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PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE 

As I begin my term as President of MCTE, I can't help but 

look with pride on the accomplishments of the organization I now 

represent, Although it seems our major service to members is the 

Annual Spring Conference, it is not our sole concern, and it was 

"business as usual" this summer for many people who donated 

countless hours to a wide variety of Council projects. The many 

talented members who serve have enabled MCTE to become involved, 

active, and alive. Our growing influence is being sensed through

out the state. 

MCTE cooperates with other organizations in the achievement 

of common goals. We serve on the Board of Directors of the 

Minnesota Coalition Against Censorship (MCAC), We hold joint 

legislative committee meetings with the Minnesota Reading As

sociation (MRA) and the Minnesota Educational Media Organization 

(MEMO) to plan a unified course of action, MCTE, MRA and MEJ,1O 

sponsor a session each October at Teacher's Convention, MCTE and 

MRA compiled a Speaker's Directory which was disseminated to 1981 

Spring Conference registrants. A copy was then mailed to every 

school district in Minnesota, 

MCTE maintains close contact with the State Department of 

Education in Minnesota monitoring vital issures, MCTE helped 

construct state curriculum guidelines in the communication skills. 

Various resolutions passed at annual business meetings enable us 

to draft position statements on issues as licensure, censorship, 

high school program requirements an:l mainstreaming. 

MCTE encourages participation by its members in workshops 

that focus on areas of professional interest such as academic 

freedom, the teaching of humanities, reading, writing, and 

leadership workshops sponsored by the National Council of 

Teachers of English. As an organization, we are frequently re

presented at these forums. In addition, two members of the 

Executive Board and the editor of the Minnesota English Journal 

will make a formal presentation at the Affiliate Workshop this 

November at NCTE-Boston. 

MCTE is concerned with its own inner workings as well. We 

have just completed a constitution revision. We have placed top 
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priority on assembling an accurate membership roster to insure 

equal servi_ce to all members, We are producing a membership di
rectory and now have an attractive brochure explaining the bene

fits of MCTE to prospective members, We have historians working 

to prepare an anniversary booklet for 1984 - our 25th year. We 

serve the special interests of our members through the committees 

of our Advisory Board, adding two new committees this years 

Teacher Exchange and Media, We have continuously improved the 

quality of our publications. The Minnesota English Journal now 

ranks with the top six NCTE affiliate publications. 

For the second time in ten years, MCTE has been asked to 

host the National Council of Teachers of English Convention 1n 

Minneapolis, Therefore, next spring our Conference will be held 

in conjunction with the NCTE First Midwest Regional Convention, 

April 15-1?. Plans are now on schedule and reports indicate a 

very successful convention with a significant amount of 

Minnesota representation on the program. 

Where does it all stop? Let's hope it doesn't, It has 

been said that there are those who make things happen, those who 

watch things happen, and those who wonder what happened. Let's 

make things happen! Let's share the responsibilities and strive 

for efficiency and effectiveness. There are able, energetic, 

dedicated people in MCTE to meet the challenges. 

Jim Olson 

President 

DOWN AND OUT IN SCHOOL1 THINKING ABOUT ORWELL* 

by Richard Mitchell 

wrbis text is essentially a transcription of the speech that 

Professor .Mitchell gave at the Twenty-second Annual MCTE Con

ference, May 1, 1981. Professor Mitchell did not read from a 

prepared text that night. While he stands by the ideas ex

pressed in the speech, readers should keep in mind that soae 

111&tters might have been differently expressed if this text were 

originally prepared for publication in this journal, 

No more than two weeks ago the telephone rang in our English 

Departaent, Ours is a ver., s111&ll departaent, and anyone who is 
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near the telephone answers it, and there was a lady on the phone. 

She was the chair of an English department at a nearby high school, 

She wanted some informations "What," she said, "in fact, is the 

difference between 'shall' and 'will' and when do you use one and 

when do you use the other?" There were three of us in the office 

at the time, and the man on the phone (not I) turned to the 

others, "What about 'shall' and "will'?" We got into quite a dis

cussion and a couple of us got on the extension and, "Yes, but on 

the other hand in the 17th century ... " The lady said, "Look, I'm 

not really interested in that. We are preparing our students 

for the basic minimum competency tests, and we've got everything 

else straightened out, They're okay with 'lay' and 'lie,' and 

some of them can even handle 'like' and 'as.' If we can just get 

'shall' and 'will,' then we'll have it. We will have basic 

minimum competency in Pensaulken, New Jersey," So we told her 

what we were sure she wanted to hear. She hung up the phone,very 

grateful, and I'm happy to tell you that in Pensaulken, New 

Jersey basic minimum competence has broken out, It's a tremendous 
success, 

I want to read a couple of texts, I always carry around a · 

little pocketful of clippings and bits of paper on which I have 

texts and I want to read at least two to talk about our success. 

The first of these is from a letter that was sent to all the 

school teachers in Philadelphia: 

"During the 1980-81 school year the project will 

provide teachers and administrators with educa-

tion and support designed to optimize the behaviors 

and conditions in the school which support student 

learning to the extent that at least two-thirds of 

the teachers receiving training and support in 

Expectations will report on a specifically designed 

survey changes in at least two school-related 

operational characteristics that have been identified 

as critical elements of the network of expectations 
that support learning," 

You knowthere's a nasty, cruel streak in people. I see that you 

can laugh at that, I wish that you would think for a moment of 
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your co-workers in the Philadelphia schools who cannot laugh at 

that because they must now go and do this. I am usually very good 

at deciphering these things. This one baffles me. I '11 tell you 

something interesting about this passage, though, In this pas

sage there is not one spelling error. Not one, There are .ll.Q 

comma faults. There are .ll.Q errors in capitalization. There are 

.ll.2 failures of verb-subject agreement in here, No misplaced 

modifiers. Use of the semicolon is impeccable, since no semi

colons appear. Well, now, wait a minute. A lesser writer might 

have been inclined to drop one in there somewhere. You see I 

sean it: I want to talk about our successes as English teachers. 

This is one of them, If we were to give this writer our basic 

minimum competence test, he would do very well, indeed, He would 

be, by all measures that we now expect, not just literate, but 

superbly literate, And yet it is in me to doubt that this is 

literacy. I have to ask, when we get all the infinitives un-

spli t, when we get all the modifiers undangled, when we find the 

comma-splices properly spliced, when we get "lay" and "lie," and 

"shall" and "will" .s1raight: will we have literacy? If so, this 

man is literate, and yet I know he's not. So what are we going 

to do? What will we have when we have "basic minimum compe

tence"? If this is our success, what must our failure be? 

I want to read one more "success," It is a very important 

success because this man is, at the time of this writing, pre

paring to receive the degree of doctorate of .~ducation in 

Educational Psychology so that he can go to a teacher training 

academy and become a trainer of teachers--a lofty calling, 

Since the writing of this document, he has received that degree 

and he is now, indeed, training teachers who will then go out 

and teach our children, I am going to read you, first, the 

title of the piece and then a brief excerpt from his piece: 

The Non-redundant Interactive Relationships of 

Perceived Teacher Directiveness and Student 

Personal-logical Variables to Grades and Satis

faction, 

Recent research has shown that a number of student 

variables--authoritarianism, dogmatism, intelligence, 
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conceptual level, convergent/divergent ability, 

locus of control, anxiety, composivity, need for 

achlevement, achievement-orientation, indepen

dent/dependence and extroversion/introversion--may 

moderate the relationship between teacher 

directiveness and grades and satisfaction, There 

is a fair degree of moderate intercorrelation 

among the student"variables, Such intercorrela

tion suggests some of the following interactive 

relationships may be overlapping or redundant, 

This is like stumbling over a rock in the path, The author 

stumbles briefly over the truth but quickly picks himself up and 

goes on: "The purpose of the present research is to develop 

multi-variate mathematical models of the interactive relation

ship using stepwise regression strategies, Such models should 

facilitate a more parsimonious interpretation of the interactive 

relationship," This goes on and on for 196 pages, 

The small journal which I serve as assistant circulation 

manager for has a motto, It appears whenever we have room for it 

in the journal. It is a quotation from Ben Jonson: "Neither 

can his mind be in tune whose words do jar, nor his reason in 

frame whose sentence is preposterous," These men from whom you 

have just heard are probably very decent fellows, They prob

ably have Cub Scout Troops that they care for; they surely pay 

their taxes, But their words do jar, Their sentences are 

preposterous, I think that their minds are out of tune and that 

their reasons are not in frame, and I think that would be enough 

to make me decide not to let my daughter ride in a car with them. 

There's nothing wrong with them I'm sure, but I would not feel 

safe with my daughter riding in their cars, I hope that some of 

you would share that prudence with me. While we would not per

haps let our daughters ride in cars with these men, you know 

what we do? We let our daughters and our sons, our nieces and 

nephews, our grandchildren, and millions of young Americans go 

to school where policy is made and executed by these people, 

Now I want to look at this second passage in that light-

the light of authority. The second passage is formidable. It's 
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wonderfuL I love "multi-variate mathematical models." That is 

a phrase that does point to something in statistics. The same is 

true of "step-wise regression strategies." Very nice sound. 

That terribly impressive list of student variables, starting w.l.th 

"authoritarianism and dogmatism," you could be sure that if the 

writer could have thought of another one, that one would have 

been there too. His powers flagged at this point. Some of these 

phrases are very enticing. I would like to• think about "locus of 

control," for instance. I don't even want to know what he means. 

Just thinking about "locus of control" is really good. What I 

would like to dwell on is the subtle distinction between "need 

for achievement" and "achievement orientation." That's got to 

be fascinating. You know the whole passage sourrls scientific. 

It sounds very scientific, and should you accost a person who 

writes like this and say "What the hell is this?" he responds, 

"Well, you laymen are of course not in any position to understand 

this highly technical language that we professionals use. It is 

too haxd for you. We understand these terms, This is compli

cated and scientific." Now I don't know any science. But I do 

know something about language. I know something about, scientific 

language, all of a sudden I get an inkling of what maybe we ought 

to mean by literacy. 

One of the few scientists whom I have heard of is Galileo. 

You remember Galileo? He was the man who climbed the Tower of 

Pisa and he dropped cannonballs, a big one and a little one, to 

see if they would fall at the same rate, and, sure enough, they 

did, I happen to know something about that event. Galileo did 

not have to climb that tower. I think the press was there and 

they said, "Senor Galileo, would you mind climbing the tower and 

showing us?" Galileo did not need that demonstration for a very 

simple and very intriguing reason. Galileo was literate. And 

Galileo solved that problem long before he climbed the tower. 

He solved it by 11 teracy. That is to say, he solved it by the 

power of language, by the .ability to make statements and make 

statements about statements in sequence, by the ability to find 

modifications and reservations through statements about state

ments. Here's how he did it. He said,. in effect, Aristotle says 
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that one is one and ten is ten, and a one-pound cannonball, 

therefore, will fall at one-tenth of the speed of a ten-pound 
cannonball, and that . seems logical. Aristotle did say something 

like that. Aristotle went further, I'm sure if you had gone to 

Aristotle and said, "Listen, Aristotle, let's drop some rocks 

from the Acropolis," he would have' said (because he said this in 

other contexts) , "That's work for slaves. Are you going to pick 

up rocks w.l.th your hands and drop them? We are not doing labor 

here, We are using the mind." You remember that Aristotle ap

proved of the study of astronomy but disapproved of looking at 

the stars. He really did. Of course we study astronomy; we do 

it in the mind. There are logical relationships, . everything is 

rational, and to look at the stars is already a kind of slave 

work. Of course, strangely enough, Aristotle was absolutely 

right. The work could be done entirely in the mind. Galileo 

picked up where he left off and thought about what Aristotle had 

said. Suppose that I were to take a ten-pound cannonball and a 

one-pound cannonball an:i fasten them together and drop them. 

What would happen? Obviously the slower speed of the one-pound 

cannonball would impede the progress of the ten-pound cannonball 

so that the combination of one and ten would fall somewhat slower 

than the ten-pound cannonball. Logic is logic. On the other 

hand, the one-pound cannonball and the ten-pound cannonball 

fastened together constitute, in effect, an eleven~pound cannon

ball. And an eleven-pound cannonball by logic must fall faster 

than a ten-pound cannonball. So the combination that I have 

made must fall slower than a ten-pound cannonball and it must 

fall faster than a ten-pound cannonball, and that cannot be so. 

Galileo asked, "What would have to be true for me to make sense 

at the end of this essay?" Now notice that's the important 

point. It is an ~ that Galileo has collllllitted. He has made 

a statement, And a statement about the statement. And a state

ment about his prior statements. In effect, Galileo has commit

ted literacy. He then climbed the tower, as you know, because 

the ignorant people from the press had to be convinced. If they 

couldn't follow his reasoning, they were "basically minimum 

competent" and they couldn't see that, although they were good at 
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"shall" and "wilL" And Galileo said, "Look fellows, I'll show 

you," and he climbed the Tower of Pisa. 

The most famous statement of Galileo's, of course, was about 

the earth. You remember he looked at the moons of Saturn or 

something like that, and from his observations extrapolated cer

tain principles. From his principles he said, at the end of 

another practice in literacy, "The earth moves." He got into a 

lot of trouble over that. It is, however, the language of sci

ence. You look, you consider, you weigh, you measure and then 

you begin to talk. You say this is so, this is so, therefore, 

this 1111st be so and if this must be so, then this must be so. 

This is done in literacy. It is done in language. No problem 

is solved except in language. We have nothing else but language 

with which to solve problems. Even if we reduce our language to 

some specially symbolic and truncated form that we call mathe

matics or the calculus, it is only by statement and statement 

and statement that we think, just as 1t is only by statement that 

we know. What is our knowledge? It is a group of statements 

that we can make. 

By literacy Galileo reached the language of science, and he 

said the earth moves. That is how the language of science sounds. 

He got in a lot of trouble for that. He had to apologize; you 

will remember there are a couple of places in the Bible that say 

that the earth stands fast. There's one place that suggests the 

sun does move around the earth when Joshua stops the sun. If you 

can stop the sun it must be moving around something so Galileo 

bad to apologize in church. It must have been a sad scene. He 

got up in church and said, "Well, men, I'm really sorry. I don't 

know what came over me, it wa.s obviously a silly thing for me to 

say. I'm awfully sorry, and I take 1t back. Of course the earth 

doesn't move." Legend has it, as you know, as he stepped down 

he muttered into his beard, "Still it moves." That's the lan

guage of science. 

Now I want to compare Galileo's literate language of science 

with what we just heard about the malti-variate mathematical mod

els. To see what you remember about that passage, we shall have 

a true-false test. Did the author say that there is "an 
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intercorrelation among these variables?" False. He did not. 
Did he say that there was a "moderate intercorrelation among 

these variables"? False, He did not stick his neck out that far. 

Did he say there is "a degree of moderate intercorrelation among 

those variables?" Too risky. Did he say that "there is a fair 

degree of moderate intercorrelation among these variables"? Yes, 

that's what he said. You see now if only Galileo had gone to 

education school, he could have said "Well there is a fair de

gree of moderate possibility that the earth may move." No one 

would have troubled him. He would never have had to apologize 

for that. This makes a very important point for me. One of the 

things that we have to say about bad language is that it is 

cowardly. The man who looks at what he can see and makes state

ments about what he can know, who makes statements about those 

statements, about what he can understand, who makes judgments and 

statements about his statements about his statements says things 

like, "The earth moves." The man who cannot do those things is 

reduced to saying, "There may be a fair degree of moderate in
tercorrelation." He is not only a coward, he's a liar. He 

speaks to us as one having authority, This was a very authori

tative ·statements "Recent research has shown," and on it goes 

from there. After that came all of the model auxiliaries, the 
"may's." H ak fro high t e spe s m on , wi h a voice of expertise, and 

still he says "There may be a fair •• , " This is cowardly. 

I know a lot about the people in the schools of education. 

I have studie4 them carefully. (They know a lot about me, I 

suspect--I often check under the hood of my car.) I will tell 

you two of the things they hate. They hate rote, rote learning, 

and worse than that they hate regurgitation. I have had them 

put it to mes - "Look," they say, "we really can• t be teaching 

the multiplication tables because that disenhances creativity. 

Besides, if you teach the multiplication tables, all you have 

done is teach by rote. When you test them on the multiplication 

table they just regurgitate and these things are just no good." 

They want creativity; they want self-expression. Listen to this 

phrase now from the first text I read: "Two school-related 

operational characteristics that have been identified as 
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critical elements of the network of expectations that support 

learning" . How did the author learn those things? Why · does he 

say those things? Have you heard those things before? Have you 

heard those things a thousand times before? "The network of ex

pectations that support learning"1 are those not phrases learned 

by rote and then regurgitated? You know, if you know enough of 

these phrases, you can write whole dissertations for ED,D's, All 

you do is string them together and everyone nods, "Oh yes, that's 

right, that's the way we talk," And we put that together with 

"locus of control," and "control/divergent ability" and the "net

work of expectations" that "support locus of control in cases 

of;,," This leads to another point about this literacy1 there 

is no mini at work here, This is parrotting, This is reciting, 

But even worse, even more damaging and most sad is this1 this 

fellow who wrote about "the network of expectations that support 

learning," and the other chap who wrote about the "fair degree of 

moderate relationship among the student variables," these people 

are not interested in what they write, It seems an odd thing to 

say, but if you were interested in education, would you glibly 

recite cant about "those characteristics which have been identi

fied as the network of expectations that support learning" in the 

schools? 

