the thrill of really experiencing a literary 

work. I think the most important rule for leading a good 

discussion is to avoid asking any factual questions unless one 

is required to substantiate a point of doubt. Instead, the 

leader should pose interpretive questions which explore the 

author's intent. These questions should be ones that the leader 

himself does not know the answers to, so that the participants 

are truly challenged to search for acceptable interpretations 

in the light of their own reading. However, the teacher should 

definitely not determine whether a student's interpretation is 

right or wrong. As the discussion leader, the teacher should 

ask the student to substantiate his individual response with 

evidence from the reading. After this, the other participants 

should be invited to agree or disagree, and to offer their own 

interpretations as well. 

I have found that those teachers who initiate and lead 

well-prepared discussions of assigned readings are rewarded by 

the eager participation of the whole class. Hopefully, through 

English teachers' use of discussion and various other educational 

techniques, high school students wil I be motivated to temporarily 

abandon their cry for "relevancy" in favor of seeking a basic 

knowledge of the classics. 

The other possibility I will discuss, and one which I think 

is an integral part to every English class, is teaching the 

methods used in expository writing. Because communication today 

is so often found in written form, it is essential that students 

be able to express themselves well through writing . 

Students should be taught to recognize different writing 

techniques such as narration, description, and persuasion. They 

should be assigned papers to help them learn how to use these 

techniques. The assignments should be stimulating, both for 

the students who write them, and for the teacher who critiques 
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them. Students respond better to assignments in which they hav 
freedom to choose their own subject matter. As an alternative 
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:he teacher c~uld assign a composition on some topic of curren~ 
interest to his class. Later, students should be allowed to 
experiment with creative writing, be it in poetry, drama, or 
short story form. 

Regrettably, too often English teachers have so many studei 
to i:-'ork with, that assigning and grading compostions on a reguJ

1 
basis becomes an al~ost impossible feat. Yet, until we devise 
a sys~em for e:tabl 1shing smaller and more intimate classes th 
teaching.of writing techniques must unfortunately continue' to 1 

be practiced on a limited scale. 

What I have said certainly contains no magic. /n fact, 
some.of my classmates would probably disagree with my "old
fash1oned" suggestions, saying that they lack relevancy. They 
would say that because of radio and television, we have no real 
n~ed for developing writing techniques as a method of communica• 
t1on. Yet_bec~use radio and television appeal only temporaril 
to our aud10-v1sual senses, it is through writing that ideas c~n 
best be presented. For today's students fail to realize that 
most of what is heard or seen on radio or television is the 
product of the written word. 

Still they argue by saying that the classics are from the 
past, and we mus: look to the future. But how can one prepare 
for the future without an understanding of the past? And what 
c~uld be more rewarding than a discussion of the past in the 
l 1ght of today's experiences? 

Pe:haps a_recent Peanutscartoon illustrates my sentrments. 
Snoopy 1s on his way to visit Miss Helen Sweetstory the author 
of the "Bunny-Wunny" books (to Snoopy, a classic!).' He ls stopl)! 
~y ~ucy, who, after ridiculing him for his bad literary taste, 
1ns1sts that the books are no longer relevant. After giving 
~ucy a reso~ndin~ "BLEAH!", a determined Snoopy continues his 
Journey saying, I do not suffer fools gladly!" 

Deborah Lamberton, 
Southwest High School, Minneapolis 

4 

The study of English is many different things to many 
different people. Its meaning can be as diverse as the number 
of individuals studying it. The functional approach to studying 
English is the development of an individual's organizational 
talents - his ability to organize thought into a communicable 
form. Perhaps a more romantic view of English is seeing it as 
the quest for truth in life. English as an art is the practice 
of expressing what is of more than ordinary significance. To be 
able to transmit a portion of the truth through words is a 
creative, dynamic ability. A good novel can be viewed as a way 
to achieving immortality. It can be said that Melville has 
gained immortality through Ahab and the great white Leviathan 
in Moby Di ck. 

