
I think the confession in my presence of a well-known 
university history teacher that any good history teacher is a 
humanities teacher because he will use information from anv 
field is a point applicable to all good teachers. He embel·
lished this remark by revealing somewhat shame-facedlv that 
over sixty percent of the books on his list of suggested 
readings were from literature. 

I don't know if my point has been made: it is that 
terminological distinctions are basically meaningless and often 
confusing, if not downright defeating. To insist that the 
label English includes certain specifics while excluding others 
because those others belong under another label is to see 
life as piecemeal, a collection of intellectual odds and ends 
The danger of this view consists in the organizational role 
it forces upon the teacher who ends up spending most of his 
time selecting and rejecting things according to unreliable 
definitions and labels instead of according to 11•hat is teach
able and important. 

Seymour Yesner has resumed his role as Consultant in English for the 

secondary schools of Minneapolis after a year "abroad" in New York at 

the Lincoln_ Center for the Performing Arts. 
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On the Teaching of English as Social Studies 

by RONALD MAURICE 
Winona State College 

For the purpose of background, let us entertain some rather 
loose and unstartling premises or observations. First, judging 
from available evidence, students are not learning as much about 
their native tongue as they are about other areas of the curricu
lum. Second, we were as eager to pursue social studies in the 
late sixties as we were to pursue science in the late fifties. 
And third, for some time it has been thought pedagogically wise 
to merge the teaching of social studies 1,ith English. (Unfortun
ately, after the junior high school level this has meant that the 
English teacher sacrificed a good deal of English time for an 
attempt at teaching social studies, while the socir1l studies tea
cher, for his part, occasionally corrected some spelling errors.) 

All this seems to add up to the fact that we are often sac
rificing English for social studies. The well-meaning rationale 
seems to be based on the desire for or the fact that Social Stud
ies i:i the new religion (as Science had become our religion by the 
late fifties). 

Social studies as a motivational device is easy to understanJ. 
Possibly the class just can't settle down until everyone has dis
cussed the latest events--they didn't get a chance in social stu
dies class or the teacher didn't 1et everyone say his piece--or 
maybe the English class can't write unless black power is the 
subject of the essay. These reasons may be both harmless and 
natural if they are kept in proper perspective. But what is the 
proper perspective? For instance, do the students get, in English 
class, a total of thirty minutes of social studies, and then at 
best a weak finale of twenty-five minutes of English (or whatever 
the time requirements should happen to be)? 

And incidentally, how do most of us English teachers fare as 
social studies teachers? Some, to be sure, are equally or more 
qualified in social studies. Others may be rather unqualified. 
For those who are unqualified, the problem--if it be considered 
one--might exist only from an accrediting point of view, but 
then certainly those who just don't happen to have the actual cre
dits for the purpose of accreditation should be able to go ahead 
and teach some social studies in English class since these teach
ers are teaching the right and important ideas anyway. But does
n•t this boil down to more of a need for liberalism than facts or 
knowledge? Possibly one doesn't have to be certified to teach 
the right things: if one is liberal enough about race and 
poverty he has certification, de jure. And incidentally, 
if we take this short cut, is it homage or insult to the 
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area that has fought so hard to become known as social 
science? 

It appears that we may not always be g1v1ng English its 
fair share of the time, and in our eagerness to set aright the 
social environment, we may be ultimately substituting too much 
good intention for too little knowledge. 

..:t· 

Some of us might really be wise .to teach just English-
especially if the standard tests throughout the school show 
that this subject is lagging behind. 

Ronald Maurice is a member of the English department at Winona 
State College. 
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Jump Up, Shake Around 
by WILLIAM FISHER 
Blake School, Hopkins 

But no honey-tongued persuasion, 
No smooth words of artful charming, 
No stout threats shall loose my tongue, 
Till he loose these bonds of insult, 
And himself make just atonement 
For injustice done to me. 

-Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound (450 B.C.) 

The best work of three major American playwrights--Tennessee 
Williams, llilliam Inge, Arthur ~liller--was first produced while 
I was in high school. It was, therefore, too recent to be in
cluded in those midcentury English classes. 

Ionesco, Beckett, Pinter, Albee were produced after I had 
completed mllege. If I were not an English teacher I would 
probably never choose to read their plays nor would I see them 
performed on stage. 

:,Jost adults do not buy plays to read nor do they frequent 
the community theaters, if there are any. They do not read 
plays because they were never convinced that a drama script deals 
directly with the condition of their lives. They do not attend 
plays, in part for the same readon, but also because they never 
had adequate opportunity to appreciate the dramatic appeal of 
the live performance. 

The high school generation we are now teaching will likewise 
be culturally deprived in relation to such playwrights of their 
time as Sam Shepard, John Guare, Terrence McNally, Jean-Claude 
van It all ie, Arthur Kopi t, Robert ~lontgomery, Paul Zin de 1, C. J. 
Burton, Charles Gordone, Lonne Elder III. Our students will es
cape exposure to the works of these men, and any knowledge of 
their plays will be via the filmed version or the television 
special in the next decade (i.e., The Price, The Andersonville 
Trial). 

One can test the validity of this assumption by asking any 
friend, young or old, what he has seen or read by any of the 
first five playwrights in the preceding paragraph. All 1,;rote 
plays 1,hich received critical acclaim and have either been per
formed in ciinnesOt a or are available in paperback. To continue 
the experiment, one .can ask his older fri:;nds the same questions 

about Al bee or Pinter. The rule of thumb seems to be: If not in 
high school, then probably never. 

We need to remind ourselves of the purpose and power of drama 
as a performing art of special relevancy to the here and now. 

29 