The title of tonight's talk is "Down and Out in Schools 

Thinking About Orwell." I am mindful of Orwell because of your 

parent organization, the National Council of Teachers of English, 

As you know the NCTE annually awards the "Orwell prize for 

clarity in public language" or something like that, The winner 

this year was the author of a book that argues that large corpo

rations send brochures, leaflets, film strips, movies and God 

knows what all into the schools and that these industry-sponsored 

materials are propagandistic in intent, They do tend to sell 

more of whatever it is the company sells, The author is really 

outraged at this, am the NCTE, sharing that outrage, gave her 

the George Orwell award, The book is horribly written, It con

tains all of the flaws that Orwell talked about. But you can see 

that the Council, actually it was its Committee on Doublespeak, 

liked the book politically am handed out the award without, 
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obviously, having read Orwell, Orwell would never have done 
that, 

Orwell says another important thing, Here we come to a 

matter of faith, You may believe or not as you choose. Orwell 

says that language is not a natural growth, Now the idea that 

language develops naturally has been at the heart of much English 

instruction in the last few decades, We have assumed and taught 

that language is what it is, that it is always changing, and that 

there is nothing you can do about that, We have held that 

"everybody has the right to a language of his or her own," even 

if it be totally incomprehensible to everybody else, Every.kind 

of language is as good as every other kind of language, the 

modern faith holds, and we mustn't fuss with it because it is 

natural and to fuss with it is iooeed an inhibition of creativi

ty am self-expression, Not so, says Orwell, Language is an 

artifact, Language is a device created by mankind or, if not 

created, certainly fashioned by us to our purposes. It is a tool 

with which we may do certain things by conscious design, Now, 

as I say, this is a matter of faith, However, it seems to me 

that English teachers who say in their hearts that language is 

simply a natural growth about which we can and should do nothing 

we ought to look for another calling. That language is natural 

and not to be tampered with is an interesting position. I can 

see many good reasons for taking it, But is not suitable for an 

English teacher, We have not, I know, taken any vows, Sometimes 

I think that is a mistake, We ought to have some vows, You put 

your hand on something--it doesn't have to be Fowler or Orwell, 

but something or other--aoo raise your hand am. say, "I promise 

that I ____ ." You fill in the blank, rut I think that some-

where in that vow you 're going to have to say something like 

thisa "that I will treat the English language as an instrument 

with which we can do things, and I will teach children to do 

that," We can make language an instrument for our own devices 

and, indeed, an instrument for the most important things we do or 

the most human thing that we do, the one thing, really, that 

separates us from the racoons and kangaroos, that is for thinking, 

What do we mean by thinking? I am a college professor, as 
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you know, and I am paid to work with my mind. No heavy lifting 

in my job description. When I don't want to see anybody, which 

is usually, I tell the secretary, Mrs. Scott, "Look I'm very busy, 

I• m thinking, I cannot see anybody ••• this semester." I sit in 

my office and stare out the window, I mull things over, I brood, 

I hope, I fear, I expect, reminisce. I repeat over and over 

again in my mind something that I said or something that somebody 

else said. I tell myself a little story; I change the details a 

little bit. Cheryl Teigs appears before me. Clearly, if 

thinking means all those things, it is not a very useful word. 

Clearly, if we are going to fashion language as an instrument for 

our devices, we will not permit thinking to mean all of those 

things. By thinking I mean what Galileo did. I mean making 

statements, generally a statement of knowledge, a statement of 

fact, maybe another one or two and then making a tremendous leap, 

the tremendous leap that separates, not, in this case, human 

beings from animals, but which separates thinking human beings 

from other human beings. This leap is magnificent. A statement 

about fact is of one order. Statements about fa.ct permit a 

unanimity. I can say of the earth "It moves." You can look, 

you can measure, you can weigh and say, "Well he's right; it 

moves," or not, And if you have better facts than I, I will have 

to agree with you. Unanimity is necessary of our statements of 

fact. When I start to think, I better start with statements of 

fact because we have to keep our feet on the ground. But at some 

point I stop making statements about the world and I start making 

statements about statements that I . have made. In doing this I 

search for understanding, and I hope to make a judgment. And 

judgment, unlike fact, does not permit unanimity. Not at all. 

For the ~. we can all turn back and touch the earth. For 

:judgment we can follow each other's lines; we can listen to each 

other's statements, but·no judgment commands as a statement of 

fact :eommands. This is why literacy is dangerous and why I'm 

convinced we don't want it. 

We all, especially the people in this room, will answer any 

pollster on the streets by saying "yes" we are in favor of 

literacy. No one will come out against it, I wonder if we 
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want a world in which everyone is literate. 

I will use a brief example here from ancient history. 

Everybody remembers those many cultures which arose, lasted a 

long, long time, died, and disappeared in Mesopotamia: ancient, 

solid, stable cultures that lasted for a long, long time. When 

they were overturned, they were overturned because other neigh

boring cultures got bigger and ate them up. They were never 

overturned from within. We do not hear that in Babylon some 

citizen had an idea which destroyed his world and which turned 

over his culture. When we go a little farther in history and 

cross an ocean and come to the Greeks, who, as far as I can tell, 

invented true literacy, as distinguished from a "basic minimum 

competence" which enables us to read "men" and "women" on the 

doors. The Greeks invented discourse--discourse aimed to take us 

beyond statements of fact, into orbit, as it were, through under

standing in search of judgment, This is a tremendous achievement 

to make. But I wonder what good it did them. They were a dis

orderly people, those Greeks. Not only did they war incessantly 

with one another from city-state to city-state, ,but within each 

city-state they even warred incessantly. They were continuously 

driving one another out, bloodily more often than not.. You and 

I, of course, rem.ember the Greeks from our textbooks in schools, 

the elegant Greeks. There they stood in gracious Attic poses, 

their gowns draped very cunningly and prettily. We think of 

calm, We think of repose, We think of harmony. Not sos they 

were a bloodthirsty and disorderly crowd, profoundly unruly, and 

they did, in effect, destroy themselves little by little. And 

I know why: they were literate. They devised the system of 

seeking to make judgments through the process of understanding, 

through discourse, through literacy. And those who can make 

jt.rlgments through understanding will always disagree. Always. 

If my voice is louder than yours and I can convince you to accept 

my judgment, it isn't really because my voice is louder than 

yours. It is because you will not do the work of literacy with 

llhich you test my judgment. You will accept it as a slogan, as 

a part of the. "network of expectations that support learning" in 

the schools. But if you have the power of literacy, however loud 
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my voice, you will say, "Just a moment. I see that this is your 

judgment. That is very interesting, let me now make a judgment," 

A literate culture suffers a fate which an illiterate culture, 

like the Mesopotamian culture, does not suffer. The literate 

culture does not have to wait aroum to be eaten up by the larger 

neighbor, Indeed, the Greek culture repelled a very large 

neighbor quite successfully, if I remember, ·But it was turned 

over from within. I don't know what a literate America would be 

like. It wouldn't be like this. It wouldn't be anything like 

this, and I'm convinced that we all know that and that we do not 

want 11 teracy, Indeed, we have devised, with the very best of 

intentions sometimes, an elaborate contraption to prevent liter

acy. 

Let me make this terribly important point about literacy. 

Literacy is the work of a solitary mim, It is done all alone. 

This, by the way, is why reading and writing are so difficult for 

so many of our students. They hate solitude, To read a book is 

to be alone, To write and pursue understanding is to be alone, 

so desperately alone that I, who write a lot (I hate writing), 

can stop at any time, right in the middle of a sentence, and go 

re-tile the bathroon. Literacy is hateful, and it is hateful 

because it is lonely, Only in the isolation of the individual 

mind can you either read or write. lie seem to have devised a 

system intended to prevent isolation. 

I invite you now to tour with me the middle school in 

Pittman, New Jersey, where I live. We are walking down the hall. 

School is quiet and orderly • . It's a good little school. We 

don't have too many kids slashing up or smashing the urinals 

with sledgehammers. We here pass a room and in this room we see 

in progress the eighth-grade rap session on gay rights, the 

eigth-graders being led by their teachers. They "relate to" 

each other quite well am they are "expressing themselves" on 

the matter of gay rights. They are "seeking understanding." 

They are in favor of the. "love of all mankind." They are going 

to work something out. It is going to come to a conclusion. 

They will solve the gay rights problem before that class is 

over. 

14 

We go down the hall and into the staircase and upstairs, and 

here at the turning of the stair is a little child all alone, 
reading a book, Now I want you to consider these two images, 

There's the eighth-grade rap session on gay rights and a little 

child all alone reading a book. Which is normal? Which is 

standard practice? Which is institutionally approved and fos

tered? Which is like school? You know that that little kld is 

a freak and a weirdo! You know that he has very little self-es

teem, not much creativity, he doesn't even seem to be expressing 

himself, He is simply learning by rote something that he might 

regurgitate someday, A novel perhaps. The other kids, the

utterly ignorant and untutored, rapping about a social concern 

of massive size ard fearful consequence, trying to reach, through 

ignorance, a consensus, which we imagine can be reached by the 

ignorant if there are just enough of thema that's normal. 
That's school. 

There's a very immediate connection between the collectivism 

of the gay rights rap session and illiteracy, Literacy is a 

selfish skill, You can use it only in your own head, Literacy 

is not a communal activity, Literacy does not lead to collective 

harmony but in the other direction, Our system is designed to 

make collective harmony because it is, most important of all, a 
government-system. 

I speak to you here, as you know, as a government agent. 

Most of you are government agents, too. You take your pay from 

the pot that gives me my pay. Our system arranges to take acer

tain amount of money away from the people and distribute it among 

us. Thank goodness. But we are a government agency just as 

much as the Marine Corps and the postal system. I'm a government 

agent. Jefferson, as you will remember, urged literacy on us. 

He said in effect, "Let us have a literate nation." Let's have 

people who are capable of the powers of what he called, again 

and again, thoughtful discretion, By the way, Jefferson did not 

suggest this as a nifty little benefit which might go along with 

democracy. This is not frosting, He pointed out that it was 

absolutely necessary if people were to be free from government, 

Jefferson did not like the government that he and his friends set 
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up. It was the best that they could findt but he understood 

that all g~vernment is intrusive. Government will, if it can, 

seize your person, your property, your liberty, and your mind. 

That's how government works. There's nothing wrong with that, 

That's the nature of government, and Jefferson knew that, He 

said our only protection against it is thoughtful discretion, 

the ability of everyone to read, He did not mean make out exit 

signs; he did not mean tell the difference between "shall" and 

"will" or handle a semi-colon, He meant to be literate. Civili

zations of ancient Mesopotamia were as quiet as they were be-

cause in them everybody was a slave, 

knowing only that which was suggested. 

Everybody was a slave, 

The city-states of 

Greece were the turbulent, discordant places that they were be

cause in them there were some free people, Free people are peo

ple who can make a string of statements seeking understanding and 

making judgment. It is that power which protects us against 

government. That is Jeffersons ,point, 

I am glad he's dead, I am so glad that Jefferson is dead, 

I liked Thomas Jefferson. I don't want him to come back from 

the grave and stand by my side an:i say, "Mitchell, what the hell 

are you people doing?" "How is it," he would ask me, "that you 

have chosen that one power which alone can protect us from any 

and all government and given it into the hands of the governments 

to teach? What did you expect. Did you, in fact, expect that a 

government would teach thoughtful discretion, llhich alone can 

protect us against government? Are you Crazy?" Jefferson would 

not be kind. He would not be tolerant. I would be embarrassed, 

I don't want to hear from him, 

At the moment I am in deep depression about you and me an:i 

about our whole enterprise. I would really like to look around 

for an honest job and get out of the teaching business. I have 

been going around buttonholing all my colleagues saying, "Would 

you explain to me once a.gain, in words that I can understand, 

what is it we are doing here and why and what is the meaning 

of this?" I'm just not happy obviously, and at the moment I 

don't see any way that it can work. I don't see that ~ can 

have literacy; I don't think that we '118.nt literacy. I am not 
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even sure that I want it, I know this, that if it is to come, if 

we are to have a genuinely literate society, that would mean that 

all people would be able to do these things in their heads, like 

Galileo. And they will all have understandings and judgments 

and they will all be different from mine and I won't like that to 

begin w1 th. But to have it is going to take really nothing short 

of revolution, So profoundly entrenched is the system which, I 

suppose I have to say,- enslaves all of us that I cannot see it 

disappearing. It will not evaporate, If it is to be changed, 

it must be changed in a revolutionary fashion, and Jefferson 

also ma.de the rules for revolution in America. You will recall 

he said, he wrote it and his friends subscribed to it, "We pledge 

to this cause our lives and our fortunes • .," If you are sitting 

there and you can't finish this quotation you're in a lot of 

trouble; we're all in a lot of trouble. Of course you can fin

ish the quotation. He pledged "our lives, our fortunes, and our 

sacred honor," They were obviously good rules for revolution 

because they sure worked, They ma.de a good revolution. I wonder 

if we can do that, If you are going to make a revolution in 

this country, you have to pledge your lives, your fortunes, and 

your sacred honor. I hesitate to speak for you, except I know 

you are in my condition--government agents, I am a government 

agent, I would, in some part of me, like to see this revolution, 

and yet I know that I must pledge to it my life, my fortune and 

my sacred honor, Do you realize that I am a member of a union? 

I am, I'm a union member. Do you expect me to pledge my life? 

I am not even about to pledge the terms and conditions of my 

employment, They are right there in the contract, My life, my 

fortune? You know how grossly underpaid I am, we all are, You 

know that this culture pays bus drivers more than it pays 

schoolteachers? How did this culture come to have this value? 

Where did this culture learn that bus drivers should get more 

money than school teachers? That's a mystery to me, But they 

do, So you can't expect me to pledge my fortune because I don't 

have any fortune, I am not about to pledge my guaranteed annual 

increment, That's in my contract too, "Sacred honor" is a 

quaint old-fashioned term, "Sacred honor," I guess that meant 
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sOl'llething to them. It did. Yes, of course, all of those things 

meant something to them. When they pledged their lives, they 

meant it. They would hang if they lost. They pledged their 

fortuness they would lose their estates and their progeny would 

be cut off. And by their sacred honor they did mean at least 

something concrete that we can point to. They knew that if they 

lost they would be remembered, if at all, as foul traitors. But 

to me, to you, to us government agents, "sacred honor"? I would 

like to pledge that but it doesn't really mean anything to me. 

It would be a nice gesture, but you know, I'm afraid it would 

injure the profession if I were to pledge that. I'm not going to 

make this revolution. I don't think you are. I think that we 

are going to have to settle for "basic minimum competence" and 

what goes with it--a nation of slaves. 
There is no path to liberty. Liberty is not a corporate 

thing. Cultures are not free, nations are not free, groups are 

not free, classes are not free. One human being is free and 

another human being is free, arxl another. Only the solitary 

individual can have freedom. In our teaching, it is only the 

solitary individual who gets no freedom, who does not get the 

mechanical device--to say nothing of other things--by which he 

can fashion understanding and make judgments arxl be free of all 

suggestions, be free of all slogans, be free of all deliberate 

ideologies. If he's going to get it, if all of those millions 

of children are going to get it, they are not going to get it 

from the man who talks about "the network of expectations." 

They are not going to get it from the man who is worried about 

their "locus of control" and how that relates to "the relation

ship between their satisfaction with their grades and their 

view of their teacher as authoritarian or not." Literacy is 

not what those people are interested in. 
This is a high calling. It really is. We are teachers. 

We are English teachers. There is nobody teaching anything as 

important as what we are supposed to teach. Nobody. All the 

teachers in all the other disciplines teach the raw material 

that goes to the process that we teach. It is a very high 
calling indeed. I know of none higher, frankly, We are in fact 
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the salt of the earth. But we have lost our savor, and where
with we shall be salted, I do not know. 

MEMORY AND IMAGINATION 

by Patricia Ha.mpl 

A lecture delivered at MCTE, May 1981. 

Dedication: For the members of the Memoir Class, Spring 1981, 

at the Loft (sponsored by the Loft and Metro State University) 

When I was 7 years old, my father, who was handsome as a 

virtuoso and who played the violin on Sundays with a nicely 

tortured flair which we considered artistic, led me by the hand 

down a long, unlit corridor in the basement of St, Luke's School, 

a sort of tunnel that ended in a room full of pianos, where many 

little girls and a single sad little boy were playing truly 

tortured scales and arpeggios in a mash of troubled sound. Here 

my father gave over my small, still stupid hands to Sister Olive 

Marie, who really did look remarkably like an olive. 

Her oily face gleamed as if it had just been rolled out of 

a can and laid on the white plate of her broad, spotless coif. 

Her skin was sallow, faintly greenish, olive drab, reminiscent 

of those especially assertive olives whose centers are drilled 

and then filled with a slash of pimento. She was a small, plump 

woman, so that the body and small window of face seemed to in

terpret the entire alphabet of olives her face was a pale green 

olive placed upon the jumbo ripe olive of her black habit. I 

trusted her instantly and smiled, glad to have my hand placed in 

the hand of a woman who made sense, who provided the satisfaction 

of being what she was: an Olive who looked like an olive. 

I was left by my father to discover the piano with Sister 

Olive the olive so that one day I would be able to join him on 

Sundays in mutually tortured piano-violin duets for the edifica

tion of my mother and brother who sat at the table spooning in 

the last of their pineapple sherbet meditatively until their 

part was called for: and they put down their spoons and clapped 

while we bowed, while the pale sweet ice in their bowls melted, 

while the 111Usic melted, and we all melted a little into each 
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other for a moment. 
But first Sister Olive must do her work, I was shown middle 

c which Sister Olive seemed to think terribly important, I 
stared at middle C and then glanced away for a second, and when 

ay eye returned it was gone, its slim whit, finger lost in the 

complicated grasp of the keyboard, Sister Olive struck it again, 

finding it with the laughable ease of an obvious genius. She 

emphasized the importance of middle C, its central position, a 

· sort of North Star of sound. I remember thinking, "Middle C 

is the belly button of the piano," an insight that almost ma.de 

me faint with its originality and usefullness--for the first 

time in my li:fe I was astonished by metaphor. I hesitated to 

share this brilliance with the kindly Olive for some re~son--and 

have never , until this moment of writing it down, acknowledged 

it to anyone. 
Sunlight flooded the room; the pianos, all black, gleamed, 

Sister Olive, dressed in the colors of the keyboard, gleamed; 

middle C shimmered with meaning and I resolved never--never--to 

forget its location1 it was the center of the world, 
Then Sister Olive, who had had to show me middle C twice 

but who seemed to have drawn no bad conclusions about me anyway, 

got up am went to the windows on the opposite wall and pulled 

the shades down, The sun was too bright, she said. She sneezed 

as she stood at the window with the sun shedding its glare over 

her. She sneezed and sneezed, crazy little convulsive sneezes, 

one after another, as helpless as if she had the hiccups. 

"The sun makes me sneeze," she said casually when the fit 

was over and she was back at the piano, I had never heard-

never imagined--anything so bizarre, I associated sneezing with 

colds and colds with rain, fog, snow and bad weather. The sun, 

however, had caused Sister Olive to sneeze in this convulsive 

way, Sister Olive who gleamed benignly and who was so certain of 

the location of the center of the world, The universe wobbled a 

bit and did not seem quite so reliable anymore. Things were not, 

after ~11, necessarily what they seemed; appearance deceived, 

here~ the sun acting totally out of character, hurling this 

woman into sneezes, a woman so mild that she was named, or so 
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it seemed, for a bland object on a relish tray. 

I was given a red book, the first Thompsen book, and told 

to play the first piece over and over at one of the black pianos 

where the other children were crashing away. This, I was told-

and it sounded alluringly adult--was called practising. The 

piece itself consisted mainly of middle C, and I excelled, 

thrilled by my savvy at being able to locate that central note 

amidst the cunning camouflage of all the other white keys before 

me. Thrilled, too, by the shiny red book that gleamed, as the 

pianos did, as Sister Olive did, as my eager eyes did. I sat at 

the formidable machine of the piano and got to know middle C 

intimately, preparing to be as tortured as I could manage one 

day soon with my father's violin at my side. 