The structured classroom situation does not meet the 
educational needs of the contemporary English student. Teaching 
English to students as a class unit in the classroom situation 
i 5 an outmoded concept. Si nee English is a required course the 
type of student taking English varies greatly. The abil.ities 
of these students also vary greatly. One student may be barely 
able to read while another has written.a published short story. 
Trying to teach classic literature to such a wide range of mental 
capacities seems an impossible job. In the classroom situation 
both the exceptionally good students and the poorer students 
lose out. All levels cannot be provided a program suited for 
their needs. The standard classroom situation does not have 
the versatility necessary for the contemporary student. 

English is the study of life in realtionship to words. The 
structure of the classroom situation does not allow for this 
personalized and individualized study. An English course must 
afford the freedom to allow individuals to search for their own 
meaning, their own message. Individual reaction to great classic 
literature or modern poetic verse can differ greatly. A novel 
can convey a different meaning to many people. The classroom 
situation does not provide enough freedom for students to develop 
their own interests and creative abilities. The ordinary class
room situation cannot handle the student who needs to learn the 
function of English at the minimum level -- newspapers, magazines, 
and easy books. The level of study is gauged at a degree which 

is often impossible for the poorer student to attain. For the 
good student English becomes a boring, conventional subject. 
For the poorer student English becomes a struggle. 

The problem facing teachers today is to provide students 
with an imaginative course which provides the necessary freedom 
for creativity but the needed structure for less responsible 
scholars. In order for an English course to be effective each 
individual must be considered a separate unit. Every student 
should have the freedom to choose what specific area he is 
interested in studying within a given framework of literature 
and language skills. He must be free to develop his own inter-
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ests. It is the teacher's responsibility to develop a broad 
program to satisfy student choice while still providing the 
basic communication skills within the grasp of each individual\ 
abilities. An open-ended program which evolves around the • 
individual allows for innovation and creativity on the part of 
the student. It is the teacher's obligation to create and 
inspire students to creativity and originality in their study 
of English. 

One program developed and advocated by certain teachers i~ 
called the capsule contract plan. Students contract for a 
certain grade over a specific period of time. Students are 
assigned work according to their ability, as well as the work 
accomplished. Work is divided into three major categories -
A work, ·s work, and· C work. C work and B work are designed to 
develop the student's writing ability and enable him to organi 1 
thought into communicable form. Because of this writing, 
grammar and structure improve. Interest ranges from auto me
chanics to a_g'.eat literary work such as Melville's Moby ~ 
or Dante's D1v1ne Comedy. A work requires the student to 
develop his own creative capacity. He may be required to write 
poetry or a short story or de-.elcp a theme artistically through 
a mozaic. Two minor papers are mandatory per quarter which 
give students background in the four basic forms, fact, value, 
definition and pol icy. Speeches are given by students on each 
capsule contract. Students judge one another's effectiveness 
through evaluation forms. A series of due dates for material 
at each level provide the necessary structure for the less 
responsible student. The creative or hardworking student has 
no problem adjusting to this program. He is allowed the nec
essary freedom to search out his own interests. 

The capsule contract plan is a tremendous alternative to 
the outmoded classroom situation. The theory behind the capsule" 
contract method is that a student - by writing about the novel • 
he reads, about issues which are relevent and of current inter- I 
est, about the experience of living - can learn to write effec
tively. Each student learns to organize and communicate thought 
in his own capacity, at his own level. The capsule contract is 

, designed to provide students with the nece?sary 1 iterature -
appreciation and language skills on an individual basis in a 
manner the standard classroom cannot match. 

The capsule contract is one a 1 tern at i ve to the convent i ona I 
classroom method of teaching English. It maintains the func
tional approach to studying English by providing the basic 
communication skills within the grasp of each individual's 
ability. By giving the individual freedom to choose specific 
areas of interest within a framework of literature and language 
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skills the capsule contract becomes as diverse as the number of 
individuals studying it. Through the capsule contract, English 
is many different things to many different people. 

Terry Schultz, 
Chosko High School 

Having been a concerned and involved student in a rapidly 
changing English department for the past three years, I under
standably have certain observations and suggestions to offer on 
the subject. Some are general and some more specific, but 
hopefully all will present a viewpoint worth considering when 
planning future programs. 

