
ledge. Obviously. And I think most of you would agree with 
Bacon that "Knowledge is power." 

Yet l also believe with Lord Acton that "Power corrupts and 
absolute power ... " you know how it goes. Well then, does this 
mean that the two sayings may be combined to say that knowledge 
corrupts? That learning -- a little or a lot -- is a dangerous 
thing? That the more successful we teachers are, the more harm 
we do? Hard questions, and I am inclined to answer, reluctantly, 
it seems that way. And if I do, what then? This issue doesn't 
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seem to have the immediate relevance of the other, but it is a 
little unsettling, nevertheless. After all, what are our goals in I 
teaching literature? 

Most small college English departments succeed rather well in 
acquiring as diversified a faculty as possible. Even the smallest 
college will advertise that it needs an American literature spe
cialist or a medievalist or a linguist, rather than merely a 
college English teacher. In addition, except for a very provin
cial school, members of the department have rather different 
academic backgrounds, e~pecially in graduate training. Such 

Maybe you can give me some light. Or maybe you don't think 
these are real problems. Either way, you and I have grave respon
sibilities and great opportunities. I wish us every advantage 
and, for better or for worse, all possible success. 

John Streed gave this talk at the NCTE Junior High English 

Teachers Conference in March 1968, in Minneapolis. 
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variety is consciously striven for with a healthy purpose in mind, 
even though some specialists are often unavailable. The greater 
the range of special interests and types of academic preparation, 
the richer and more comprehensive the program the department can 
offer. The liberal arts spirit which pervades most English depart
ments, regardless of the type of school they are in, implies a_ 
continuing debate, a cross-fertilization of'sorts, an interaction 
between people with differing assumptions, differing disciplines, 
engaged in what we like to think of as a friendly, even somewhat 
relaxed, struggle to get at the heart of vital questions. 

Even the smallest units of organization in higher education, 
however, have great difficulty maintaining meaningful and produc
tive communication. The problem of keeping up is just as important 
in the good small coHege as in the most ambitious graduate school. 
Some of us decry "publish or perish" policies as necessitating 
over-specialization; but whether a person writes or not,he must 

~ specialize to a considerable extent to maintain contr~l over his 
I subject matter as it is understood by his contemporaries. But 

( 

this special:i.zation brings us back to our earlier problem. At a 
time when there is much lamenting the inability of scientists to 

, understand humanists, and vice versa, it should be observed that 
l even among experienced English teachers, it is not easy for the 
t American literature specialist to understand the medievalist, for 

I the modern grammarian to understand the critical theorist, for 
the literary historian to understand the aesthetician. These are 
not mutually exclusive approa.ches to study_ in English. They 

r

. should be complementary. But a constant exchange of ideas is 
necessary for one to see the relationships, to see how the differ-

• ent schools of thought interact. Members of English departments 
f need frequent opportunities to listen to each other's ideas in 

organized, rational, uninterrupted presentations. It is profes
sionally disastrous to remain aloof from or arrogant towards an 
unfamiliar specialty. Thus,a very good school could have a staff 
of superbly qualified people in a variety of specialized areas, I 

( 
all working very hard, but not knowing much about what each of the 
others is doing. 
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At our college we decided, just before school started in the 
fall of 1963, to set aside a regular, arbitrarily-scheduled meet
ing hou_r each week for voluntary discussion of what we were doing. 
In recent years this has been each Tuesday afternoon at 4:30, 
with one of these Tuesdays each month devoted to ordinary depart
ment business. We are not available for other duties, including 
committee assignments, at that hour. Each interested member of 
the department commits himself voluntarily to one or two presen
tations a semester explaining an idea, an interpretation or a 
technique that he is working on. Each member knows that he will 
have an audience of his peers professionally interested in what 
he has to say, probably sympathetic to his objectives, certainly 
willing to learn, and perhaps even anxious to refute theantici
pated argument. 

thus reaching a wider audience. In addition, we have willingly 
listened to creative efforts, giving members of the faculty an 
opportunity to read their short stories and poems to a critically 
helpful audience. 