But at the moment Mary Katherine Rielly was at my side, 

playing something at least two or three lessons more sophisti

cated than my piece. I believe she even struck a chord. I 

glanced at her from the peasantry of single notes with shyness, 

ready to pay homage. She turned toward me, stopped playing, 

and sized me up, Sized me up and found a person ready to be 

dominated. Without introduction she said, "My grandfather in

vented the collapsible opera hat." I nodded, I acquiesced, I 

was hers. With that little stroke it was decided between us-

that she should be the leader and I the side-kick, My job was 

admiration, Even when she added, "But he didn't make a penny 

from it, He didn't have a patent"--even then, I knew and she 

knew that this was not an admission of powerlessness, but the 

easy candor of the true master, of one who can afford a weakness 

or two, With the clairvoyance of all fated relationships based 

on dominance and submission it was decided in advance1 that 

when the time came for us to pay duets, I should always play 

second piano, that I should spem my allowance to buy her the 

Twinkles she craved but was not allowed to have, that finally, 

I should let her copy from ray test paper and when confronted by 

our teacher, confess with convincing hysteria that it was I, I 

who had cheated, who had reached above myself to steal what 

clearly belonged to the rightful heir of the inventor of the 

collapsible opera hat, 
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And so on and so on. 

There must be a reason why I have remembered this little 

story--if it is a story. Anyway, this moment, There must be 

some use, some reason that it is lodged clearly and absolutely 

in my memory and not some ·other, perhaps more amusing, more 

awful or significant, more edifying incident. I have not ~ 

to remember it--it is simply there, like a book that has always 

been on th=! shelf, whether I ever read it or not, the binding 

and the title showing as I skim across the contents of my mind, 

It just happends that today I have taken it from the shelf am 

paged through and foum more detail, more event, maybe just a 

little more entertainment than I had expected. But the memory 

itself was there--and I knew it--from the start. Waiting for 

me. 

Or was it? I've just re-read what I wrote about that first 

piano lesson--a piece I wrote with nothing but the pure driven 

intention of honesty and accuracy--and I have to admit a little 

sheepishly that I've told a pack of lies here, 

I think it wa~ my father who took me the first time for my 

piano lesson--but maybe he only took me to meet my teacher and 

there was no actual lesson that day. And did I even know then 

that he played the violin--didn't he take up his violin again 

llUCh later, as a result of my piano playing and not the reverse? 

And is it even remotely accurate to describe as "tortured" the 

musicianship of one who began ·every day by belting out "Oh What 

a Beautiful Morning" as he shaved? 

Sister Olive Marie did sneeze in the sun, but was her name 

Olive? It might have been Oliver or Olivia or Olivet or maybe 

it was one of those medieval Catholic names nuns used to have 

which perhaps sounded like or reminded me of a word like pickle 

or scallion, and by association I've thought of her as Olive. 

As for her skin tone--I would have sworn it was olive--like, I 

would have been willing to spend the better part of the after

noon trying to write a paragraph that would indicate the exact 

variety or imported Italian or Greek olive her face suggested. 

I wanted to get it right. _But now, were I to write that 

passage over, it is her intense black eyebrows I would have to 
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describe, for sudde~ly ,tw seem the central fact of that face, 

some indicative mark of her serious am forthright nature, But 

the truth is, I don't remember the woman at all. She's a sneeze 
in the sun and a finger touching middle C. 

I'm sure there weren't a bunch of other children playing 

on pianos in tm room of my first lesson and I know I didn't 

have the Thompsen book as my piano text--because other children 

did and I was envious of those red books with drawings of 

lamb-like Victorian children on the pages along with the notes. 

The belly button business is no memory--or rather my delight in 

a first metaphor is not true, But I do believe I've caught in . 

that metaphor a genuine thought I did have somewhere on the 

periphery of my mind, a· metaphor I was too conventional ever to 

ponder or take pleasure in. In other words, in writing that 

memory I have, for the first time, actually given myself the 

right to that little brave flag of a first self-made metaphor. 

And in creating this fictious history about my first metaphor, 

I suppose I've satisfied some unacknowledged desire to equip 

myself with a bit of personal history that explains why I ended 
up becoming a poet. 

Mary Katherine Reilly didn't even go to St, Luke's School-

and of course her name isn't Mary Katherine Reilly. I . met her 

in Girl Scouts an:1. later went to high school with her. Our re

lationship was not one of leader and follower, and, if anything, 

in the matter of piano playing, she thought me the better stu

dent, She certainly never copied anything from my test paper-~ 

she was the top student in school and didn't need to look to 

left or right, Though her grandfather--or someone in her 

family--did invent the collapsible opera hat, she didn't tell 

this to me on our first meeting (which I don't recall in any 

case) and it wasn't told as a deft move in the kiddy power play, 

So what am I doing here? Simply giving you an example of 

the curious relation a fiction writer has to the material of her 

own life? Perhaps·. - And that's an interesting enough thing to 

consider. But, to tell t}le truth (if you even believe I'm 

capable of telling the truth anymore), I wasn't writing ·fiction, 

I was writing memoir with a pure and earnest heart, I wanted 
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to get the facts down, I wanted to serve forth a freshly written 

memory so that, using it as an example, we could consider the 

uses of this form, the uses of memory itself, And I don't want 

to wrap the creative process--mine anyway--in wads of obscuring 

cotton. I want to understam myself, my tendency to lie and 

call it art, my habit of fabrication which I call memoir, I am 

not satisfied by conveniently misty mystical notion that all 

writers use "poetic license" to "make the story better." For, 

as an opposing clich~ says, "Truth is stranger than fiction," 

anyway, My desire is always to be accurate, am that desire is 

rooted in the simple belief that the truth of things is more 

interesting than any fiction I could concoct, 
So why have I told these lies--if I wasn't writing fiction 

and if, as I say, I really was writing memoir? And why do I 

know for a certainty that every time I set about the act of 

retrieving a memory am setting it down on paper I will lie 

again--quite blithely, And--this is the oddest part--that all 

the while I will truly believe I'm telling the truth? 

The one indication my little story about my first piano 

lesson gives about this conundrum is that it is packed with 

detail, I have been driven once again, as I was when I wrote! 

Romantic Education, which is a memoir, to the power of detail, 

the overwhelming insistence of small particles of life for their 

place, their right to thrive like some other-worldly plant that 

goes right on blossoming without benefit of soil, Or--here's a 

more accurate metaphor--these fragments and details are like 

those branches people bring inside in December and place in a 

jar of water and which, amazingly, unfurl their tiny leaves 

in imitation of spring, 
"Caress the details, the di vine details," Vladimir Nabokov 

has said. Which is, I suppose, a classy way of saying what 

every composition teacher who ever lived has saids "Be 

specific," Memory is specific, It• s hardly anything else. 

Its specificity is so intense and ravenous for detail that it 

will--as we've seen--create color, texture, conversation, even 

emotion, where there was none. The curious thing abwt these 

odd, unruly details that refuse to give over to an orderly view 
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of things, that demand attention, is that by giving them their 

place, by putting our loyalty into our mixed bag of unsorted 

details, we are given--as a reward perhaps for our loyalty to 

our own view of things--the satisfaction of form. The reason my 

memory of that first piano lesson is full of lies, as I've ad

mitted, is that my allegiance was to specific details, to the 

compelling divinity I feel--we all feel--towards the bright 

moments that refuse to lie down am play dead. This form is 

neither anything as simple or brittle as "fiction" or any other 

"genre," It is the powerful and satisfying sense of living in 

a world rather than a chaos, The detail of life, sorted into 

memoir, ceases to be malignant am drenched in self-absorption, 

It begins to gain the glow of the world, even--if I may use a 

splendid, maybe too splendid word--it begins to glow with the 

eternal. 

Looking repeatedly into the past, you do not necessarily 

become fascinated with your own life, but rather with the phe

nomenon of memory. The act of remembering becomes less auto

biographical; it begins to feel tentative, aloof, It becomes 

blessedly impersonal. 

The self-absorption that seems to be the impetus and em

barrassment of autobiography turns into (or perhaps always was) 

a hunger for the world. Actually, it begins as hunger for ~ 

world, one gone or lost, effaced by time or a more sudden 

bruality. But in the act of remembering, the personal environ

ment expands, resonates beyond itself, beyond its "subject", 

into the endless and tragic recollection that is history, 

We look at old family photographs in which we stand next 

to black boxy Fords and are wearl.iig period costumes, and we do 

not gaze fascinated because there we are young again, or there 

we are standing, as we never will again in life, next to our 

mother. We stare and drift bPcause there we are ••• historical. 

It is the dress, the black car that dazzle us now and draw us 

beyond our mother's bright arms which once caught us. We reach 

into the attractive impersonality of something more significant 

than ourselves. 

We embrace the deathliness and yet we are not dead, We are 
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impersonal a.nd yet ourselves. The astonishing power and 

authority ?f memory derive from this paradox. Here, in memory, 

we live ~ die, We do "live again" in memory, but differently1 

in history as well as in biography. And when these two come 

together, forming a narrative, they approach fiction. Theim

precision of memory causes us to create, to extend remembrance 

into narrative. It sometimes seems, therefore, that what we 

remember is not--could not be--true. And yet it is accurate, 

The imagination, triggered by memory, is sati.sfied that this is 

so. 
We ·trust memory against all the evidence: it is selective, 

subjective, cannily defensive, unreliable as fact. But a single 

red detail remembered--a .hat worn in 1952, the nail polish ap

plied one summer day by an aunt to her toes, separated by balls 

of cotton, as we watched--has more real blood than the creatures 

around us on a bus as, for some reason, we think of that day, 

that hat, those bright feet. That world, This power of memory 

probably comes from its kinship with the imagination, The 

Kingdom of God, the nuns used to tell .. us in school, is within 

you. We may not have made a religion of memory, but it is our 

passion, and along with (sometimes in opposition to) science, it 

is our authority. It is a Kingdom of its own. 
Psychology, which is somehow~ science, the claustropho

bic discipline of the century, has made us acknowledge the value 

of remembering--even at the peril of shame. But the problem 

for most of us is not shame. Most lives, though really of 

potentially tragic, are short on melodrama. It is difficult 

for us to reach back into our lives, into what we see as merely 

insignificant fragments, into a family life where, it seemed, 

nothing happened. To break through what seems unimportant and 

as a.noymous as dirt a great sense of worthlessness must be 

overcome. At least shame is interesting; at least it is hidden, 

the sign of anything valuable. But for a past to be overlooked, 

discarded because it was not only useless but simply without 

interest.,.-that is a harsher heritage, In fact, is it a 

heritage? 
This generation has written its memoirs earl.ya we squeezed 
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every childhood lemon for all it was worths my mother this, my 

father that. Our self-absorption was appalling. But I won't 

go back--not yet--on that decade, the period when my generation 

as "a generation" was most political. 

Nor will I go back on my loyalty to the oddly disjointed 

details of my life--or of your lives. The notion that in the 

dense bundles of memory we know are our real lives we carry the 

meaning of life itself is the great gift of literature. litera

ture, which honors the vividness of detail above all else. When 

Mrs, Nash in the fourth grade at St. Luke's, when Sister Mary 

Reginia and Sister Mary Gertrude at Visitation Convent, and 

Richard Foster at the University said helplessly but steadfastly 

the old cri .Q& £2fil!!: of English teachers, "Be specific", they 

were doing the essential work of civilization, I think. And 

the essential work of the imagination, They were attesting to 

the legitimacy of the detail, to the ethical mandate that resides 

within our own experience and to the creative spring which allows 

an ordinary human being to feel, for a moment, divine. Like all 

spiritual truths it is a paradox: when we caress the lowly 

details, we touch briefly our own divinity, our union with others 

and the great world, The more loyal we are to the curious frag

ments of our memory, the greater chance we have to link arms--in 

affection, in solidarity--with others, even with those we will 

never know, We cease to be alone, even as we enter the abso

lutely private room of our own version of the past. 

Memoir is not the art of the self, but the art of the 

detail, There is no whole story, no whole self-there doesn't 

need to be, Profwnd attachment to the fragments, the shards 

of the past, are--or can be--the old gold that each of us has, 

the heritage of broken bits with which we can approach the beast, 

the world. If Nabokov was excessive in calling the detail 

divine, maybe the poet Jane Cooper was more judicious when she 

spoke of "the sanity of observed detail." Whether it is 

divinity or sanity that the pondering of one's own life pro

vides, it seems to me we have need of both. For me, writing a 

memoir was an act of faith, faith in the detail to shi_ne out of 

its terrible, self-shattering insignifiance into a relation I 
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longed for but feared might not exist, I wanted to ma.tter--and 

I was afraid I did not matter. And that my family did not 

matter, nor my town, nor my sex, nor anything I had ever 

experienced, Memory provid'ed what neither good intentions nor 

ambition could, The divinity of my details, anyway, has to do 

with humility, as I suppose all details do - the humility that 

is strangely fearless and celebratory, the humility that delights 

in dancing around the small occasions, the minor feasts of its 

life--that sings about a nun with a vegetable name, that crows 

that its father played the violin, that it has been alive and 

kicking from the start. 
The poet Louise Bogan says of the strange, disjointed 

memories we each have that "such memories, compounded of be

wilderment and ignorance and fear" are ones "we must always keep 

in our hearts, We can never forget them because we cannot 

understand them, and because they are of no use," But this is 

where she and I part company--for they are of use, They provide 

us with our first--for some of us our only--opportunity to .place 

the self in the worJ.d, To acknowledge memory, the scruffy, 

disorderly details, the disjointed moments of a life, is to 

acknowledge both the private self and the huge world, It is 

also, as every liar and memorlst knows, to feel the exhilarating 

delight of an imagination doing what it was intended to do: 

filling in all the blank places, 

This material may not be duplicated or reprinted on any form 

except with the permission of the writer, 

USING FILM COMEDY IN TJ-Ui: CLASSROOM 

by David Robinson 

Most English teachers, at both secondary and college level, 

have used film in their classrooms. Generally, however, they 

employ it as "background" material to a perlod or piece (e.g., 

the .B:ncyclopedia Brittanica series) or present their students 

the "film version" of the novel/short story/play under examina

tion. In either case, they are not viewing the film as a 

piece of literature in itself. I have no quarrel with either 
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of these two standard approaches, particularly when it incor

porates material of the calibre of the BBC's Shakespeare Plays 

series; in such cases, the tape is clearly invaluable in estab
lishing the dramatic and physical environment which the student 

may not have envisioned from the text alone. Too often, how

ever, films simply afford the instructor a breathing space, and 

the students correctly anticipate these sessions as mental 

vacations, The problem intensifies if the film is comic, for 

the students' resistance to "taking comedy seriously" is deep

seated and constantly reinforced by what passes for comedy in 

the TV sitcoms. 

Having recognized these initial difficulties, an instructor 

should also realize that they constitute the flip side of film 

comedy's strength as a teaching device: it has an immediate 

appeal to its audience, many of whom absorb gigantic (if not 

healthful) doses of the genre every night and twice on weekends 

when they hit the local matinee. Working with film comedy in an 

environment where laughter is hardly the norm (except perhaps 

in the halls outside the classroom), one may be reminded of 

Freud's thesis about jokes, as here paraphrased by Martin 

Grotjahn in Beyond Laughter: "Laughter occurs when repressing 

energy is freed from its static function of keeping something 

forbidden under repression and away from consciousness,"1 

Obviously, students often view the classroom as repressive; on 

the other hand, teachers who appeal frequently to the sense of 

humor in an effort to get behind the blazed-eyed boredom con

fronting them may, in fact, have difficulty focusing the 

energy thus released. A little humor goes a long way, but a 

little more than a little can be much too much, The challenge 

of controlling and focusing energy and attention is especially 

persistent in teaching film comedy, but the teacher at least 

has the aid of the material, not its hindrance, in releasing 

that energy, 

This first pedagogical problem is closely related to a 

second one, already mentioned: getting the class to take the 

Notes 

1New York: McGraw-Hill, 1957, p, 255, 
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subject serlously, to view it as an art form worthy of lengthy 

consideration, (Indeed, many teachers have some cU,fficulty 

accepting film in general and comic films in particular as other 

than entertainment.) Initially, a film comedy may strike a 

student as beyond criticism, other than "I liked the film be

cause it was funny" or the equally deadly obverse, Yet many 

of the techniques used by writers of comedy are clearly visible 

in film and equally discussable, perhaps more so given the 

students' backgrounds, which are not usually rich in literary 

acquaintance but probably chock full of movie experience. 

Though I will here explore the subject in the context of a full

term college course exclusively devoted to film comedy, I have 

found the identical problems and advantages of the genre in 

working with a single comic film in a literature course. When 

I claim, therefore, that such films may be invaluable teaching 

devices, I'm confident that claim is in large part applicable 

to the course which uses only a few or even one film comedy in 

a term. Further, as my film comedy students are almost entirely 

non-English major~, I know that the use of such films is a way 

to r each those souls in the back of the English classroom whose 

literary background, critical acumen, and attitude toward 

textual analysis may be less than optimal--the ones who are 

often "at the movies" mentally already. 

It is helpful, at -the outset·of such a course or by way of 

introducing a single comic film, to define the genre, though 

doing so is somewhat like trying to define "snowflake" by a 

perfect example of the species. There are just too many vari

ations to establish with .certainty a norm, in the way that one 

can with "tragedy" or "epic," even allowing for the significant 

differences among various examples of those types. 

Stuart Kaminsky makes a praiseworthy attempt in American 

Film Genres. when he identifies two "dominant modes in addition 

to situation comedy", 

1) the mode of the individual or man-out-of-keeping with his 

culture, and 

2) the man.!§, woman mode, an "absurd depiction of the 
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confrontation between a man and a woman. "2 Gerald Mast, in his 

excellent work The Comig Mind, finds there are eight comic film 

plots, only one of which seems completely indigenous to the 

film.3 Mast also notes that most of these plot forms are shared 

by non-comic film or drama and concludes that what may be more 

useful is determining the "signs by which we recognize that we 

are in the presence of a comic work."4 Basing his discussion on 

Elder Olson's notion of comedy as imitating a "worthless" action, 

one that we do not take seriously, Mast goes on to establish six 

ways of discovering "comic climate": the film's begimiing, 

characters, subject matter, dialogue, self-consciousness, and 

use of various cinematic tools, such as sound, lighting, and 

editing.5 

Both Mast and Kaminsky are helpful, then, in broadly de

fining the subject matter of a course in film comedy or a single 

example of the type. But it lies outside the scope of their 

works to deal with how to teach that subject matter, the slip

pery problem facing the t eacher who must wrestle with this 

protean substance. Kaminsky points toward another problem when 

he notes the potential seriousness of the comic plot, finding 

it "ironic that a partial explanation for the laughter in the 

films may be that the only way many of us can deal with the 

subject is to remove ourselves from it by laughter."6 Anyone 

who has ever trled to teach comedy--in fiction, drama, or 

film--knows the corollary to Kaminsky's statement: it is 

difficult to treat comedy seriously, for it is a fragile crea

ture, which we may quite easily DD1rder when we dissect, 

Further, we have all had occasion to witness the unpredicta

bility of the comic presentation, what is hilarious to the 

Notes 

2New York: Dell Publishing Co,, 1977, p, 180 
3New York: Bobbs-Merrill, Inc., 1973, pp. 4-9, The only 

indigenous film comedy plot form, in Mast's opinion, is Mack 
Sennet's "rlffing," a simple stringing together of gags. 