On the subject of basic format, I favor the system most 
recently adopted at my school. It consists of a large number 
of electives covering a wide range of subjects and offered 
generally without class distinction. Perhaps it is necessary 
to teach such fundamentals as grammar and composition to al 1 
students, but most other subjects can be offered with consid
eration given to the specific interests of the individual 
student without sacrificing educational qua! ity. What a student 
must read, be it American literature or European literature or 
poetry of any kind; should be left up to the student. This 
leads to infinitely more retention and enthusiasm than what 
would result from forcing the material upon him. 

Of course, the selection of which electives should be 
offered is up to the faculty, but I think that the selection 
should be as broad as possible. Who can say that such modern 
media as cinema and television may not prove just as valuable 
to a person's educational background as classic books? And 
certainly current books should be available as a val id alter
native. Furthermore, within the courses themselves, students 
should be allowed to choose from several offered alternatives, 
such as more than one book by the same author or dealing with 
the same subject. 
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Related to this sort of academic freedom is the specific 
consideration of how composition should be taught. l_wa~ very 
disturbed by the method with which I was taught, and 1t 1s . 
probably similar to that used in many other schools. Certain 
seemingly incontrovertable laws were taught me which I was led 
to believe I could not deviate from in the least. There was 
apparently one "correct" meth~d of co~position which had to be 
followed on pain of some terrible punishment. 

Now, I believe that there are two major goals of a method 
of writing: to facilitate expression and to achieve communica
tion. The former varies with each individual and depends on 
finding the form which is best suited to the ideas expressed. 
Certainly this leaves room for variation. The latter depends on 
the audience for whom the person writes and what can be shown 
wi 11 communicate with them most effectively. Here again the 
standard form is not necessarily preferable. 

Composition must be taught with these considerations in 
mind. Students should be encouraged to find their own means of 
expression rather than to conform to the standard mold. They 
may well find a form that is considerably more effective. Their 
papers must be evaluated not on the basis of how well they 
followed the rules but how well the form facilitated their 
expression and conveyed their ideas. Dealt with individually, 
each student will be able to determine the form which best 
suits hi~, adopting or rejecting the standard rules, which should 
be considered suggestions, as he sees fit. The teacher must lead 
each student to discover for himself what his problems are and 
how he can best solve them. Such an approach leads to greater 
originality, independence of thought, and involvement on the 

·part of the student. 

The concrete problem of how this approach can be implemented 
is difficult but not insurmountable. It requires a great deal 
of individual attention and teaching skill, but these are not 
that difficult to attain. If class time is used to write the 
papers and a considerable period of time is spent on composition 
alone (a semester, for example), each student should have at 
least one class period alone with the instructor. Time both 
in and out of class can be utilized for conferences. Students 
should be allowed to write on topics of their choice with which 
they are comfortable, and content should not be emphasized, so 
that the full attention can be given the form. Questions to 
be asked the students in evaluating their own papers include the 
fol lowing: 

I didn't understand this point. How could you have 
clarified it? 
How could you have said it more briefly? 
Is this really what you wanted to say? How could you have 
said it better? 
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If you were reading this for the first time, would you 
understand it? 
Does this seem balanced to you? Shouldn't you have some
thing at the end to tie it together? 

I hope that this paper has been of some help to teachers. 
If it has not been entirely original (I am not up on current 
English educational literature) consider it a strong endorsement 

,of whoever said it first. 