But the majority of papers deal with literary scholarship, 
sometimes just to test reactions to a "wild" idea, but usually 
with a view to subsequent publication. Although our department 
is relatively small, in harmony with the previously stated common 
objective of securing as diversified a faculty as possible, we 
have always enjoyed considerable breadth in our range of topics. 
For example, in continental literature, we have had a review of 
Benedetto Croce's Dante criticism, an interpretation of Isak 
Dinensen's "Alkmene," and several papers on Vilhelm Moberg's immi
grant trilogy. We have covered virtually the whole range of Eng
lish and American literature. There have been separate papers on 
nearly all of Chaucer's better known tales, on Shakespeare's 
sonnets, and on Julius Caesar, an explication of Donne's "The 
Relique," a study of Milton's sonnets using aesthetic principles 
of Susanne Langer, a comparison of Johnson's Rasselas with Vol-

The seminar sessions, usually announced a semester in advance, 
normally consist of a paper or notes by the scheduled speaker for 
30 to 4S minutes, this followed by general discussion of the pre
sentation in the time remaining, the meeting lasting perhaps as 
late as six o'clock. Out of our present staff of ten, average 
attendance is about seven. We started out, incidentally, with 
only five "regulars," four of whom are still with us. All mem
bers of the department, however, at one time or another have 
participated in the program. In addition to members of the 
English department, we have occasionally invited faculty from 
speech, education, religion, philosophy, history, and foreign 
languages to give papers, such presentations proYiding a review 

f 
taire' s Candide, papers tracing the shifts in moral standards 
from decade to decade in the works of minor Victorian novelists, 
an allegorical analysis of Tennyson's "Merlin and Vivien," and a 

of materials outside but related to our own field.-

The seminars have often been used to help improve our teaching. f 

variety of papers on such modern British writers as Lawrence 
Durrell, Joseph Conrad, Edith Sitwell, E. M ... Forster, and Robert 
Bridges. In addition,_ we have listened to explications of poems 
by Edward Taylor, an examination of Jonathan Edwards' theocratic 
ideal, a long series of papers on religious themes in nineteenth
century American novels, a review of Walt Whitman's scientific 
allusions in Leaves of Grass, and studies of works by such recent 
writers as Dos Passo's-; Farrell, Stevens, and Tate. 

For example, in meetings devoted to comparing the grading stan- . 
<lards for freshman and sophomore themes, the discussion has opened I Our seminar program adds up to an average of about twenty 
new questions about how a paper should be graded and even about '[ papers a year, or over a hundred so far. About forty of them have 
what properly could be asked for when assigning papers. At other been published in journals as varied as College English and 
times, we have been surprised at how much agreement exists about l NeuphilologiSche Mitteilungen, Scandinavian Studies and The 
the objectives of the department. Sometimes a faculty member Chaucer Review, The Explicator and The Huntington Library Quar-
gains an idea from one of these sessions for a better approach to terly, Church History and Cti ticism; Annuale Mediaevale and The 
composition or to a specific literary work, draws it up, and • Aryan Path; Discourse and The Midcontinent American Studies 
reports later on his plan. In addition, misguided approaches are Joi:Itri"al, this in a department that previously had been remarkably 
often cleared away after seminars concerning practical pedagogy. innocent of the thrills of competitive publication. Some of the 
For example, after one session we concluded that a paper assign- f best presentations, however, deal so emphatically with local 
ment for all sophomores on "Color Symbolism in Sir Gawain and the 1 problems as to be inappropriate for publication. Some have been 
Green Knight," though possible, allows for less than a full ( abandoned as projects because of deficiencies pointed out in sub-
spectrum of approaches. Similarly, a negative response to a l•· sequent discussion. Others are essentially still in progress; 
prospectus for a freshman English reader encouraged abandonment f and we always have a number of papers "in the mails." 
of another seemingly unpromising venture. l 

Generally, however, the results have been less shattering. A f 
number of reports on particularly successful composition assign- ~ 
ments, for example, that have seemed helpful to members of the 
department, have been published in Exercise Exchange,- College 
Composition and Communication, and Minnes~ta English Journal, 

3 

Aside from our sharing in the learning of our colleagues, the 
most helpful aspect of these seminars is the frank, sometimes 
picayunish or contentious criticism which the reader of the paper 
receives. Although some papers are met with deadly and dull 
silence--because the papers are deadly and dull--in general they 
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elicit a lively and worthwhile discussion. Even when those 
listening to the seminar do not understand the subject under dis- • 
cussion, they are often able to give valuable criticism regarding 
the_general scholarly principles underlying the paper as well as 
a~vi~e on_ matters of style. A faculty member interested in pub
lishing his paper learns to take seriously the criticism of his 
colleagues after hearing the same objections from editors to 
whom he has submitted his manuscript. As a result of this 

active ~1Le 

Kept by MRS. LUCILLE DUGGAN 
Richfield Senior High School 

To consider all of the assignments that are made throughout 

p~tte~, nearly ~11 papers are now revised following suggestions 
given in the seminars. 