'l-rbid., p, 9, Mast's book, now available in a second 
edition and in paperback, is extremely useful for background 
material, both historical and critical, for teachers at all 
levels. 

~bid,, pp. 9-12, 
v11.aminsky, p. 182. 
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sevsn o'clock audience ma.y be deadly by nine. (Some recent 

studies using recordings of Bill Cosby and Don Rickles even indi

cate that whether one is among friends or strangers may make a 

crucial difference in whether one laughts at comic material 

identical in both situations.?) 

Having discovered the evanescence of comedy in an earlier 

course on contemporary humorous fiction (a bomb), I was perhaps 

exceedingly wary when I first undertook to teach a relatively 

low-budget, nearly open-enrollment course in film comedy some 

years ago. My wariness increased when the course enrolled over 

one hundred students, many of whom, I properly assumed, would 

be there strictly for laughs. Even among the serious students 

there was some evidence of a feeling Maurice Charney mentions 

in his Comedy High and Low. Bemoaning the general lack of 

critical tools useful for discussing comedy, Charney concludes1 

"In fact, among our humanistic values comedy has a very low 

status indeed, and students feel a certain guilt about taking a 

course that isn't 'serious. •11 8 

Further, although the teacher can obviously presuppose a 

voluminous acquaintance with film and other mass media (I won't 

recite the usual disheartening statical comparisons of class

room time and TV time), he or she may be surprised to discover 

a general lack of sophistication about these media. There is 

some familiarity with basic film terms (shot, cut, camera 

angle), but the assumption that massive exposure to a subject 

leads to understanding is particularly shaky when the subject is 

film. Moreover, their more frequent and apparently parallel 

experience with TV may also be misleading, since it induces a 

passivity which, I believe, further reduces the student's 

readiness and ability to analyze films as well as written texts. 

Notes 
'7:Bayard Webster, "Why Some Audiences Guffaw, Others Don't, 

At Same Joke," Minneapolis Tribune, 8 October, 1978, p. 1E. 
Bcomety fil.gb ~ Low: An Introduction to ~ Experience 

of Comedy New York: Oxford University Press, 1978) , P• viii. 
The same attitude often characterizes the film community, as 
Woody Allen's producer pointed out when he accepted the Academy 
Award for Best Picture, one of the relatively few such awards 
to go to a comedy. 
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Television is useful as a source of familiar comedic example 

(particularly of situation comedy), and, to a lesser degree, of 

comic plot structure, especially of the comic misunderstanding 

or "comedy of errors" type. But the more solitary, discontin

uous, and distracted experience of TV viewing, the often-con

fusing editing of films not originally made for TV, and the more 

subtle tendency to discourage comic invention and originality in 

favor of predictability and safety--all make television viewing 

a faulty preparation for film study. 

Another assumption which may be made, in part because of 

the pervasiveness of television in the students' previous ex

perience, is that they are generally deficient in analytical 

ability. Every teacher of literature or composition has surely 

been frustrated over the students' initial inability to dis

cover the most fundamental poetic, dramatic, or rhetorical 

structures, Their lacking this basic critical approach is 

probably attributable to a number of all-too-familiar causes, 

among which, no doubt, is the failure of English teachers to 

instruct and train them in such analysis. This want, however, 

can be fulfilled, and they are remarkably good at discovering 

structural patterns (especially boy meets girl, boy loses girl, 

boy wins girl) in the film when they are obliged to look for 

such patterns. The carryover to other forms of literature is 

often evident, as well. 

A more complicated problem arises in the analysis of comic 

technique or, in Mast's terms, "climate," which involves 

greater attentiveness and discrimination. The first definition 

of comedy students usually supply is "whatever makes you laugh" 

or "what is funny;" The unfortunate corollary to this is often, 

"what I don't take seriously," an attitude which somewhat con

fuses tone and response with artistic aim and accomplishment 

and which prevents the attention demanded for critical percep

tion and analysis. Further, the extreme relativity of "what is 

funny" causes some dispute over what moments to analyze and 

even which films are worthy of analysis. In my own class, for 

instance, I spent an introductory lecture talking about the 

critical acceptance and praise of Jerry Lewis' films abroad and 
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the sharply contrasting attitudes of most domestic film 

crltics--and my own. Needless to say, Jerry Lewis' was one of 

the best received films in the syllabus; one of my own fa

vorites, which I saved as a treat for the final exam, was 

greeted with continual and dismaying silence, punctuated by my 

own embarrassed laughter. Charney insists that irony is at the 

very foundation of comedy9: perhaps this indicates why the 

teacher more attuned to Andrew Marvell and Ingmar Bergman may 
/ 

find Woody Allen's repartee more humorous than his chase scenes, 

while the students may well have absolutely opposite reactions. 

This lengthy recital of assumed difficulties may make the 

subject of film comedy appear unteachable; obviously, I have to 

consider that idea anathema. In fact, the close consideration 

of these assumptions leads directly to the structuring of the 

course, The most obvious pedagogical response is to begin by 

fulfilling the want of a basic film vocabulary, As terms are 

introduced, however, examples from familiar comic films can 

begin to establish the details of comic climatQ the students 

will be asked to look for later. Generalizing about lighting, 

for instance, one can indYate that comedy is generally brightly 

lit and ask the students to look for significant variations in 

their own viewing experiences, The father-son talk in Breaking 

Away o~ another scene in which the hero's pal is beaten up con

trasts neatly with the generally sunny mood of that popular 

comedy, The aim in laying this groundwork is to begin estab

lishing how film generates comedy in ways that only film can, 

while simultaneously discovering how comic effects are achieved 

in any narrative or dramatic form. In the Breaking Away ex--'. 

amples, the serious moments are in part a form of "relief" 

which sets off the brighter, humorous parts of the film. 

Coordinating the introduction of terminology with a 

loosely-historical approach also helps to isolate these funda

mental matters. Sennet's cross-cutting for the Keystone Kops 

chase scenes supplies an obvious example of tension and humor 

achieved by editing and a historical example of what will later 

become a more fully orchestrated comic clicht. (A brief 

Notes 
---V-Ibid., p. 10, '.34 

introduction to the more complicated montage theory might also 

be made here, but in general the course avoids theory for its 

own sake,) Consecutive screenings of Chaplin's The Gold Rush 

and Keaton's !he General, along with short films by both direc

tors, provide a neat comparison of comic technique and film 

style.to Both these classics also provide studies in the 

symmetry of film structure and in the most simple plot (boy 

meets-loses-gets girl) as it is influenced .by the outsider who 

overcomes and is eventually reconciled with his society type of 
plot. 

The semi-historical approach for the first part of the 

course delays consideration of verbal humor, but the delay helps 

to focus the students' attention first on the visual and 

structural elements of film. Verbal wit often diverts the 

neophyte film students' attention from analysis: in the first 

few weeks give them the opportunity to consider the "moving 

picture" by itself, They should find it easier to be aware of 

the complex mix of sound and visuals in the later films. A 

good transition is a Marx Brothers' film: Duck Soup, for 

instance, has humor broad enough to render sophisticated 

analysis unnecessary, yet it provides an excellent mix in 

Harpo' s pantomime , C hi,co' s verbal due ls with Groucho, and 

Groucho's wonderful physical and verbal dexterity, Duck Soup 

also, incidentally, provides an opening for extended discussion 
of parody, with which the film is rife, 

Following the Marx Brothers with a more verbally sophis

ticated film helps to assure that the students have an 

opportunity to understand the number of elements that go into 

producing a film comedy and to appreciate the seriousness and 

complexity of that apparently effortless creation, A number of 
Notes 

10For those on a small or non-existent film budget, the 
public library may have copies of these comic shorts, A help
ful guide to those looking for ways to fund films for the class
room . is Richard A. Maynard, The Celluloid Curriculum, fuur to 
~ ~in~ Classroom °[R;)chelle Park, N.J .1 Hayden Book 
Co., 1971), especially a section entitled "How to Fund a 
Celluloid Curriculum," pp. 210-213, 
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the film makers of the late 'Thirties and early 'Forties suggest 

themselves here: Frank Capra, Howard Hawks, Preston Sturges. 

A film by a director in what Mast calls "the dialogue tradition" 

(as distinct from "the clown tradition") alerts the students to 

a variety of verbal modes comedy uses. It may allow them to 

broaden their definitions of "what is funny" from the one-liners 

and rapid banter of the Marx Bro~hers to include the complicated 

set of ironies, tensions, and implications that generate the 

comedy in, say, a Hepburn-Tracy film, It also completes the 

base upon which the latter section of the course asks them to 

build as they establish and refine their own sets of critical 

approaches and biases. 

Following an exam designed to test their knowledge of 

basic film terminology, narrative structure, and the techniques 

by which film makers realize "comic climate," the course may 

touch upon a number of different types of film comedy, 

Naturally, this latter section will vary greatly from one of

fering and one instructor to the next, though I believe it 

should include some examples of films which are markedly flawed 

as comedies, for the same reason that some examples of: "bad" 

fiction or poetry are useful in literature courses. The attempt 

is to provide obvious occasions for the students to exercise 

critical judgment, which in part involves discovering where and 

why a film doesn't "work" and articulating why it fails. 

Viewing Woody Allen's Take the Money and fum, for instance, 

the class discovered where the neophyte director/author milked 

an initially effective comic idea too long, where the pacing 

and editing detracted from the comic atmosphere, and where 

Allen's penchant for parody unnecessarily obsecured his own 

comic originality. (By happy coincidence, this film was shown 

not long after Annie Hall won-its Oscars, giving the class a 

chance to reflect on how Allen had improved as a comic 

director.) Screenings of films by Jerry Lewis and Mel Brooks 

also offer numerous occasions for criticism, particularly in 

Lewis' awkward attempts to insert pathos and Brooks' tendency 

to beat a joke to death by attacking it with increasingly vi

olent energy. 
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One other type of contemporary film which is useful is the 

"black" comedy, a film which consciously darkens the comic 

lightness. Again, there are quite a number of possibilities 

here. I initially chose Sam Peckinpah's Ballad of Cable Hogue 

because it r epresents the somewhat-clumsy attempt of a dis

tinctly non-comic director to do comedy and because the inser

tion of sombre or violent sequences (e.g., two murders trapped 

in a snak9-pit) are unmistakable and reinforce the film's 

generally gloomy view of life, Ending with the hero's appar

ently accidental death, this film negates the typical comic 

structure Northrop Frye outlines; 11 instead of a new society 

crystallizing around the hero and being signalled by a festive 

ritual such as marriage, the hero is killed by the emblem of 

the "new" society (an automobile) and dies in what should have 

been his marriage bed. A much better-made and more unsettling 

example of the black comedy, Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove, 

has replaced Cable Hogue in my film course and proved suc-

cessful in other, nonfilm courses dealing with contemporary 

literature. As it does in literature, study of cinematic black 

humor helps to define the traditional comic structures more 

clearly by its departures from them. 

On the other hand, films such as these demand considerable 

sophistication on the part of the viewer, in terms of both 

film experience and general maturity. Individual instructors 

will have to consider carefully whether such films can be used 

outside of the film course context or with students who may not 

be intellectually or emotionally ready for them. The final 

shots in Dr. Strangelove, for instance, depict a nuclear 

holocaust, while the soundtrack has a woman sweetly singing 

"We'll Meet Again": a student unprepared for such irony may be 

confused, at best. The matter of judging and gradually 

increasing sophistication and critical awareness ;md, 

ultimately, evaluating that growth raises the same difficulties 

for the teacher of film comedy as for the teacher of written 

literature. Whether the instructor is teaching only one film 
Note 

11Anato111Y of Criticism: 
1969), P• 163. 

Four l!tssays (New York: Atheneum, 
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or a full course, several instruments can help in that effort. 

At each screening session, a set of discussion questions 

can help-focus students' attention on specific matters of 

technique, structure, and theme, The attempt here is to begin 

getting them to "sit back," to detach themselves from the film 

and judge it more objectively. As the course progresses, some 

basic questions (e.g., on lighting, use of the body as object, 

satiric or parodic intent) are repeated, while others seek to 

have the students incorporate new material or concepts (such as 

the shift into dialogue comedy) and draw comparisons with the 

directors and comedians viewed earlier. (It is always pleasantly 

surprising how many of them express preference for the "classics," 

like the Chaplin and Keaton films,) These question sheets form 

the basis for a post-viewing discussion which should spend a 

fair amount of time siinply determining "what was funny" but then 

getting the class to analyze why it was. Where possible, the 

class may go back through a single sequence to see how its 

humor is generated, sustained, and concluded, The wonderful 

sequence in Keaton's The General where Buster wrestles with an 

intractable, seemingly malevolent cannon, finally firing it with 

unexpected success, is a fine example of both comic tension and 

expert use of the medium, particularly the long shot. The 

student can see quickly how the properties and possibilities of 

film can be combined to create a unique form of comedy. 

Finally, the discussion sheets form a "text" for the final 

examination, which tests them on specific films viewed earlier 

~ asks them to apply their critical skills to a film viewed 

on the night of the final. Again, the teacher using only one 

film or several will need to devise discussion sheets which 

clearly link the films to the specific literary texts or the 

general subject under discussion. Questions involving plot, 

character, and theme probably will be easier for the student to 

cope with successfully, those involving literary and filmic 

technique somewhat less so. 

Another evaluating instrument, one which involves more 

original analysis and compositional skill, is the film review, 

preferably of a comedy seen outside of class and optimally in a 
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theater rather than on TV. (Students who raise objections about 

time, money, or taste should be encouraged at least to watch a 

film not originally made for TV.) In the film comedy course, 

the students are not given the assignment until after the midterm, 

so they should have some acquaintance with basic terminology and 

concepts before individual viewing. Examples of short reviews 

by professional , reviewers, the teacher, or, best, other students 

should also be analyzed in class through use of handouts or the 

overhead projector, and if possible a set of guidelines laid 

out for the review beforehand. These should stress the need for 

them not to become immersed in the film and should state 

explicitly the desirability of their seeing the film more than 

once before beginning to write , At its best, the rBview assign

ment is enjoyable and instructive about a mode of writing with 

which they nay well be familiar but whose peculiar dr3 mands are 

probably foreign to them. Again, the easy assumption of knowl

edge by dint of exposure is dangerous: it may w~ll make the 

assignment a disaster for writer and reader alike , both 

becoming sadly aware of the distanc.~ between expectation and 

achievement, 

That teaching film comedy inside the English curriculum-

as oppos:~d to a film studies program--presents certain challenges 

is patent. The instructor with little or no formal training in 

or experience of teaching film or one with doubts about the 

applicability of comic films may have substantial initial mis

givings, and the students' expectations abrut and preparation 

for analysis of such films may be poor, Yet, in my own 

experience (which has included all of these problems and 'more), 

the work in this medium has been enjoyable, stimulating, and 

helpful to my teaching in other, more traditional forms. The 

course has also proved attractive to students of a wide variety 

of interests and age , even after they discover that it entails 

considerably more reading, writing, and critical thinking than 

they had expected, Teachers of required English courses may 

well discover that film comedy awakens interest among students 

for whom the standard syllabus bears little attraction. 

Film comedy has a long and complex history, beginning 
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almost with the inception of the movies as commercial ventures 

near the beginning of this century. In its course, that 

history reflects the shifting social attitudes and mores of 

modern life, as well as illustrating the development of film's 

technique s and possibilities as an art form. Film, for better 

or worse, has become perhaps the dominant narrative genre, the 

literature with which our students are increasingly filling 

their leisure time.12 Teachers of literature have always ma.de 

use of the material at hand to sh3Xpen and enlarge their stu

dents' imaginative and critical powers. That film comedy 

represents a departure from the traditional material of English 

courses should not deter teachers from according it the same 

respect and pedagogical care they have given to, for instance, 

the novel, itself a relative newcomer to literary curricula. 

Those students and teachers who take their film and their 

comedy s o.riously will discover the study of film comedy pays the 

same rewards as appreciative analysis of any literature. 

!_ote 
12Charney, p. 175, suggests that "comedy has always been 

the dominant dramatic form." 
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Minnesota :~ nglish Journal announces its Winter-Spring t 9821 

theme and issues a call for papers. 

Professional Concerns and the T Jacher of English, 

manuscript deadline January 15, 1982. What are 

the current concerns of teachers? What aboot 

Licensure, Censorship, In-service Training, 

Parental Involvement in Curriculum Involvement, 

Class size, other items? 
t,w.J encourages Minnesota Teachers to submit articles that 

attend to the stated themes. However, articles on any 
I 
I 
I 
I 

subject of interest to teachers of English, Language 

and Rea.ding are welcome and will be r ead. 

Arts,: 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I • ____________________________________________________________ J 
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MINNESOTA MONOGRAPHS IN COMPOSITION 

Volume One 

Terence Collins' "Necessity and Invention--Going Inter

departmental" clearly explains the rationale for 'Writing Across 

the Curriculum' programs and gives a useful bibliography. Donald 

Ross and Kathe Grooms describe a conferenc8-based course in 

Technical Writing they work with at the Univ,,rsity of Minnesota 

in Minn-Japolis • 

Rleanor Hoffman describes a model for teaching revision 

that takes the student well beyond simple proofreading. Marilyn 

Cooper, Hobin '1iley Fast and Sara Graffunder describe a model 

for making group peer conferenc c,s an effective device for teaching 

writing. Charles A. Bergman describes a practical approach for 

helping students to achieve more effective grammatical control 

of sentence forms. 

Richard Beach and Paul Stein develop a simple but powerful 

vocabulary for teaching writing strategies as opposed to writing 

forms. Hobert Gremore's survey of freshmen for their stylistic 

preferences has some interesting implications for efforts to 

help students achieve more direct, verbal style in writing. 