Irving Guttman, 
St. Louis Park High Schaal 

Hi, Teacher! We are going to spend the next one hundred 
and seventy days together. Things could be rough if we don't 
settle a few things right away. I know who you are. I've 
had four English teachers before you in my high school career. 
You probably wonder how you measure up. Just as I wonder how 
I measure up to what~ remember. So we are pretty much on 
even ground. I'm good at English. I am a good speller, I u:e 
the correct form of grammar if I know it, I have a vast reading 
background and a vocabulary to match. 1 've been throu~h nearly 
every type of technique that teachers use: the equal time for 
grammar, 1 i terature, and spel 1 ing; free form '.'what shal 1 we 
do today, class?". style; three novels every six weeks; the 
repeat-after-me and the Friday spelling bee. I'm pretty.sure 
you and I will get along; I like English very much. I might 
have loved it if the right teacher had come along. Are you 
the right teacher? This is my last year of high school ~ngl ish. 
It may be your first, fifth, or twentieth. No mat~er which, 
I'm sure you have ideas, schemes, and plans that will change 
my thinking. And I've got some very solid suggestb,s for you. 
They a re actua 11 y from my other teachers to you, but I 've got 
them all collected. In my four years I've had five Engl!sh 
teache~· male and female, old, middle-aged,and young, radical, 
cons~rv~tive, bored and fascinated by their subject. In f~ct, 
the only things they may have in common are me and the subJect 
they teach. 
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What I've learned from them goes far beyond Shakespeare, 
"A Seperate Peace", and sentence diagramming. If you are a 
new teacher you are probably wondering about gaining the upper 
hand. Of course, you should have it, speaking from a disci
plinary standpoint; but from a learning standpoint, WE have it. 
Not WE the students, but we the learners. That means you too, 
teacher. If you come in,take over, and funnel a lesson plan's 
worth of material into us every six weeks for regurgitation 
at exam time, you wil 1 learn one thing and-so will we - how 
to memorize, spit up cind forget. Also how to become monumentally 
bored. Perhaps basic training the sleeping with your eyes open 
wil 1 be included. Please don't do that to us. 

The classroom discussions are a new trend in formal education 
today. But what do you do when the bell rings, the discussion is 
hot, and we are boiling over with new ideas, thought and argu
ments? "Let's continue the discussion tomorrow"? Who knows what 
will get lost between now and tomorrow? Yes! Discussion by all 
means. But while I personally enjoy long involved arguments that 
go off on fascinating tangents, I wi 11 learn more if you keep us 
on the track we started on. No, you won't stifle our talents and· 
ideas. You will teach us about discipline, maintaining a logical 
train of thought and presenting it cohesively. 

I may be in your creative writing class. My main interest is 
poetry. If you let me, I '11 happily spend the year scribbling 
fragments and mciy end up with one or half a dozen good poems. Ir 
you gently pull me around to the areas I need work on, such as 
convincing dialogue, description and essay work, I will be a 
much better writer. • 

There are days when a teacher is babysitter, psychiatrist, 
and janitor. You aren't going to get much work done today, and 
you know it. I know it, and the principal knows. Storm days, 
days when half the class has flu, and the day you discover six 
girls in your class are pregnant are days like that. But a 
teacher never really knows how far his or her influence will 
reach; the day you told me that I had the makings of a good writer 
may have been the day you have to cover four freshman study halls
you won't remember what you said to me, but I will; and the book 
that wins me the Pulitzer will be the one dedicated to you! 

"Power to the Pupil" is "Power from the Teacher." I don't 
know who said this, or if I've got it right, but it says that 
teachers are the strongest influence on children from the ages 
of six to eighteen. If you ever think about the amount of grow
ing we do between those ages, you know what heavy responsibility 
feels 1 ike. Mind shaping, soul molding; that's what you are 
doing. But that is not a lump of clay you've got there, it's 
my mind! I'll never really know what you are teaching me.You'll 
never really know either. We both call it Senior English and 
never give a second thought or another name to it. 
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"There is a tide in the affairs of men ... " 

You are part of the tide in my affairs. The force of that 
tide depends largely on your influence. If you are impatient 
with my poems, wish I'd use more conventional punctuation, and 
dread to see my beaming face coming toward you after class, 1 '11 
know it. Maybe it won't show right away, but it will later. 
Your enthusiasm is important to me. If I'm afraid to show you 
what I write, a year's growth is lost. A year's growth; I'll 
never catch up again. I may be the exception: English is the 
most important subject I've had. Not for the sake of Beowulf, 
but because I'm a highly verbal person, both speaking and writing. 
Verbalizing is so important in our society that I am at an advan
tage in nearly every situation, social, business, and educational. 
You, English Teacher, are the one who has the most influence on 
the most important area of my 1 ife. I hope you care about me, 
care about the extent of my personal growth, and urge me, encour
age me, and nourish me. 