I1:1 ?ur meetin~ room, we always have coffee available and try 
to eliminate routine announcements and mechanical details of 
departmental business, though the elimination of such details 
necessitate: eternal v_igilance. Very early in our experience we 
became convinced that several advantages have resulted from our 
se~inar tradition. First, it has encouraged a level of scholar
ship remarka~ly advan~e~over what-we had in previous years with 
the preparation of ongmal papers, reviews of books and journals, 
an~ exposure to unfamiliar areas of study. Secondly, we have 
gamed greate: ~war~mess of broader currents of thought on campus 
from the participation of faculty outside our department. Third
~Y, we ~av7 effected the transfer of scholarly techniques, crit
ical princ~ples~ and knowledge from the presentation of speakers 

f the land on any one day would be as staggering and as useless a 
task as to contemplate how many angels can dance on the head of a 
pin. A more profitable pursuit has been to distinguish the essen-

1 
tial elements of successful assignments. Teachers are aware of 
these. For instance, a good assignment must have value for the 
students. The teacher must believe that it can bring about de-

at the seminar into our own research and teaching. Fourthly, 
we have found practical solutions to teaching problems or uncer
ta~nties connected with experimental programs. Fifthly, we have 
gamed greater understanding of our colleagues' studies and 
greater respect for each other's scholarship, Le., greater 
morale or esprit d' ccitps. An_d finally, we are subjecting our
selves to the same kind of discipline and the same kind of crit
icism to which we subject our students. How better can we learn 
to teach them to write, to be critical to concern themselves 
with things that matter than by practi~ing ourselves what we 
teach? 

Professors Harrington and Suderman described their department 

seminar at the annual conference of the MCTE in Rochester in 

1968. 
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, sired leharning.Thit mayhbuild upon fonner learn~ngs and w~l~ lead 
on tooters. e teac er plans carefully, trying to anticipate 
problems students may encounter as they work. He presents the 
assignment clearly. He evaluates its success. Hopefully, some
where in this process his imagination sparks, he creates, and the 
assignment becomes an interesting or challenging one he can pre
sent with enthusiasm. Through study and experience teachers come 
to know many elements of a good assignment, yet the creation of 
such an assignment can be difficult and frustrating. 

l 
I 
f 
j 

A report of an interesting, imaginative assignment has been 
received by the editors of ME J. This was tried at the Institute 
of Agriculture at the UniversI'ty of Minnesota in a multi-section 
course in English composition under the direction of Ray Lynn 
Anderson (Ph.D., University of Minnesota, 1968), now Assistant 
Professor of Rhetoric at the University of Pittsburgh. The pur
pose of the course was to improve student writing through know
ledge and use of rhetorical principles. 

The first assignment of the course stressed the selection of a 
thesis statement and the development and organization of a para
graph. The student was given the following one-page statement of 
the assignment. • 

You are to write a one-paragraph (200 to 300 word) letter 
to the editor. The letter may be designed to register 
public protest (e.g., "The exit from Interstate 94 onto 12th 
St. in St. Paul is poorly designed") or refute previous 
letters (e.g., "I am disappointed in the report of a young 
man's senseless destruction of 165 harmless, beneficial garter 
snakes"), etc. 

Your letter should develop only one persuasive thesis. 
The thesis statement should be specific (e.g., "I agree 100 
percent with those who wrote regarding the half-time 'concert' 
given by the University of Minnesota marching band"). 

This assignment -assumes that persuasion ·is cumulative; 
that is, it develops through what might be called a process of 
addition. Typically, the writer introduces a topic (persuasive 
thesis) and then adds comments about it, which extend 
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