St r,phen Behrendt's meditation on the problems of word 

choice offers a rich resource of ingenious examples and demon

strations for classroom use. Dwight Purdy uncovers a wide 

variety of pedagogical uses for classification exercises. 

Five members of the English Department at St. Cloud State 

discuss particular qualities of Mina Shaughnessy's classic study 

Errors and Expectations that make it an effective instrument 

with which to think about writing problems. 

To res~rve a copy of volume I, use the form below: 
------------- ·--------------- ----------------------- ---------
Name __________ _c.... ________________ :._ __ 

Address: _ __________________________ _ 

Professional affiliation. _ _ ________________ _ 

Send with $1.50 payable to MOTE to Minnesota Monographs !!l 
Composition/English Department/St, Cloud State U./St, Clous, 

MN, .56301 41 



LITERATIJRE OF THE OPPRESSED: TIIB USE OF HISTORY AND 

ETHICS IN THE TEACHING OF LI'm RATURE 

by David Taylor 

In a consumer society one should not be surprised to find 

students behaving increasingly like consume~s themselves. They 

want to know what a particular course is going to cost in terms 

of papers and amount of reading, and what they are going to 

receive for their payment in terms of useful skills or informa

tion (or, at the least, entertainment). Given this approach, a 

literature course may appear a questionable investment. It 

could be entertaining enough, provided the emphasis is on short, 

contemporary novels, but what value does it really have to make 

it worth the effort? The more hard headed student may even 

verbalize the question lurking in the minds of many: "How will 

I ever be able to use this stuff to make a living?" 

A traditional response is to expand, if possible, the 

student's notion of "living" to include beauty and imagination 

as well as dollars and cents. But the case for literature can

not rest on its decorative function, as something which makes 

life a little more pleasant, a bit more beautiful. We need to 

demonstrate to students, and remind ourselves, that literature 

deals with issues which are foundational to life. 

It is easy enough to get assent from teachers to such a 

platitude, but .how does one convience students? The German 

founder of sociology, Max Weber, pinpointed the problem over 

sixty years ago: 
The American's conception of the teacher who faces 

him is: he sells me his knowledge and his methods for 

my father's money, just as the greengrocer sells my 

mother cabbage. And that is all. To be sure, if the 

teacher happens to be a football coach, then, in his 

fleld, he is a leader. But if he is not this ... he is 

simply a teacher and nothing more. And no young 

American would think of having the teacher sell him a 

Weltanschaung or a code of conduct. 

Nevertheless, the teacher. of 11 terature 1§ in the world view 

business. World views and codes of conduct are part of our 
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stock in trade because they are central to literature and to the 

humanities generally. That no single world view or moral code 

arises from literature is self-evident, but it is incumbent. upon 

us to communicate to students that forming a view of life, a 

system of values and priorities, a code of conduct, is at the 

heart of the educational process and of the utmost value, and to . 

demonstrate that the humanities are indispensible to that process. 

One important way to achieve this goal is to invest the 

study of 11 terature with a certain ethical intensity. By that I 

do not mean reducing works to logical or ethical propositions, 

but recognizing, rather, that most writers are dealing with what 

Tolstoy said is "the only question important for us: 'What shall 

we do and how shall we live?"' That question is ultimately an 

ethical one that requires answering in terms of right and wrong, 

good and evil. In trying to locate the central point of all his 

work, Solzhenitsyn observed that his "outlook on life has been 

formed largely in concentration camps ••• Those people who have 

lived in the most terrible conditions, on the frontier between 

life and death, be it people from the West or from the East, they 

all understand that between good and evil there is an irrecon

cilable contradiction, that it is not one and the same--good or 

evil--that one cannot build one's life without regard to this 

distinction." Perhaps we expect this of as moralistic a writer 

as Solzhenitsyn, but it is no less true for Allen Ginsberg, or 

Lawrence, or Denise Levertov, or even a writer as seemingly 

amoral as Joyce. These writers will not fully agree on what is 

good or desirable, or what is right conduct, just as their 

readers, including our students, will not agree, but we can all 

acknowledge that such things are worth laboring over. 

As a concrete example of an attempt to do as I have 

suggested, I developed a course entitled "Literature of the 

Oppressed." Its catalogue description reads, in part, as 

follows: "A study of works of literature that spring from 

peoples who are politically, socially, or spiritually oppressed, 

focusing on the various aspects of their response to persecution: 

anger, courage, endurance, despair, · triumph." There is, un

fortunately, no shortage of oppressed peoples or groups, so the 
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initial task is one of limiting rather than generating materials, 

I have started typically with a study of Holocaust literature 

(using writers such as Elie Wiesel and Tadeusz Borowski), fol

lowed by an investigation of Stalinist and post-Stalinist Russia 

(primarily through the works of Solzhenitsyn). To demonstrate 

that oppression is not just something that happens abroad, we 

have focused on black or American Indian literature (for example, 

N. Scott Momaday' s ~ ~ of Dawn), and to show that oppres

sion is not limited to open violence and overt injustice, we 

have considered feminist writing ( such as Images of Women in 
Literature as edited by Mary Anne Ferguson). 

Literature was purposely tied with history in the course 

for the sake of both. The historical realities gave a kind of 

legitimacy to the literature that is especially .helpful when 

working with those with no special enthusiasm for literature, 

Likewise, the literature gave flesh and personality to 

historical events which students often see only as dry bones. 

And both history and literature gave a context for ethical con

siderations that have little life in the abstract, 

The course lends itself to experimentation and rewards 

a variety of pedagogical techniques, Individual journals are 

particularly effective, Students have strong emotional and 

intellectual responses to this material and the informality and 

semi-privacy of a journal encourages reflection, exploration, 

and struggle, Besides the open-ended charge to simply respond 

to the reading, journals can be used for more imaginative and • 

directed assignments such as the following: 

You are a young Nazi soldier in the Warsaw ghetto. 

Your job is to round up Jews for transportation to the 

concentration camps, Write a letter home explaining 

your job and your reaction to it. Assume the role of 

a patriotic German who feels he is doing right. 

Such an assignment serves many purposes, including sen

sitizing the student to the reality that many who participate in 

oppression see themselves as normal, sincere, well-meaning 

people, One can use that realization to explorethe extent to 

which all of us can unwittingly contribute to oppression. 
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In addition to formal and informal writing, students can 
be encouraged to use other talents to explore the subject of 

oppression: painting or drawing, oral interpretation, acting, 

dance, and creative writing, Similarly, the course can be 

greatly enriched by use of outside speakers (concentration camp 

survivors, minority leaders), films (both documentary and 

artistic), field trips (perhaps to an Indian reservation or urban 

community center), and so on. , Long after my students have for

gotten what I look like, for instance, they will remember the 

woman who spoke to them of her life in five concentration camps. 

An unanticipated result of this approach to literature 

has been the degree to which issues under consideration in the 

class are linked to and reinforced by current national and inter

national events, Whether it is a contemporary trial of a sus

pected Nazi concentration camp guard, or the conference to 

review the Helsinki Accords, or the election-year debate over 

human rights, or the battle for the ERA, the point becomes clear 

that these are issues which affected millions of lives today. 

An unstated goal of the course, in fact, is to motivate students 

to responsible citizenship in the world community, the first 

step toward which is raising awareness, 

Part of the attractiveness of this kind of course is its 

flexibility. It can be designed to emphasize literature, as I 

have done, or any number of other disciplines or mixture of 

disciplines (history, philosophy, psychology, art, political 

science, theology, sociology, and so on). It can also be taught 

at different levels, There are many books about the Holocaust 

and the minority's experience in America, for instance, that 

are specifically intended for elementary and junior high aged 

students. (The Anti-Defamation League is very helpful in pro

viding a wide range of information.) The kinds of questions 

raised by such a study are neither beyond the very young nor 
beneath the very wise, 

These are not particularly sunny days for those con

cerned with literature or the humanities generally, As teachers, 

we can design courses that make clear the central place that 

literature and the humanities occupy in life without at the same 

45 



falling prey to transient notions of "relevance" or practicality. 

Perhaps the most important effect of a course such as this is 

that it humanizes; it forces students to consider the world in 

larger terms than is either convenient or comfortable. In 

helping make that possible, we partially fulfill the role Weber 

assigns to the competent teacher; that is, to help the student 

"to give himself~ account of the ultimate meaning of hi.§ fil!!l 

conduct. • • [A1 teacher who succeeds in this • • • stands in 

the service of 'moral' forces; he fulfills the duty of bringing 

about self-clarification and a sense of responsibility." · I 

have found that students are still interested in such things. 

Tolstoy asked, "What should we do, and how should we live?" 

Given a chance, most students will recognize that as a question 

for which he or she needs an answer, 

STUDENTS, PARENTS, TEACHERS AND TV 

by Robert H. Miller and Don Johansen 

When the first researcher discovered that by the time a 

student has graduated from high school, he/she has spent more 

time watching television than going to school, the "awareness 

level" of a number of individuals and organizations skyrocketed. 

As a result, many of these organizations have initiated programs 

to (1) use television to generate discussions between pa.rents 

and children and (2) help students to become more critical of TV 

programs. 

One of these organizations, the National Parent-Teacher 

Association, moved in two directions, First, they determined 

that there was too much violence on TV and organized a program 

to urge advertisers not to support programs that contained 

excessive violence, Second, they began a program to encourage 

parents to use TV to communicate with their children. 

As a result of this second thrust, the PTA developed a 

program which trains facilitators to conduct workshops with small 

groups and they have provided a number of helpful hints to make 

the program successful. For example, they suggest that the 

facilitator be certain that the age separation of children is 
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not too diverse. They point out that it is important to choose 

a setting that is conducive to the warm exchange of personal. 

feelings, which means no rigid seats and desks •. 

In general, they recommend that the group watch a 

television program, making notes during the commercials, and then 

conduct a discussion which gets .into the feelings of the persons 

viewing the program. They point . out,that it is important to 

involve everyone in the discussion, particularly .the children, 

and to avoid being judgmental. 

The PTA pa,rticularly encourages teachers, who are 

recognized discussion leaders, to become facilitators in the 

program to assure the greatest possibility of success~ 

A copy of~ Parent Participat i on TV Workshop Leaders 

Guide may be obtained by writing Minnesot~ PTSAjPTA, 55 
Sherburne Avenue, St. Paul, MN, 55103, attention Karen Bacig. 

In 1978 the U.S. Office .of Education (USOE) awarded 

Critical TV Viewing contracts tofour projects, each focusing 

on a different age group from grade K to the ·post-secondary 

level. Holders .of these contracts developed classroom and family 

materials and presented workshops nationwide during 1978~1980. 
The directors of these projects, with lists of materials, 

addresses, etc. are shown at the close of this article • . 

One of the contractors, Far West Laboratories, has 

developed a .. video. cassette anq. a slide/tape presentation which 

may be purchased or rented. from Far West. 

All of the materials developed. by these contractors aim 

at improving the criti.cal TV viewing habits of all . ages. One 

book, INSIDE TELEVISION, by Ned White, is a, high echoo.l textbook 

designed to be used as the basis for a one semester high school 

course in language. arts. · It prei5ent.§ infor~tion about tele

vision audiences, economics, images, persuasive techniquei;, news, 

dramatic form, production methods, and imp.i.cts on society. In 

addition, it challenges students to develop their .own opinions. 

and activities desi~ed to stimulate their thinking and it tells 

them what television professionals think about .many aspects of 
this media. 

Accompanying the book is a detailed Teachers Guide which 
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contains day to day lesson plans, resources for teachers, 

student learning goals, class discussion questions, and optional 

long term class projects. The authors state that teachers with 

no previous experience in Critical TV Viewing will be able to 

teach this course effectively by following the suggestions and 

relying on the teaching skills they already possess. 

One publication, Television and Children, published 

quarterly by the National Council for Children and Television, 

20 Nassau Street, Suite 215, Princeton, N.J. 08_54-0, deals with 

the whole topic. One issue, Volume 3/Number 2, Summer 198o, 

deals almost exclusively with Critical TV Viewing Skills and 

contains articles written by the directors of the federal con

tract programs and others. 

The National Broadcasting Company has provided a grant 

to Teachers Guides to Television, 699 Madison Avenue, New 

York, N.Y. 10021 (telephone 212/688-0033) which has provided 

written materials and television programs closely allied to the 

Parent Participation TV Workshop program, They publish materials 

which highlight selected programs which they . feel fit into the 

family discussion type thrust of the whole program and provide 

information on upcoming TV programs, Write to get on their 

mailing list, 

If you are interested in posters dealing with TV viewing, 

a brochure illustrating 40 of them is available from the 

Institute for Visual Learning, Inc,, 1061 Brooks Avenue, St, Paul, 

MN, 55113, Write for a brochure, 

In the fall of 1980, Governor Al Quie announced that he, 

along with the Department of Education, the PTSA/PTA and WTCN-TV 

would promote the Parent Participation TV Workshops, The con

tact people in the DOE are Don Johansen, Supervisor, Secondary 

F.ducation (612/296-4055) or Dr. Robert H. Miller, Supervisor, 

Educational Media (612/296-1570), Capitol Square Building, 550 
Cedar Street, St. Paul, MN. 55101, 

Other source information is listed below. 
CRITICAL TELEVISION VIEWING SKILLS 

PROJEx::TS 
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Elementary Curriculum Level 
Southwest Educational Development 

Laboratory 
211 East 7th Street 
Austin, Texas 78701 

Project Director: Dr. Charles 
Corder-Bolz 

Telephone Number: (512) 475-6861 

Children's stories and 
fables in packet of 5. $6.2o 

TV Frog Log ••••••••••• $1.J4 
TV Discovery Game •• , •• $5.06 
T( eacher Q Card. • • • • • • • $ • 50 
a set) 

Training Manual. • • • • • • $ 3. 42 

This material is in the public domain and may be duplicated. 

A limited supply is available from the contractor while they 
last. 

Middle Curriculum Level 
WNET-Channel 13 --
356 West 58th Street 
New York, New York 10019 

Project Director: 
Telephone Number: 

Training Manual for 
Workshop Leaders: ••••• 
Available at cost from 
l-lNET-TV 

Debbie Bilowit 
(212) 664-7124 

Publisher: Cambridge Publishing Co. 
888 7th A venue 

Critical Television Viewings 
A LANGUAGE SKILL . 

New York, New York 10106 
Telephon~ Number: (212) 957-5251 

WORK-A-TEXT $2.75 
Teacher's A~~~~t~••• 
Edition ••••••••••••••• $3•90 
Family Guide (not 
available at this time) 

Project Director: 
Telephone Number: 

Secondary Curriculum Level 
Far West Laboratory f~ucational Teacher's Guide to 

Research and Development . INSIDE TELEVISION 
1855 Folsom Street and 46 reproducible ••• 
San Francisco, California 94103 worksheets 

(write to Far West) 
Dr. Donna Lloyd-Kolkin 
(415) 565-3000 

$5.00 

Publisher: Science and Behavior ~ TELEVISION Books Inc. 
P.O. Box 11457 , 
Palo Alto, California 94306 
Telephone Number: (415) 326-6465 

Stu(dent Text ••••••••• $12.00 
20% discount on orders 

of 5 or more) 

Post-Secondary Curriculum Level 
Boston University · 
School of Public Communication 
640 Commonwealth Avenue 
Boston,. Massachusetts 02215 

Project Director: 
Dr. Donis Dondis 

Phone: (617) 353-3488 

Student Text - cost not 
available 

Publisher: Grid Publishing Co. 
4666 Indianaola Avenue 
Columbus, Ohio 43214 
Attn: Marlene Woo-Lun, telephone number: (6140251-6565 



RECONSTRUCTING ENGLISH 

by Norman Fruman 

A lecture given at MCTE, May 1981. 

The last time I spoke before a state council of teachers of 

English was in California, exactly 20 years ago, The convention 

topic was "Critical Issues in Instruction," and it is depressing 

to think back on what we then regarded as serious problems. How 

to cope with the flood of students advancing upon us, for 

example? Could we clean up the Augean Stables of composition 

simply by refusing to enroll students below a certain level of 

competence, and dropping the subject altogether, an idea that 

was catching on at major universities all over the country? 

We didn't know it, of course, but ours were the happy 

problems of abundance, Between 1955 and 1965, there was built 

somewhere in the United States an institution of higher learning 

at least the size of a junior college every two weeks, while 

existing colleges &rrl universities expanded frantically, Fac

ulties burgeoned, salaries threatened to become almost respec

table, and new Ph,D,'s, innocent of publication, were turning 

down assistant professorships in geographically undesireable 

places, like northern Minnesota. 

When I began teaching in that happy era, there was great 

confidence in the theoretical foundations of our discipline, 

The New Criticism had triumphed. An unprecedented analytical 

rigor had been brought to literary criticism. Criticism was 

defined as reasoned discourse. A valid interpretation was 

thought to rest upon scrupulously observed evidence in the text 

itself. 

It is hard to accept that the New Critical consensus is now 

a shambles. In its place is a broad spectrum of European ideas, 

mainly French, and often as mediated by Yale. These ideas are 

characterized by a pervasive skepticism as to the possibility of 

objective or stable knowledge about literary meaning. Believers 

in normative interpretation are on the defensive, and dwindling 

in number. "Literary study is at present," wrote E.D. Hirsch 

five years ago, "the most skeptical and decadent branch of 

humanistic study." From Hirsch's point of view, matters have 
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much deteriorated since then. 

My topic this afternoon concerns what I regard as the most 

persistent and disturbing problem in literary studies brought 

about by modern literary theory, including New Criticism, namely 

that of interpretation. This subject arouses intense partisan

ship, which I would gladly avoid. The issues are crucial, 

however, and what I shall have to say is not intended to provoke 

controversy but to bring some homely evidence from the classroom 

to bear upon certain key problems which are too often discussed 
abstractly. 

There is today no longer any agreement as to what consti

tutes a good interpretation, or on what basis one reading of a 

text is superior to anoth~r. In such an atmosphere, d>viously, 

the authority of the teacher is threatened because his claim to 

expertise can be rejected as a pathetic illusion, 

In a recent dispute over the interpretation of Milton, 

Stanley Fish, one of the most influential of American theorists 

baldly stated that his critical methodology is "a superior 

fiction, and since no methodology can legitimately claim any 

more, this superiority is decisive !that is to say, his way of 

doing criticism over other people'~\. It is also creative, 

it makes possible new ways of reading and thereby creates new 

texts ••• My fiction is liberating. It relieves me of the 

obligation to be right (a standard that simply drops out) and 

demands only that I be interesting (a standard that can be met 

without any reference at all to an illusory objectivity"). 