English is more than Spelling, Grammar, Poetry, Lit, and 
Discussion. It is more than the technique you adopt, that be
comes your fame or your epitaph; it is a projection of you. It 

'is what I '11 carry away with me after I've forgotten your face, 
the pair of shoes you inevitably wore on Friday and the last list 
of spelling you gave us. I never got into the habit of categor
izing teachers. Nor of neatly label! ing them according to years. 
But you I '11 remember. You are the last one for me, and you will 
face my brothers, my friends, and my younger aquaintances. You 
are the one who worries about my preparation for college. You 
remember lots of students. Maybe you'l 1 remember me. Even if I 
don't dedicate my Pulitzer Prize winner to you ... 

I '11 remember what you taught me. Not neccessarily what 
you said, though; the writing between the lines is so much easier 
to read when its in chalk on a blackboard. 

Paula Dommel, 
John F. Kennedy High School, Babbitt 
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"Clare, would ya get your nose out of that dumb book and 
come out and play with me?" 

"Uh-uh." 

"My mom has popsicles. If we weed the garden she says we 
can have one each. Ya want to come?" 

"Ummm ... uh-uh." 

''Your' re hopeless Rossini, you know that? Go ahead and get 
moldy with your dumb old books. See if I ever call for you again.I 

Patty squinted through the screen door, waiting for a 
perked ear, a sign of re-consideration from the skinny body that 
now tensed forward, flickered a page of the Nancy Drew book 
balanced on two bony keees, and settled back. 

No answer. 

Patty's mouth opened and closed in silent disbelief. A 
second later I heard her jump the cement stairs, noisily pick up 
her rusty Schwinn, and leave, clanging her shrill bike bell in 
i rri tat ion. 

I don't recall learning to read, but I remember liking the 
smel 1 of my first grade desk. In second grade, our teacher gave, 
us stars for each one hundred pages we read. What was meant as 
a harmless game to encourage fledging readers became a friendly 
rivalry, then a bitter competition to see who could accumulate 
the most stars before the PTA meeting. 

At first, I cheated. 
of a book and rationalize by 
my arch rival, did the same. 
thousand pages last week? 

would read a few words on each page 
assuring myself that Therese Ettel,; 
How else could she have read eleven 

But one night, as I was speed reading in my unusual way, I 
slowly became intrigued with the story, and the pages flickered 
less often. Finishing with a sigh, I surveyed the ten other 
books I had planned to finish that night. It didn't bother me-
I had 1 iked reading that book very much. 

And so I read. At night I protested when I heard, "Clare, 
would you please go to bed-- right now!" I would read breath- -
lessly for a few minutes unti 1 mother noticed I was sti 11 curled I 
under the lamplight with Heidi. 

"C 1 are!" 

Heidi bulged under my pajamas and crossed borders illegallf' 
into my bedroom. I waited for the TV to be stilled, the bathroom., 
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water to stop running, the creak of the double bed in my parent's 
room below. Then I crept into the bathroom, settled by the heat 
register beneath the sink, and returned to Peter, mountains, and 
goat's mi 1 k. 

In third grade we did exercises in English ls Our Language, 
a grammar book that had a girl with gloriously long yellow braids 
on its cover. I dis] iked Think and Do, which I did, unthinkingly. 
We had spelling bees and wrote them~s each year on "What I Did 
Last Summer." 

In seventh and eigHh grades I wrote poetry. My best pro
duction was "And Live, People", which was a combination of every 
literary platitude I knew at the time set to rythmn. I reproduce 
the first stanza here: 

Crawl out of your encompassing shell: 
Draw in the fiery breath of life 
Go smell the roses-- war is hel 1 ! 
And 1 ive, people. 

I was a little amazed at my use of the word "hell" in the third 
line, and for this reason never showed the poem to my parents. 

I was not taught-- or failed to learn-- a significant amount 
of practical grammar in grade school. So when I stumbled into 
high school ugly; awkward, and horrified at what I knew to be 
the approach of adolescence ( I knew what to expect-- I had read 
selected chapters of Dr. Spock in sixth grade) I could produce 
a fairly well written paper on the character of Macbeth, but 
could not tell my grandmother what a predicate was. This makes 
me an easily accessable example for my theory that reading by 
itself can develop a sort of intuitive "feel" for grammar and 
word usage. Good books create a more powerful example of how 
our language is correctly used than any grammar book exercises. 