Fish's candor is almost disarming. He doesn't claim to 
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be right--that standard is unnecessary--only interesting. More

over, nobody can hope to do more. This is certainly a far cry 

from the stern and vigilant atmosphere of the classic New 

Critical texts. They not only claimed that their interpretations 

were correct, they more or less assumed the "interpretive in

adequacy" ( to borrow a phrase of Frank Kermode) of all their 

predecessors--all previous criticism being but a prelude to the 
present enlightened era, theirs. 

A book like Cleanth Brooks' The Well Wrought Qm radiated 

interpretive authority. I recently reread his famous essay on 
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Macbeth, "The Naked Babe and the Cloak of Manliness," Brooks 

scrutinized the passages on the naked babe "striding the blast" 

and the one about the daggers "attired in their bloody breeches," 

and wrote that though the passages are "strained," they "are far 

more than excrescences, mere extravagances of detail: each, it 

seems to me, contains a central symbol of the play, and symbols 

which we must understand if we are to understand either the de

tailed passages or the play as a whole," 

I distinctly remember when I first read this sentence 

looking up from the page and asking myself, "Can Brook,:; r ~a.Uy 

mean that nobody has ever properly understood Macbeth before? 

Would the greatest of popular dramatists make central symbols 

of passages meant to be heard in a theater, heard once, and if 

a listener did not grasp their significance he would not 

understand the play?" 

Perhaps I am idiosyncratic in this regard, but all such 

assertions in criticism seem to me offensively presumptuous and 

pernicious in their cumulative effect, By making extravagant 

claims for the s\gnificance of their insights about how litera

ture worked, the New Criticism created an atmosphere in which 

wholly new interpretations of familiar works became common

place. An unstated ideal was precisely this, originality. A 

new interpretations, however improbable, might at least produce 

a lively discussion. A critical essay in the old style, however 

sensible, was, well, old fashioned, and probably not publishable, 

The classical spirit in criticism practically expired; I mean 

that spirit which seeks to mediate between what is individual 

in us, and in the texts we read, and what is common or 

natural to all readers. 

New Criticism thus produced the paradoxical, the ironic 

effect of undermining confidence in the objectivity of 

interpretation altogether, On the one hand we now have many 

critics, like Stanley Fish, or Jacques Derrida, who regard the 

goal of objective intex;pretation as an illusion, and on the 

other those critics who put forward amazing new interpretations 

of familiar works as resting upon genuine evidence, which per

haps nobody but the author really believes in. 
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An instructive example of the latter is a~ article on 

~- Dalloway, with the t renc\Y subtitle "Literary Allusion as 

Structural Metaphor." In the first paragraph one finds the 

following: "An allusion to Cymbeline, appearing at five key 

points, supplies the novel's central structure. The lines from 

the p181>fgive Clarissa's experience coherence and significance. 

They link events in the lives of different characters. And 

they create an intricate symbolic system." Does this mean that 

if one has not read Cymbeline the novel's "central structure" 

is unavailable? And what about the many who have read Cymbeline 

and don't remember it well enough for such allusions to work? 

For such readers, will Clarissa's experiences lack "coherence 

and significance"? Surely this is a wierd, ivory-tower notion 

of how novelists think, If I were a young student who had read 

and enjoyed Mrs. Dalloway and had come to class expecting en

lightenment, I would resent being told that to understand this 

book I must have read another work, and remembered that work in 

detail. It happens that this article on "!1.Di, Dalloway1 

Literary Allusion as Structural Metaphor" was sharply criticized 

in subsequent issues of~. more for errors of fact than inter

pretive irresponsibility, One of the commentators was the 

distinguished novelist Joyce Carol Oates, who wrote that the 

dead, like poor Virginia Woolf, could not rise from the grave 

to defend themselves against critics running amok, but that she 

as a living author might be permitted some remarks, She wrote 

of "the bewildering and contradictory and, occasionally, quite 

mad 'discoveries' made about my own writing,"- She went on to 

say that "most people in our profession (she is a teacher, tOQ} 

do not realize, that they are expressing their own ideas and 

emotions, primarily, under the guise of objective criticism." 

She gave an example from an essay on one of her novels in 

which the critic had traced her "proper names back to their OE 

and IE roots, where of course they 'mean' something--as what 

word does not?--when I had, deliberately, chosen names from a 

Detroit telephone directory in order !!Qi to choose symbolic, 

meaning-laden names., Perhaps it is cruel to say this, but 

one of the symptoms of the paranoid schizophrenic is his grim 
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determination to .2fil! patterns and symbolic meanings everywhere, 

even in the arrangement of clouds in the · sky." When I showed 

this passage to a certain critic, he reacted with .angry contempt, 

It didn't matter in the slightest; he insisted, whether or not 

Joyce Carol Oates had taken ·. her names at random from · a telephone 

directory; What mattered was whether the critic had done 

something interesting with the names, There is a sense, of 

course, in which Oates' testimony does not foreclose discussion, 

She might, for example, have been lying. But to insist that her 

remarks are irrelevant even if she ~ .telling · im1. truth seems 

to me to display a species of critical derangement, one of ' the 

monstrous consequences of pushing the theory of the intentional 

fallacy--which has its cautionary uses--to irrational extremes. 

As Samuel Johnson once said in another connection, there 

is always an appeal from theory to life, And the life of the 

~lassroom tells a very different story about truth and validity 

in interpretation than is common among many theorists today, 

We who are faced with the daily task of making sense of texts 

for our students)tnow that most texts are-not difficult to 

interpret; from most a valid, agreed-upori meaning ·can be. 

extracted, This is not to say that such texts are simple 

minded, Far from it, But excessive emphasis on the great 

interpretive problems of li tera.ture, The Tu1;:n. of ~ ~'I!, 

"Ode. on a Grecian Urn," "The Secret Sharer," "The Mental 

r"rzveller, II and pouncing upon and lingering over every ambi

guity that language is heir to, has quite unnecessarily com

plicated the already formidable problems of helping our students 

to read, understand, ani enjoy the overwhelming majority of 

great books, poems, and plays. 

Let me begin with a basic exercise in reading. Some years 

ago, I came across a very· surprising letter iri a sports story, 

It had been sent by the head of the English Department at 

Purdue University, a Dr. Ba.r:p.ss Mills, to the then head coach 

of the football team, Jack Mollenkopf. I brought this letter 

into a freshman composition class as an example of a certain 

kind of writing, but what happened was so unexpected that I 

found myself completely rethinking my objectives in all the 
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other courses I taught; . Here .is Dr. Mills' letter. 

Dear Coach Mollenkopf: 

Remembering our discussion of-your football men who 'were 

having troubles in English, I have decided to ask you, in turn, 

for help, 

We .feel that Paul Spindles, 6ne .of our most promising 

scholars, has a great cha.nee for a. Rhodes Scholarship, which 

would be a great thing for him and for Purdue, Paul has the 

academic record for this award, but we find that the aspirant is 

also required to have other excellences, and ideally should have · 

a good record iri athletics, ~-

We propose that you give some special consideration·to 

Paul as a varsity .player,. putting him if possible in the 

backfield of the football team, . In this 'way, we can show a 

better college record to the commi t:tee deciding on the Rhodes 

scholarships, We realize that Paul will be a problem on the 
.. 

field, but--as you have. often •said--co-operation between -our 

department and yours is highly desi:rable, · and we do expect Paul 

to try hard, . of course. · : 

During his intervals of study we shall 'coach him as much 

as we can, His work in the English Club ani on 'the debate team 

will force hi.m to miss many practices" but we intend··to see that 

he carries an old football around to bounce { or whatever one 

does with a football) during intervals·' in his work:, 

We expect Paul to show entire good will iri his work for 

you, and though he will not be able to begin football practice 

till late in season, he will finish the season with good : 

attendance, 

Sincerely yours; · 
Dr. B.arriss. Mills 
Head' .· ErigUsh nepartment C 

P.S. We are delaying a decision on your 'request made to this 

department regarding a passing grade for your tuilback, Pete 

Jarmanski, until we receive your favorable reply. 

. , 
My students; all ' but a handful, misunderstood the point 
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of this letter. And this has been true whenever I have used it, 

at all levels of instruction. They supposed that Mills was 

blackmailing Mollenkopf, and were morally judgmental, They 

volunteered such observations as, "Passing Jarmanski may not be 

cricket, but putting a weakling like Spindles in the backfield 

of a Big Ten football team is an invitation to murder," 

Class discussion of this letter has always been extremely 

1i vely, bringing forward attitudes towards all sorts of inter

esting subjects. But in every class there is always a small 

number of students--in one class a single, embattled female--who 

thinks that Mills is sarcastic. When I ask, "How do you know 

whether Mills is serious?" There is always a worried pause, an 

anxious rereading, and a certain amount of immediate wavering 

by a few students, The majority, however, are grimly prepared 

to stick to their guns. Nobody likes to be wrong on a matter 

like this, So we begin to analyze the letter, sentence by 

sentence. 
Time obliges me to touch only on key points, Would the 

head of an English Department write, "Paul Spindles has a great 

chance for a Rhodes Scholarship, which would be a~ thing 

for him and for Purdue"? Is he mocking the football coach's 

speech? Maybe, But students will say it's just as probable 

he is using language likely to appeal to the coach, There are 

potential lawyers in every class and their blood is up, So we 

go on, Dr, Mills suggests that Spindles be put in the back

field. That's a bit much, to be sure, Third-string defensive

end might be a more reasonable request, Argumentation along 

these lines will not get the teacher far, "We realize Paul will 

be a problem on the field, but, , , we do expect him to try 

hard, of course," Would Dr, Mills go out of his way to 

emphasize that Spindles is a poor athlete? Is the phrase "to 

try hard, of course," another echo of Mollenkopf? Maybe, More 

students are now wavering, but most will need much harder 

evidence than this before they will admit even to themselves 

that they have misread the letter, 

"During his intervals of study"--note that wonderful word 

1ntervals--"we shall coach him as much as we can," Can't you 

just hear Mollenkopf assuring the head of the English Department 

that though his piayers will miss classes they will be coached? 

Is Mills needling him? Spindles' "work in the English Club and 

on the debate team will force him to miss many practices, but 

we intend to see that he carries an old football around to 

'!:ounce (or whatever one does with a football) during intervals in 

the work," The effect now is electric, Everybody realizes that 

no American is so ignorant of football--certainly no professor 

in the Big Ten--that he doesn't know that footballs aren't 

bounced, Or whatever one does with a football,! Illumination is 

flashing all over the class, Embarrassed, hangdog expressions, 

but also many good-natured smiles of illumination, It's as if 

they never actually encountered the sentence before, and they 

are wondering how they could have been so blind, And in a very 

real sense they haven't seen this sentence before, Having 

decided within two or three lines what the purport of the letter 

was, everything else was read to conform to it, And this is one 

of the.most important truths about reading that a student can 

learn--and about reading reality in general--namely, that one is 

not to stop analyzing the data that impinge upon the mind, 

Meanings change, significances alter, One must not go through 

life, or a text, wea,ring blinkers. Everybody now understands 

that Mills is refusing to pass Jarmanski, and ridiculing 

Mollenkopf's ignorant assumption that he and his assistants can 

coach English students in Shakespeare or composition, which 

makes about as much sense as English teachers coaching Spindles 

in how to bounce a football, or whatever one does with a 

football, 

I raise a final question, Is there a Paul Spindles at 

all? You find that almost everybody believes there is such a 

person, They look at me suspiciously, Does this mean they are 

going to be hassled some more? In some ways students are 

extremely naive, They believe that people and texts say what 

they mean, Is it just an accident that he has such a 

feeble-sounding name--Paul Spindles? Would the letter have a 

different effect if the student's name was Bronco Grigorovitch? 

What is a spindle, anyway? Well, it's a slender :rod or pin that 
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holds yarn and bobs around in the same spot with a kind of 

herky-jerk, spastic motion--not a promising name for a back

field player. 

Now although most students can be persuaded that no such 

person as Paul Spindles actually exists, I don't believe the 

teacher should insist on this point with those who remain doubt

ful. The interpretive point cannot be made conclusively. 

Now here is a case where students find a text to have a 

specific meaning, commit themselves publicly to an interpreta

tion, and yet are prepared to change their. minds, publicly, 

which is always hard, when you come forward with convincing 

evidence. We should never forget that students look upon us 

teachers with great respect, until experience deprives them of 

that confidence, They really do think we know more than they 

do, that we have knowledge they would like to have, and espe

cially when they don't feel isolated and.constitutionally in

competent in their misreadings, they are prepared to be in

structed. In this case, a valid interpretation is not just a 

matter of opinion. 

The misunderstanding of imaginative literature, especially 

of poetry, often derives from various small misreadings of the 

type we have just encountered, Again and again it is a case of 

not seeing some variant of, "we intend to see that he carries an 

old football around to bounce," Here is an example of this 

process playing havoc with a poem. It consists of three four

line stanzas, and is titled ."Piano." Again, I will read without 

interpretive emphasis: 

Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me; 

Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see 

A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the 
tingling strings 

And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who 
smiles as she sings. 

In spite of myself the insidious mastery of song 

Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong 

To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside 

And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our guide. 
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So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour 

With the great black piano appasionato. The glamour 

Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast 

Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child 
for the past. 

Most students dislike this poem intensely, It is "silly, 

maudlin, sentimental twaddle, perfectly nauseating," and so 

forth. Apparently the setting of a woman singing in the dusk, 

the child sitting at the feet of his mother, the Sunday evenings 

at home, the hymns in the cosy parlor, all this reinforces a 

decision about the poem made in the first few lines, and that 

decision is maintained in the face of all signals to the con

trary. 

So it is in vain that the poet writes, "In spite of myself 

the insidious mastery of song/Betrays me back • • " In spite 

of myself, insidious, betrays--all this is simply edited out of 

consciousness, The poet, D,H. Lawrence--it makes a difference 

when you know the name--is saying that music can trigger 

memories and falsify experience so that even though one knows 

better, one can weep like a child for the past. "The glamour 

of childish days," Glamour--delusive, deceptive glorification. 

"My manhood is cast down." Here is a poem abwt the insidious

ness of memory and nostalgia. It is an anti-sentimental poem. 

Surely the basic meaning of this poem is ascertainable and 

objectivity not an illusion. Analyzing it in class, and the 

nature of the student responses, is a lessen in reading an:l also 

in life. There are intellectual and emotional rewards in paying 

attention to the obvious, what is actually there, palpable, 

up front, before we jump to symbols, ironies, and what is 

between the lines. ' All too often what is between the lines is 

white space invested with meaning by excessively ingenious 

interpreters, 

In interpreting literature with our students we often 

proceed at far too high a level of complexity, long before they 

are ready--some ·may never be ready, although they are perfectly 

capable of enjoying literature, even very good literature, at its 
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available surface level, which is not to be despised. Tolstoy 

was not entirely wrong when he .. said_that much of the world's 

great literature could be immediately understood by ordinary 

people. When Wordsworth writes at the end of one of the Lucy 

poems: 

She died, and left to me 

This heath, this calm, and quiet scene; 

The memory of what has been, 

And never more will be, 

We hardly need a skilled interpreter to mediate between the poem 

and the student. He understands such lines directly and will 

be moved by them to the extent that he has not been put out of 

touch with his feelings. Though it is too often denied, much of 

the world's great literature does speak directly to us. However, 

even when a poem's meaning rests on an irony or metaphor that 

results in confusion, the condition need not be permanent. Thus, 

when a student reads the beginning of Keats' "On First Looking 

Into Chapman's Homer," 

Much have I.travelled in the realms of gold 

And many goodly states and kingdoms seen, 

he may -already be in an alien ball park and not know it. If you 

ask what are the realms of gold, you will often hear something 

about tropical countries under blazing suns, the equator, or 

perhaps the mythical Eldorado where the streets were paved with 

gold. The title--"On First Looking into Chapman's Homer"--seems 

to provide no useful guide as to what the poem might be about, 

even with a note which explains that Chapman translated Homer. 

(Some were_perhaps anticipating that the poem was ab1JUt an out

standing athletic achievement.) The pattern previously de

scribed repeats itself here: a premature response beco~es fixed 

and the text is accommodated like one of Procrustes' guests, 

stretched or amputated to fit a certain bed of interpretation. 

That the realms of gold refers to the world of great books is 

not at all obvious, and the interpretive problem for an in

experienced reader, which is mostly what we have these days, 

is greatly complicated by metaphors which do not draw attention 

to themselves. Keats' sonnet as a whole, however, does not 
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offer unresolvable interpretative difficulties. Students, unles~ 

incorrigibly oppositional, will accept that the poem is about 
the excitement of discovering what great poetry is like because 

they see that such an interpretation makes sense and accounts 

for all the important details. 

What about poems that really are obscure, where no amount 

of analysis produces a fully convincing interpretation? Take 

Blake's "The Sick Rd'se": 

0 :'lose, thou art sick! 
The invisible worm, 
That flies in the night, 
In the howling storm, 

Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy, 
And his dark secret love 
Does thy life destroy, 

This is a Marvellous poem with which to discuss symbolism because 

it produces so powerful an effect even when imperfectly under

stood, which is the case too% of the time. It is easy to show 

that we are not dealing here with diseases of plants, Obviously, 

something more is involved, if only because of the emotional 

intensity that blazes out of the poem. But what is that some

thing more? What is the howling storm? The invisible worm? 

"I think the invisible worm is a phallic symbol," a young woman 

declared in one of my classes a few years ago. To which another 

young womari replied, after a pause, "If you think the invisible 

worm is a phallic symbol, I think you should get another boy

friend." Well, why not? The Worm and the Rose have been 

interpreted to mean practically everything else. Almost a gen

eration ago, Laurence Perrine surveyed the bewildering variety 

of readings this poem has received and addressed the following 

crucial question: 

if the rose can mean love, innocence, humanity, 

imagination, and life; and if the worm can mean 

the flesh, jealousy, deceit, concealment, possessive

ness, experience, Satan, rationalism, death (and 

more), £2:.ll the two symbols therefore mean just any

thing? The answer is No, The rose must always 
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.represent something beautiful or dE!sirable or good, ,. 

The worm must always represEmt some kind of 

corrupting agent. Both symbols define. an area of 

meaning, and a viable interpretation must fall within 

that area, 

This confidence has proven· misguided, fo:r · Harold Bloom 

seems to think that the Worm has been so frustrated by the Rose 

keeping herself hidden--her bed of crimson joy has had to be 

found out--that his love becomes destructive, The P?Or Worm, 

The Rose had it coming to her for playing hard to get. 

Consider "The Clod and the Pebble": 

"Love seeketh not Itself to please,· 
Nor for itself hath any care, 
But for another gives its ease, 
And builds a Heaven in Hell's despair,'.,' . 