Not that I feel my grade school experiences were a loss. 
.Spelling, basic grammar, and reading comprehension skills were 
capably taught. However, the program might have been more sig
nificant if those skills had been applied in creative ways. Thus, 
instead of documenting previous summers, I probably would have 
enjoyed a topic 1 ike "What if~ grew~?" Writing poetry 
or soap opera, or practicing some elementary debate would have 
created in our classroom some of the imagination-stirring variety 
to which English lends itself so wel 1. 

Ninth grade English was a basic basics course. We ploughed 
our way through poetry, composition, and a few classics whose 
titles I can't recall but whose literary importance was unques
tioned. Our teacher insisted it was grammatically incorrect to 
use "ands" or "buts" at the beginning of sentences, and every 
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time I do I expect to see Sister over my shoulder, frowning at my indiscretion. 

I enjoyed tenth grade English. We read a lot of Hemingway and Steinbeck, and contrasted their styles and philosophies. We loved mythology to the point of sacrilege in our Catholic al] .. girls school. The symbol ism in Gulliver's Travels and Lord of the Flies was triumphantly discovered and analyzed until symbolism begot symbol ism and the battered books ran dry. 

The summer following sophomore year I took a poetry class at Twin Ci.ty Institute, an unstructured summer school held on local college campuses. For six weeks we did sense-awakening 1 exercises, visited with local poets, wrote and read our own I poems. My best and most natural writing medium is the poetic form, and I consider that course one of my most stimulating English experiences. 

When I took journal ism junior year, the school had not produced a student newspaper for three years. By some budgeting oversight they had not allotted us money for production costs, and our first issue was due October 12. We were unfunded, inexperienced, and naive enough to think one hour for paste ups was plenty of time. 

We 1 earned. 

We learned in a pint sized room with bare bulb 1 ighting and sporadic heat. We learned as we cut apart copy and misplacedj microscopic essentials ("Arrgh! No one move! We're missing a comma!") We learned to write all over again, newspaper style. ("Thy shalt not ramble. Thou shalt not editorialize in new stories. Thou shalt not take the administration's name in vain.") Our last issue was a triumphant one-- technically flawless, well received, and finally we had broken even. 

My school closed and I'm attending another for senior year. J I'm a year-book editor and am presently organ1z1ng Imagine l 
That!, an intra-school 1 iterary magazine. ,l 

English here consists of quarter courses centered around reading and discussion, an approach I 1 ike very much. The course organization is also good: books and plays are grouped 1 
under themes reccuring in literature, and from these groupings j come courses titles like "Father and Son", "The Disintegration of the South", and so on. Thus Shakespeare, O'Neill, Achebe and Hemingway shared time in one of my courses, and I found them not so strange bedfellows. 

I'm still reading, and convinced of its worth-- if nothing else, it develops a genuine respect for the art of the language. ' Tennyson cannot be paraphrased: he must be experienced. 
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Some day 1 'll be a journalist, and dedicate my first article to Mom. Being published would make public and official my intimacy with English. I'm not at all worried-- I'm proud 
of the relationship. 

Clare Rossini, 
St. Joseph's Academy, St. Poul 

The English language evolved as a means for a certain group of people to communicate. It's too bad, then, that many supposedly English-speaking people can not use their own language 
efficiently. 

An English course could be the most valuable part of a students' education if more emphasis was put on language as a tool of communication, in both written and oral forms. 

Three aspects of oral communication, I believe, should be dealt with in an English class. They are writing and delivering speeches, developing poise in front of groups, and reading aloud. 

In the first of these categories, a student should be shown how to organize his thoughts and how to speak with enthusiasm. Teachers should not be afraid of being hypercritical when dealing with these skills; a student can not improve until he is aware of what he is doing wrong. 

Poise can make or break a speech, in my opinion. A shy person should at least develop the ability to give his opinion in informal situations, such as impromptu discussions, without getting completely flustered. However, gaining poise is not merely a matter of getting used to the audience. In day to day 1 ife the "audience" varies al 1 the time. A student can learn to be poised by first learning basic speaking skills and becom-
ing more self-confident. 
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A 1 though reading a 1 oud may sound 1 i ke some th i ?9 done on 1 y 
in primary grades, thereafter to be a forgotten skill, many 
situations may arise in a person's 1 ife where he may be called 
upon to read for any number of people. Many a parent has.prob
ably given himself a mental kick because he gets tongue-tied_ 
reading Dr. Seuss to his children at bedtime. Any a~ult active 
in local politics may be called on to read a resolution or the 
minutes of a meeting before a large, unfamiliar group. And the 
way I can think of to improve this particular skill is practice, 
with particular emphasis on diction. 

Students may find the reasons for learning how to write well 
a 1 ittle more obscure. One simple, obvious example of how writ
ten English works into our day-to-day 1 ives is in letter writing. 
Many students have hang-ups about grammar. They may use run-ons, 
fragments, no verbs, pronouns. with no antecedents, awkward con
struction. Again, I say, practice makes perfect. But how about 
making practice interesting? If the first ten minutes of class 
each day were devoted to writing a short paragraph in a journal 
(to be checked by the instructor for mistakes in grammar and 
expression), by the end of the year almost every student could 
have a firm grasp on the fundamentals of English grammar. 

Most people have some need for the ability to express them
selves in a more formal written form. This may be in a letter 
to the editor of the local newspaper, a pamphlet for a political 
candidate, a committee report in some organization, or a project 
summary report to an employer. Then, of course, many high 
school students need to know how to write formally for college 
work. 

Theme writing is a good way to develop this skil 1. Themes 
or essays are generally concise and clear and are neither as in 
depth as a research paper nor as sketchy as a single paragraph. 
They display organized thought in interesting language. 

These last two characteristics are especially important. 
Outlining all themes is the best way I know of to achieve an 
organized theme. Although students complain about having to do 
outlines, once outlining becomes a habit, the student is ever
grateful to the teacher who made him write al 1 those "stupid 
outlines." 

As far as the vocabulary is concerned, l say, "Increase, 
increase, increase!" One can't get too much of a good thing. 
How a teacher teaches vocabulary is not as important as the 
fact that he does teach it - every year until the student grad
uates. Most students these days don't know what a newspaper 
article says if words are used that are longer than six letters. 
This is a big weak point in most English curriculums. 
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These are what I see as the basic skills of English, skills 
which many students today have not been taught. I got a lot of 
this from my experience in journal ism, since mass communication 
is dependent on fundamental communications. 

For years English courses have been used for studying 
poetry and novels and such. These still have a place, but not 
at the cost of teaching students how to communicate. 

- Jane Neumann, 
John Marshall High School, Rochester 

English can be a two-faced subject, depending upon how your 
students are allowed to look at it. To me, English was just 
another class where we studied 1 iterature and grammar, a carbon 
copy of what we'd studied last year and would study again next 
year. It was all repititious, and, if you learned anything the 
first year, It was no problem, no challenge, and no fun. 

The class started every year with a test to see how much 
we knew. According to the test, the majority of us knew nothing, 
and we plunged headlong into a study of grammar. Before long, 
our absurd spelling habits were revealed, and several weeks were 
devoted to that. We usually spent the last part of the year on 
1 iterature, reading and studying stories and poems selected by 
our teacher, an individual whose tastes ran anywhere but parallel 
to ours, and whose interpretation was the only correct one. 

Somewhere along the way, we received the usual dose of 
composition, and, althoughwriting was a favorite hobby of mine, 
I didn't find it particularly enjoyable in English class. We all 
knew when it was coming. Our teacher would get a certain gleam 
in her eye; and, as she passed out the composition paper, she 
would inform us that we were about to write a "theme". So, we 
spent the next day or two turning our thoughts into neat, black 
writing and squeezing it in between one inch margins, doing our 
best to produce an appropriate theme. It happened every year, 
and there was no getting around it. 
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That's why I wasn't prepared for the somewhat ~nconventional 
English class I stepped into in my junior year. •I should have 
suspected something from the giant Peanuts cartoons covering the 
bulletin boards, and where was the 1 ife-sized portrait of Nathan
iel Hawthorne behind the teacher's desk? 