Almost every .reader is instantly going· to. approve of the loving, 

sacrificial Clod. 

So sung a little Clod of Clay, 
Trodden with the cattle's feet, 
But a Pebble of the brook 
Warbled .out·these metres meet: 

l'Love seeketh only S,elf to please, 
To bind another to Its delight, 
Joys in another's loss of ease,. 
And bu1lds a Hell in Heaven',s despite,., 

One expects the poem to go _on, but it doesn't. That's it. On 

the face of it, three cheers for the Clod and curses on the 

Pebble.,. whqse selfish hedonism creates a _hell on earth, One 

thinks one, unde.rstands the poElID easily enough. Where· is there 

any difficul.ty? I think it significant that there are always 

some students who are not comfortable with the obvious and 

morally satisfying reading of this poem. It's too pat. It 

doesn't ariswer to their experience of love, Blake seems .like 

a Sunday school preacher rather than a revolutionary. Is·true 

love so unselfish? 

When on.e looks at .the poem more attentively one finds that 

the unselfish Clod sings his song while being "trodden with the 

cattle's feet." Is .this the pJ::rl,losophy of the world's lpsers, 

who make a virtue out of their helplessn.ess? The Pebble 
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"warbles," while the Clod "sings," Should one make anything of 

this? The Pebble warbles out these metres .!!!.§.tl--a word meaning 

suitable, fit, appropriate to the situation, Suddenly we are 

in real intEirpretive trouble, Can Blake possibly prefer be

havior that creates hell rather than heaven? But Blake is the 

author of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, where Hell gets all 

the good lines, where the Devil speaks wisdom and whose 

"Proverbs of Hell" contain some of the profoundest insights in 

world literature. 

In interpreting a poem like this in a classroom it is 

crucial not to claim too much, Critics rush in where angels 

(or Blake's devils) fear to tread. Perhaps the appropriate 

principle here is Wittgenstein's breathtaking dictum: "~ 

.!!ill:!2 nicht sprechen kann, daruber ~ .!!!fill schweigen ," "upon that 

which ~ cannot speak, .QD,g, must remain silent." We are not 

obliged to interpret everything, We often overinterpret. The 

student should learn that interpretation is sometL:1es very un

certain, that speculation can be a dazzling kind of intellectual 

game, but dangerously intoxicating. Blake is an extraordinarily 

difficult poet, and certainly uncharacteristic. To believe that 

anything goes in interpretation because certainty is impossible 

leads to a kind of anarchy whose consequences not only can 

trivialize literature but induce a profound skepticism towards 

all knowledge that cannot be quantified. 

He who shall teach the Child to Doubt [wrote Blak~ 
The rotting Grave shall ne'er get out ••• 
If the Sun and Moon should doubt, 
They'd immediately Go out, 

I don't happen to agree with Blake here, but I do get his point, 

Fifty years ago John Middleton Murry reviewed william 

Empson' s Seven Types of Ambiguity in the Times Literary 

Supplement and deplored some of Empson's readings as unnatural 

and tending to destroy one's capacity to respond to a poem as a 

poem, "For after all," Murry wrote, "a poem is a poem not least 

by virtue of its power to ward off these vagaries of intellect 

[by which he meant Empson's ingenious interpretations]. It ~a 

poeml is to some degree an incantation compelling the wandering 

mind to response of a certain order; and only so far as the. 
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receiving mind restrains its speculations within the limits of 

this order is it speculating about the poem at all. For, para

doxical though it must sound, the poem and the words which 

compose the poem are not the same thing •. Murry's statement 

will, of course, seem hopelessly reactionary to those who regard 

any text as an opportunity to perform the critical circus act, 

and everything that restrains the freedom of the speculating 

mind as a kind of oppression. 

Last fall I had a striking experience with a stanza by 

Keats which I have read and taught innumerable times, but which 

I had no idea offered such potential for interpretation as a 

group of my students found in it. I was teaching an under

graduate Honors Seminar in Keats to a dozen very bright non

English majors and had assigned a short paper based on "The ii:ve 

of St. Agnes." Each student was to select a single stanza, scan 

it, analyze its metrical features, and comment upon whatever was 

notable by way of language and imagery, Four of the twelve 

students actually chose the same stanza, number 36. Since there 
are forty-two stanzas in the poem, this result was astonishing. 
The story up to this point is as follows: the lovely Madeline 
has gone to b':'d supperless on St. Agnes Sve so that, as the 
legend tells, she will see in a dream her future husband. 

Porphyro, the young man who loves her in a Romeo-and-Juliet, 

medieval-castle, family-feud situation·, has, with the help of 

Madeline's ancient servant, hidden in a closet. While she is 

asleep.he emerges, spreads a glorious feast, and awakens her with 

a song. Madeline opens her eyes, sees Porphyro kneeling at her 

bedside, looking at her piteously. "How changed thou art!" she 

says. "How pallid, chill, and drearl" It's not clear whether 

she is awake or thinks she sees him in a dream. 

"Give me that voice again, my Porphyro, (she says) 
Those looks immortal, those complainings dear! 
Oh, leave me not in this eternal woe, 
For if thou diest, my love, I know not where to go," 

Now comes the stanza which four young women choose to analyze: 

Beyond a mortal man impassioned far 
At these voluptuous accents, he arose, 
Ethereal, flushed, and like a throbbing star 
Seen mid the sapphire heaven's deep repose; 
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Into her dream he melted, as the rose 
Blendeth its odour with the violet, 
Solution sweet--meantime the frost-wind blows 
Like Love's alarum pattering the sharp sleet 
Against the window-panes; St. Agnes' moon hath set. 

Without exception, the entire class, male and female, took 

this stanza to represent an exnlicit sexual consummation, which 

is no doubt why it attractPd such enthusiastic attention, "Look 

at the final lines of the previous stanza," one student wrote. 

"'01), leave me not in this eternal woe, / l?or if thou diest, my 

love, I know not where to go.' This 'eternal woe' means she is 

sexually frustrated, and there is a pun on 'diest,' because _,tQ 

die also means to have an orgasm, according to a teacher I once 

had in Shakespeare," 

I kept my cool through all this and wi.11 now provide you 

with a composite explication which draws upon the four readings, 

with contributions from the rest of the class. Parts of the 

analysis are cast in the form of a playlet, 

"Beyond a mortal man impassioned far / At these voluotuous 

accents"--voluptuous makes it clear that Madeline spoke to him 

a sexy way and was inviting him into bed. And an accent is a 

beat, a stroke, a rhythm, which prepares us for what is to 

happen, "At these voluptuous accents, he~"-- he ~: 

clearly there is a double meaning here, the r everse of 

synecdoche, for the whole now represents a part, he standing 

for a certain part of Porphyro, "He arose, / Ethereal, flushed, 

and like a throbbing star"--throbbing (murmurs of "Hey, wow~" 

throughout the class). He is throbbing, her voice is beating-

the rhythm of sex, "Seen mid the sapphire heaven's deep 

repose;/Into her dream he melted"--into her ••• he melted, 

what could be more direct? And this has been foreshadowed by 

the words mid and deep in the preceding line, which implies 

what is about to happen to Madeline. "He melted"-- what was 

solid or firm has become soft. Already? Boy, he must have 

been excited! Poor Madeline! C'mon, that's a crazy inter

pretation! Why?--it happens! That's not the point; Keats 

wouldn't be such an idiot! You just ruined the whole poem for 

me! But that's what it savs, "he melted." That may be wha.-t-
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it says but "'that' s not what it ~• Can we just scratch the 

whole suggestion, professor? What do you think? Well, there is 

always the problem of what to do with what Middleton Murry called 

the "vagaries of intellect. 11 Unless you can come up with some 

supporting evidence, a premature caesura, for example, this 

particular interpretation may be a little hard on Porphyro, But 

do go on, I'm dying to get a clearer picture of what all this 

is leading into, 

"As the rose / Blendeth its odour with the violet"--we are 

back to the word !:Q§g, which represents Porphyro, unmelted, and 

she is the violet, which of course is a pun on violated. "Solu

tion sweet"--this is the solution to Madeline's sex problem, but 

solution also means fusion, they are being fused. "Meantime 

the frost-wind blows/ Like Love's alarum pattering the sharp 

sleet / Against the window-panes"--the sharp sleet is painful, 

since this is Madeline's first sexual experience, and there is 

a pun on window-pane and the pain she is feeling: the window 

is an entrance, fragile and once broken, broken foreYer. "St, 

Agnes' moon hath set" --is a symbol of lost urginity because the 

urgin Diana, goddess of the moon, is hiding in shame, 

!'here was a great deal more to this which I shall have to 

pass over, but let me at le~st mention some other highlights, 

or lowlights, or colored lights, from the discussion, The word 

impassioned was declared to contain impasse and shunned: 

Porphyro is shunning the impasse the young lovers find them

selves in, A momentary skeptic wanted to know how a rose can 

represent Porphyro, a male, since roses traditionally symbolize 

women: "my love is like a red, red rose; go, lovely rose," A 

short ', concentrated pause followed, and the suggestion came 

forth that as a rose has a thorn, and can draw blood, it is an 

appropriate male symbol in this context, 

The response of today's post-pill generation to stanza 36 

takes for granted what no preuous generation would have, namely 

that two young lovers alone in a bedroom will of course post with 

haste to tempestuous sheets, No matter that Madeline is a 

medieval maiden who prays to the Virgin before going to bed, 

asking for heaven's grace, and boon ("she knelt, so pure a thing 
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so free from mortal taint") or that Porphyro had sworn on his 

soul's salvation not to harm her in any way if allowed into her 

closet, It happens that we have an unusual amount of documen

tary evidence bearing upon stanza 36, It was regarded by Keats' 

puritanical publisher, John Taylor, and Keats' good friend 

Woodhouse, as perfectly chaste and proper, without a single 

indecent suggestion. Of course they may have been obtuse, but 

they were intelligent contemporaries much in touch with literary 

affairs, Perhaps more persausive is the fact that Keats himself 

obviously thought the lovers too inert, and the stanza perhaps 

too bare of passionate implication, for he produced a reused 

version, in which Forphyro goes so far as to put his arms 

around Madeline, explicitly, presses her "heart to heart," and 

melts into her now "wild" dream, The extant correspondence shows 

that Woodhouse became alarmed at this and "apprehended" that the 

poem was now rendered unfit for women. Keats flew into a rage 

and declared that he didn't want ladies reading his poetry, only 

men. Taylor announced that he would certainly not publish any

thing fit only to read by men, since--I quote--"even on their 

Minds a bad Effect must follow the Encouragement of those 

Thoughts which cannot be raised without Impropriety." And so the 

apparently chaste original stanza went out into the world--to 

delight ladies as well as men, especially my honors students, 

Let us grant that they raised some important questions 

about this scene in the "Eve of St, Agnes," The narrative ob

scurity as to what happened, which they exploited, may well 

reflect a divided purpose in Keats' mind, which his reused 

stanza would suggest, But the meanings they assigned to so many 

words and phrases came to be seen by them--without pressure from 

me--as probably reflecting more of what was on their minds than 

on Keats'. Does it matter? It does, if you think that Keats' 

mind and creative process are to some extent knowable and take 

precedence over one's personal associations, Practically every

body grants that, except certain literary theorists. 

I have concentrated on problems of interpretation in the 

classroom because it is there, in the classroom, that so many of 

today's students will learn to care about literature or to be 
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confirmed in their indifference. Whatever may prove to be the 

ultimate value of literary theory since the rise of the New 

Criticism, I see no evidence that students today are either 

better or more committed readers than those of previous genera

tions. On the contrary, evidence accumulates that unremitting 

stress on complex interpretive questions, on the formal pro

perties of literature--verbal relations, symbols, structure-

and hostility to all approaches via ideas, society, psychology, 

authorial biography--in short the things most readers care 

about--evidence accumulates that many students, including some 

of the best, have become estranged. Here is the pained testi

mony of an idealistic young teacher, with degrees from 

Wellesley and Harvard, who found herself unprepared to teach 

literature to today's students, 

At Wellesley what I read moved me deeply; in so many words 

I was told that my feelings didn't matter, that it was 

"form" that did. What I read often moved me to reflect 

on my own experience; I was told essentially that 

literature was timeless, above the petty details of any 

one person's daily living. I loved literature; when I 

reached graduate school I was given to understand that 

loving literature had nothing to do with literary pro

fessionalism. I dimly felt that literature must give 

life exaltation, specific moral sense; I was told that 

Western civilization dictated the values of pure form, 

of universality. 

John Stuart Mill relates in his Autobiography how reading 

Wordsworth's poems helped him overcome his mental crisis and 

severe depression. A scholar comments, scornfully, "Mill read 

'1l ordsworth for what the poems could do for him rather than for 

what they were in themselves ••• the intrinsic merit of 

poiesis yields to the utilitarian value of reading." Isn • t that 

just terrible? Of Lionel Trilling, one of the most influential 

teachers and critics of the past helf century, Ren~ Wellek 

writes: he "belong, with Edmund Wilson, to critics of culture, 

and he is often concerned with questions of politics, pedagogy, 

psychology, and self-definition, which are only remotely related 
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to literature! 

It has been the steady and growing pressure of attitudes 

such as these that has widened the gulf between literature and 

our students, a relationship already exacerbated by television 

and the restless quest for instant gratification, so much a 

feature of modern culture generally. For 2,000 years the 

justification of literature rested on its power to delight and 

to instruct, One rarely hears Horace's aut prodesse aut 

delectare anymore, and the costs have been very heavy, It is 

easy to forget that art is a social activity, born in religion 

and arising from our deep need to externalize and share ideas 

and emotions of all kinds. For the overwhelming majority of 

us, and of all the students we have had or will have, literature 

is primarily an experience, emotional, intellectual, religious, 

political, vicarious, adventure, wish-fulfillment, whatever-

but an experience whose value, sometimes incomparable, is 

ratified first on the pulses. Milton's definition or rule of 

poetry was that it ought to be simple, sensuous, and impassioned, 

and I cannot help but believe that approaches to literature 

which inhibit, frustrate, or needlessly confuse the reader's 

response is bad criticism and bad pedagogy. 

We are an embattled profession, in a time of troubles. 

The cry of "Why Johnny Can't Read" is becoming, "Why Johnny 

C7n't Teach." We are beset by problems beyond our control--in 

society at large--but also by disintegrating forces from 

within, which threaten to undermine the foundations of 

literary study, We are divided in our aims and purposes. Our 

greatest strength rests on our love of books--which is what 

brought us into the profession in the first place--our belief 

that literature matters, our conviction that great literature 

really does embody, as Matthew Arnold said, the best that is 

known and thought in the world, and that these thoughts are 

available to the attentive reader. In times of trouble it is 

always wise to fall back on one's strengths. 
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At the 1981 MCTE Spring Conference, the members adopted the 

following resolution: 

Whereas: English teachers are being pressured by various 

groups acting as censors, and 

Whereas: Many of the problems created by these censors 

occur because of school district's having 

inadequate selection and reconsideration 

policies. 

BE IT rtESOLVED, that the MCTE go on record as urging the es

tablishment of sound and reasonable selection and reconsider

ation policies in local school districts to ensure the right 

to the free exchange of information and ideas, 

The following article should help the membership understand 

and plan such policies. 
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Fran McDonald 

Mankato State U. 
President - Minnesota Coalition Against Censorship 

MEMO - Intellectual Freedom Committee 

ALA - _Intellectual Freedom Committee 

In spite of the care with which resources to be used in 

schools have been selected, there will be requests to reconsider 

the use of specific items and even, at times, demands that cer

tain items be destroyed, Citizens are concerned about resources 

being used in ·schools and citizens are demanding the right to 

initiate the removal of resources. These requests are no 

longer isolated incidents but rather a full scale, nationally 

orchestrated attack ·complete with lists of offensive titles and 

critiques to use led by such well-known forces as the Moral 

Majority and the Gablers of Texas, 

The overwhelming evidence of book burning in :Drake, North 

Dakota, and Warsaw, Indiana, highly publicized court cases in 

Island Trees, :few York, Chelsea, Massachusetts, and Forest Lake, 

Minnesota, pressures .from the right and from the left make it 

all too clear that censorship attempts are increasing and methods 

of dealing with them should not be left to chance nor should one 

i ndi vidual assume the ·responsibility for reconsidering an item, 

A formal process for handling challenges should be developed, 

adopted and adhered to :strictly. 

Given the amount of publicity generated by the attacks on 

school resources and a ·political climate in which such demands 

seem not only appropriate, but encouraged, school districts must 

be prepared to handle requests for reconsideration in a fair and 

business-like manner. The purpose of selection· policies and 

reconsideration procedures is to provide a method by which the 

citizen complaint will be considered seriously and the -rights of 

students .. and teachers to freedom of access to· information will 

be preserved. 

A recently completed study summarizing a nationwide survey 

conducted in the spring of 1980 found that schools without . formal 

policies and procedures for selecting materials and for 
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reconsidering challenged items were more vulnerable to censorship 

pressures and more likely than schools with formal policies and 

procedures to remove materials when faced with challenges,1 Such 

evidence alone should convince school authorities to develop and 

adopt policies and procedures, That, coupled with the evidence 

of a wide scale attack on school materials should make it impera
tive that policies be adopted, 

A decision must be made about what resources the policy will 

cover. Although policies and procedures can be developed by in

dividual departments, and in the past frequently were, it seems 

apparent that one policy covering all resources used in the 

school, whether classroom titles, extracurricular materials or 

media center resources provides the most effective method of 

handling the process. One policy provides a uniform procedure 

to be used for all challenges and also promotes a unified effort 

on the part of school persons to preserve the rights of students 
and teachers. 

It should also be made clear in the policy that a.11 requests 

for reconsideration, even those originating from school boam 

members, administrators and teachers should follow the process 
outlined in the policy, 

?olicies have three major areas1 a statement of policy, 

a description of selection procedures, and a process for recon

sideration of resources, Development of the policy should be 

a cooperative effort involving all segments of the school com

munity, administrators, teachers, media persons and citizens, 

Following the development, the policy shculd be formally adopted 

by the school boam and thus become official operating procedure, 

The first part of the policy provides the philosophical 

base for the selection of resources, This base includes a 

statement of the district philosophy of the students' need for 

access to information as well as the broader rationale for access 

to a wide variety of resources in a democracy contained in the 

First Amendment of the Constitution, Supporting statements 

1Press release, July 31, 1981, American Association of 
Publishers, American Library Association, Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 72 

developed by professional organizations should be included in 

this section. Documents named in most policies are the Students 

Hight to Read (National Council of Teachers of English), Library 

Bill of Rights (American Library Association), Freedom to Read 

(American Library Associati on and Association of American ?ub

lishers), and Freedom to View (P'.<lucatinal Film Library Associa

tion). A statement that the legal responsibility for selection 

belongs to the School Board and that the authority to select 

specific resources is delegated to licensed school staff should 

be included, 

Although the terms materials and resources are used with 

equal frequency in selection policies, resources is a more in

clusive term and the preferred _one since it includes speakers 

and demonstrations as well as books, films, recordings and other 

media used in schools. Finally, the first section should include 

the objectives of selection. These, stated in broad terms, in

clude the ideas of providing resources on a wide variety of 

topics, providing all points of view, in content and formats 

appropriate to the children of the district. 