It wasn't long before I decided I was going to enjoy English 
this year. Our teache~ was a new one, five feet tall and right 
out of college. What she didn't know about English wasn't worth 
knowing, as far as I was concerned. 

We learned a lot of new things about literature, especially 
poetry. Men of p~st centuries had no monopoly on poetry, as we 
had thought. It includes Bob Dylan, Simon and Garfunkel, and 
Rod McKuen. 

We learned thet Huckelberry Finn isn't just a book for kids, 
but a master piece of philosophical truths that grow clearer ' 
and deeper in meaning each time it is read. 

We learned how to get the most out of reading a newspaper 
and what goes on in the newsroom of a radio station. She taught 
us how to think a problem through logically to reach the best 
possible solution and how to become a good public speaker. 

Best ~f al I, we learned how to write an essay. We were 
usually given a highly interesting topic, such as "How Paul 
Bunyan's Anchor got in Ortonvi I le", or "The Day I Met Huck 
Finn". Getting the message across in an effective way became 
more important than numbering pages and measuring margins. We 
strived to write an essay that was fun to read rather than 
just pretty to look at. 

When we studied I iterature, we were encouraged to express J 
our own views and interpretations. No one's opinion was ignored 
and al I ideas were accepted. 

Our study of English had endless possibilities that year 
~nd, were it al lowed, I would have gladly spent another year ' 
1n her class. She taught us that English can be fun and that 
there's always something new to learn. I learned a lot, and, 
although I cannot claim to have mastered the demanding disci
pline of English, I am now willing to keep striving toward that 
goal. 

,«!!•·•-·,,1~. -· 
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- Cheryl Kilvington, 
Ortonville High School 

A MATTER OF TUNING 
Some Notes on the Teaching of Creative Writing 

Ii) KE/Tl! /f,IRR/SUN 

Carlelo;i College 

My main contention is that our minds are pinched and starved. 
There are, of course, ex·ceptions: some teachers of English have 
been able to avoid the triple dragons of careerism, overwork, and 
cynicism; some students leave us with a 1 ittle light on their 
faces .. But most of us feel the weight of an Official Imagination 
which is both ubiquitous and archaic - and most of our students 
go out bewildered, inhibited and inarticulate. 

have no space to go into the aetiology of this stat 0 of 
affairs. In any case that has been documented elsewhere. See 
The Dissenting Academy, ed. T. Roszak, and in particular tne 
articles by Roszak (pp. 3-42) and Louis Kampf (pp. 43-61). The 
facts of the situation are where a teacher starts, and the facts 
are that English studies, in the main, constitute a huge and 
deadening irrelevance in the lives of most students in our uni
versities, colleges, and schools; they are an enterprise which is 
totally useless to the society at large, and in some quarters they 
even revel in that uselessness. That this criticism can be lev-
el led with justification at all the other departments of higher 
education is not in itself a persuasive counter-argument. English 
language and literature are one of the central concerns of_the 
humanities and the liberal arts and, as one who professes 1n that 
discipline, I am disturbed by our failure as a profess,i~n, and 
anxious to come to terms with it. After all, we are still, pace 
McLuhan, primarily a verbal culture. 

It seems to me axiomatic that, if my contention holds, any 
genuine teaching will be a subversive act. A teacher who cares 
about poetry and the teaching of it, for instance, will probably 
be concerned with matters beyond the dead whore of chronology. 
He will want to emphasize that literature has diachronic and 
'contemporary' dimensions as well. He will want to show that if 
poetry is a music of the being, a voice in the blood and the 
throat and the belly, then to botch the words of a text or to 
read them with the wrong tonal emphasis is to commit the same 
kind of misreading as when a pianist mistakes a key signature or 
a simple notation of tempo. Yet that kind of mistake is a com
monplace in our classrooms. 

And if the teaching of language and literature is beset with 
ills, the teaching of creative writing is in a state of all but 
complete dilapidation. It is true that some 7olleges and sc~ools 
have a liberal and enlightened attitude but, 1n many, the exist
ence of creative writing courses is rarely a high priority. In 
academia writers - like black people and women - constitute a 
problema~ic sub-culture and most teachers of English do not con-
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