The next section, procedures for selection, outlines the 

process used to determine which resources will be purchased 

and used in the schools, Persons involved in selection are 

identified and the basis for making decisions are listed. These 

include reviews in professional sources, preview and personal 

recommendation of the professional staff. Specific criteria 

which must be met before an item is selected are listed taking 

into consideration resources already available, curriculum ob

jectives, and the needs, abilities and maturity of the students 

with whom the resources will be used, 

The last section of the document will be the procedures to 

be followed when a resource is challenged. These should be~· 

detailed, outlining the steps to be followed, the time allowed 

and the individuals involved in the process, Since the purpose 

of this segment is to provide an orderly method by which a 

resource is reconsidered, every step in the process should be 

clearly stated. 

The procedures outlined should begin with the i:nitiation of 
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the request for reconsideration and end with the appeal procedure, 

The status of the resource du:!'."ing the process should be spelled 

out• It is importa.nt that the resource in question not be re~ 

stricted during the process or, in other words, be judged before 

being proven guilty, Although objections to resources will 

usually be to parts, isolated words and phrases, or selected 

illustrations, the work must be judged as a whole, The impact 

of the resource, its place in the curriculum or media center 

collection, the way it meets or fails to meet objectives and 

criteria of selection, the appropriateness of the item for the 

age and maturity of the students for whom it has been selected 

and the objections of the citizen must all be considered, 

A policy usually provides for an informal attempt at a 

resolution of conflict before the formal process goes forward, 

This usually takes the form of a meeting between the teacher and 

the person requesting the reconsideration. It is a time for an 

explanation of the worth of the item and for a discussion of the 

rationale for the use of the item. If the citizen.is not 

satisfied after this informal attempt at resolution, the formal 

process should begin. A_ timeline should be set up, within 

reasonable limits, usually a month, for the process to take 

place, Before the meeting, all persons on a reconsideration 

committee must read, view or listen to the item in its entirety 

to determine the disposition of the resource, 

A reconsideration committee can be adhoc or standing al

though standi~ committees are preferred, The- individuals on 

the committee can be appointed or elected by the group they 

represent - teachers, administrators, media persons, citizens. 

It is important that the make-up of the committee be representa

tive of the groups and that no charge of stacking the committee 

can be made. In judicial terms, the committee represents the 

impartial jury which weighs the merits of the material against 

the objection and reaches a decision, The process should .pro

vide for testimony from the challenger and from the teacher and 

media person, if they desire to give it, In any event, the 

decision of the committee should be reported in writing to the 

Superintendent and Board, the person initiating the request for 
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nsideration and appropriate school personriel. reco • 
Copies of documents cited and the request for reconsidera-

tion form should be attached to the policy, 

Through the entire reconsideration process, the right of 

the citizen to request review should be kept in mind. The pro

cess is not designed to "get them off our backs" but rather to 
suitability of the resource is -provide a forum in which the 

. d d It is also designed to eliminate personal attacks and 
JU ge • 
transfers the decision making process from the individual teach-

er or administrator to the group, 

not eliminate challenges but they 

Policies and procedures will 

will provide a systematic 

procedure to handle complaints, 
In addition, the development of selection policies and 

procedures does not change the need for responsible selection 

of resources. School personnel must consider selection 

criteria when making purchases. Resources should meet district, 

school and department objectives, · .. Students should be provided 

with a wide variety of resources presenting all sides of con

troversial issues, Judgments about materials should be made 

for educational reasons not out of fear of attempted censorship. 

Finally, a clearly stated rationale should be prepared for any 

resource used with an entire class. 
Committees developing selection policies for school 

districts can find help from a variety of sources, The National 

Council of Teachers of English and the American Library Associa

tion both have model policies to follow including sample recon

sideration forms. In Minnesota, the Minnesota Coalition Against 

Censorship has developed a list of essential elements in 

policies and procedures and the Minnesota Educational Media 

Organization has a checklist of component parts of selection 

policies. These are available from the officers of the 

associations. Both organizations provide help to districts 

writing or revising policies. 
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r******-*-***-******************-**_*_*-***************" 
! The MCAC has a clearinghouse set up to gather news $ 
f articles; board minutes, etc., with reference to censor- f 
$ ship or possible censorship issues. Any MCTE members $ i finding such printed material should date and cite it i 
* and send it to: f 
= ; * MCAC Clearinghouse * 
! 628 Central Avenue $ 
J Minneapolis, MN, 55414 * 
; The MCAC members ( the MCTE Censorship chair is one) will $ 
t investigate the problem and, if necessary, try to resolve ; 

$ it. $ 
:********************************************-****-11--11-*"""********J 

SEX::O:ND-QUARTER FRESHMAN COMPOSITION AND THE AMERICAN DID.;ADES: 

FROM THE ROARING TWENTIES TC THE DISENCHANGED SIXTIES 

by Robert L, Coard 

When I was reassigned to a second-quarter freshman composi

tion course at St. Cloud State in the fall of t972 after some 

years of teaching only literature courses, I was given the priv

ilege, extended to all teachers, of organizing the course around 

subject matter of my own choosing. Since I teach American 

literature, I naturally planned composition in that field, but I 

groped for some format that would yield more appeal than that of 

isolated materpieces. I also wanted material affording con

siderable choice for a long research paper, a basic requirement 

of the course. Finally, I sought material that would permit easy 

change to avoid the bane of plagiarism attendant upon repetition 

in a research-paper course. Over the years I have been glad 

hat I hit upon the American decades as an organizational prin

ciple. Since 1972, I have taught the course four times based on 

the American 1. 920s, three times based on the 19J0s, twice on the 

1940s, and twice on the 1950s. B h ecause muc. of the subject 

matter falls within the experience of living persons, it has a 

definite immediacy of appeal • . Perhaps the teacher himself can 

recall F. D. R,'s mellifluous voice coming in on the old cabinet 

model radio or Harry Truman giving them hell from the end car of 

a special campaign train. For the benefit of anyone considering 
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such an approach to freshman composition, let me record some 

strategies, exercises, projects, and materials, 
Perhaps I might start by saying that a useful bibliography 

on the subject is available in Brooke Workman's Teaching ~ 

~cades: fl Humanities Approach.:!&. American Civilization (Urbana, 

Illinois: National Council of Teachers of English, 1975), 

Though I set up my own decades composition courses before the 

publication of this book, I'd recommend it for anyone contem

plating such a step, The Workman book is designed for high-school 

use in an American Studies course. It includes units on popular 

cul ture, architecture and painting, and dancing and music in ad

dition to history and literature so that its lessons are not 

always readily transferable to a freshman composition course 

stressing library study, note taking, research paper forms, 

outlining and organizing, and composition and revision. Workman's 

reduction of the "decades" to three, 1920-1930, 1930-194-0, and 

1945-1960, seems to me less desirable than an arrangement into 

four comprising the 1920s, JO, 40s, and 5()s, The absence of 

194-0-1945 Workman explains in a parenthesis: "The World War II 

era was excluded because its central focus is the global war, 

~~~~'o 
~\J ~ 

helps you give your students 

~ti~~ 
I SILVER BURDETT COMPANY 

Glenview, Illinois 60025 

Donald K. Haynes, Regiona l Vice President 
Richard A. McGovern , Field Sa les Manager 

Represented in Minnesota by 

Dennis D. Kellogg 
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Chaska, Minnesota 55318 
612-448°3803 

and 
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4836 Birchwood Lane 
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5TOOLSFORSURVIVAL 
Tool# 1 TRADITIONAL GRAMMAR 

to help them write and speak correctly 

Tool# 2 STANDARD USAGE 

to help them project a positive image 

Tool # 3 WRITING SKILLS 

to help them meet real-world requirements 

Tool# 4 REFERENCE AND STUQY SKILLS 

to help them locate information and study effect ively 

Tool# 5 READING AND LISTENING SKILLS 

to help them in school and in their da ily living 

For Grades 1-8: 
Students' Worktexts !Grades 1-2) • Students' Books 
(Grades 3-81 • Annotated Teachers' Editions• Grammar 
Masters • Workbooks I Grades 3-8) • Teachers' Editions of 
t he Workbooks - with reproducible t est s !Grades 3-8) • 
Individualized Progress Charts and Management Guides 

For Grades 9-12: 
Students' Books • Annota ted Teachers' Editions • 
Skillmasters !spirit masters - including final exam
inations! The Grade 12 S tudent's Book is a Handbook. 
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a subject well taught in American history courses, yet " one 

which can be r eviewed in relation to the 1930s and to , 1945'-1960." 

I myself don't follow this reasoning, at least for decades com

position courses, for World War II is a source of great interest 

for students, and Norman Hailer's , nove,1 The Naked and the Dead 

( 1948) is a rewaroing book with which to -;esent i ~-- ---

Perhaps the absence of any inexpensive and available history 

in paperback to cover both the war years and, the peace years of 

the 1.940s constitutes an unvoiced reason for Workman's arrange

ment. Frederick Lewis Allen• s Only Yesterday covers the 1920s, 

and the same author's Since Yesterday continues the story through 

the 1930s, Eric Goldman's The Critical Decade fill!i_ After carries 

the story from 1945 to 1960, but what can· one do with 1940-1945? 

When I first tried the 1940s, I used a book of documents and 

cuttings by Chester E, ;};isinger, author of Fiction-of the Forties, 

called The ~•.2: Profile of g Nation in Crisis. The next 

time round I ·tried · to eke out the war years with almanac . chron- • 

ologies, the general encyclopedias, and a reserve list, filling 

out the peace half of the 1940s with pertinent parts of the 

Goldman text. When I first tried the 1920s, I · used Malcolm 

Cowley's Fitzgerald and the Jazz~ for general background. It 

is a fine literary collection of the peri':>d '.w:i.th some perceptive 

expository pieces and exceil~nt suggestions for r~s~arch ipapers. 

However, I finer that works like those by Allen and ':Goldman with . 

their brisk connected narrative and preferable to bo~ks of . 

documents and anthologies as introductions to a period : F~;_. ail 

their merits, though both Allen histories and Gold~~ too are . 

dated, lack adequate bibliographies, and have severe short

comings in their treatment of such matters as women and minor

ities, areas much used in the preparatioo of research papers • . 

For example, Allen's Only Yesterday , first published in 1931, has· 

only one mention of "Negroes" in the index, and Since Yesterday.' 

first published in 1940, has none, To be sure, Since Yesterday 

does mention the Scottsboro Case, but gives it less than a fifth 

of a sentence, · The Goldman book is somewhat more attentive to 

minorities, but the years 1955 . to 1960 are filled out in two 

scrappy chapters and an epilogue added in 196o to the original 
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work of 1956 that covered the decade 1945-1955, Perhaps because 

of its recency, the critical Supreme Court decision of 19_54 out-

. segrogation in the schools gets only a couple of sentences, 
lam.ng ~ • · 

Another work worth consul ting before organizing any decade 

course on the 1950s is a pamphlet The Fitful Fifties: Literature 

a.rid Culture in America 12.5Q.-.12§Q. ( New York: Harper and Row, 

m.5) by Keith Neilson. · It provides an historical overview, sug

gestions for term-paper topics, and a helpful bibliography and 

·nts some key documents and evaluations of the period. repr1 · 
An exercise useful early in a decades composition course and 

one that I have assignd more often than· not is the preparation 

of a chronological table of important events, poli t ical, social, 

scientific, ann literary, preferably on one sheet if typed. To 

that requirement I add an essay of about five hundred words in 

which the student defends his table. This defense gets into the 

philosophy of history. Should sports events, popular songs, 

motion pictures; and other entertainment be noticed? ·1 When should 

a decade begin and end? If the 1930s start with the stock 

market crash of 1929, should they end in 1939 with . t he coming of 

World 'far II in :'!Alrope or in 1941 with Pearl Harbor and the 

American entry? One student - listed the birth dates of her 

parents as significant events of t he 1·920s, and I could haroly 

quarrel with that! 
This chronological chart assignment often reveals artistic 

talent: dates may be set up in interesting three or four ·column 

categories; legal-.size paper is employed now and then with fold 

outs to gain more space; different-colored inks occasionally 

enhance the artistic effect. The bibliography must include at 

l east four sources in reference so that a simple copying does 

not occur. Warnings on the team approach are also issued, Of 

the different facets perhaps the library work is the most fruit

ful. ·Almanacs have an appeal of their own, and comparisons 

produce insights and uncover intriguing discrepancies. It's 

good to check the "Memorable Dates" in World Almanac sllil Book of 

Facts against "Headline History" in Information ~ Almanac 

and both of them against more specialized works like Gorton 

Carruth and Associates, The Encyclopedia £f American~~ 
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~ with its fourfoJ.d categories; the chronology up front in 

the appropriate volume of i:ncyclopedia Britannica's The Annals 

of America1 the tables and charts in Webster's ~ to American 

History: and the literary chronologies available inc. Hugh 

Holman's h. Handbook to Literature and James Hart, The Oxford 

Companion 1Q American Literature. 

Even before calling for the chronological chart and its 

defense, I like to try briefer written assignments. An unglam

ourous but basic one is the check on reading with an open-book 

summary of a chapter in the background history. Summarizing 

makes for a consideration of what are the most important ideas 

and what clues are useful in locating them. Another exercise 

sometimes assi,zned has been locatir.g a suitable illustration to 

go with the background history which usually has no illustration 

in its paperback version. If a good cartoon is located in a 

magazine file, it can be Xeroxed and brought to class with a 

written argument for its inclusion, dwelling upon ar!istic merit, 

relevance to the text, and historical importance. Ge.1erally 

though, the student brings an illustration in a library book with 

the composition tucked between the covers. Fortunately, I have 

an office on the same floor as the classrooms so that it's no 

great problem to get the book stack inside. There are dangers 

though in this assignment. Sometimes the student checks out a 

volume with such striking illustrations that I thumb about and 

gaze when I should be grading, 

In the fall of 1972, I tried to relate early composition to 

the Nixon-McGovern campaign by asking for a mini-research paper 

on a presidential election or nomination struggle of the 1920s. 

If I recall correctly, a large national gasoline company coop

erated in creating interest by issuing campaign buttons and other 

mement'os of past presidential campaigns. Two student research 

papers came in with neatly focused topics: one on the Literary 

Digest straw poll of 1924 (it wasn't a fiasco like the fatal 

poll of 1.936); and one on Time Magazine's handling of the 1928 

presidential campaign, The Catholic issue added an extra di

mension of interest to Alfred Smith's quest for the Democratic 

nomination in 1924 ani for the presidency as the Democratic 
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candidate in 1928. Since then, I have made some use of pre

sidential campaigns for mini-research papers in decades courses: 

once for the election of 1948 with its appeal deriving from 

Truman's unexpected triumph; and once for the election of 1952, 

which illustrated the growing importance of television, In a 

coursP on the 1930s, the 1916 presidential election sP-rved as a 

topic for the main literary research paper for one or two 

students, since Sinclair Lewis's It C'!.n'1 Happen Here (1935) had 

an intimate relation to the 1.916 election, particularly to the 

campaign of the Union Party, formed by the strange alliance of 

William Lemke, Father Coughlin, Dr, Townsend, and Gerald L, K, 

Smith. 

Besides the background histories by Frederick Lewis Allen 

and Eric Goldman, another staple item in a decades course is 

the Famous ,'l m,;,rican Plays Series issued. by )ell and covering 

every decade starting with the 1920s volume edited by Kenneth 

Vacgowan and ending with the . 1960s volume edited by Harold 

Clurman, Occasionally, the play text has been the source of the 

main literary research paper. ~ few times these have been 

comparison pa,ers between genres, as in the comparison of John 

Steinbeck's novelette Of Mice and Men with the stage version 

in F'amous Ame..rican Plays _.Qf. the 1 Q1Qs edited by Harold Clurman; 

or the comparison of Carson lfoCullers' s novelette The Member of 

the Wedding with the stage version in Famous American Plays of 

the 194os ed.ited by Henry Hewes. 

!fore recently in the 1920s and 1. 930s courses I have sub

stituted short story collections for the Dell Famous American 

Plays Series, Ring Lardner's Haircut .fil!9. Other Stories I used 

twicP-, and when it became unavailable I ordered The Best Short 

Stories of Ring Lardner. As a Lardner apologist has said, 

Lardner is in some ways a more typical figure of the 1920s than 

his friend Fitzgerald. Both manifest alcoholism and a sense of 

doom, but Lardner shows a greater recognition of the sports and 

ballyhoo ingredients of the 1920s, so useful in later decades 

for research papers, F. Scott Fitzgerald's short story collection 

Babylon Revisited aod Other Stories offers a short story equiva

lence of much of The Great Gatsby and sharply reduces the dangers 
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of plagiarism from the backlog of papers available on campuses 

on that novel. Jor the 1910s, Richard Wright• s short story col-

1ection Uncle Tom's Children, originally issued in 1938 and in 

somewhat expanded form in 1940, offers possibilities for papers 

on Wright's protrayal of Black religion, communism, and lynching 

and violence, 

Host frequently, however, the plays and short stories are 

used, not as the source of the main library research papers, but 

for the summing up on a comprehensive final examination. For a 

variety of reasons including the stress on composition, this 

final is always open-books, open-notebooks, with its general 

format described in writing well in advance o,f examination day, 

In the last round of the 1920s, the student was also asked to 

prepa.re some relevant biographical notes on Ring Lardner in 

ar!vance, The final examination i tern on Lardner read as follows: 

"Write an introductory essay to Ring Lardner's famous short 

story 'Haircut,' placing it in relation to the following contexts: 

1, the author's life, 2, the cultural history of the early 

1920s ( the story first appeared in the magazine Liberty in March, 

1925), -3, other literary works studied in this course, 4, its 

success as a piece of writing, touching on such matters as 

title, beginning and end, overall organization, clarity of theme, 

transitions, use of details, figurative language, sentence 

structure, word choice," 

At times with plays or short stories of a decade, I have 

used some of its brief poems in a teacher-copied, mini-anthology 

form, now a little thinned in keeping with the new copyright 

laws, On an earlier round of the 1920s, in the summing-up final, 

I employed Edgar Lee Masters' s "Marx the Sign Painter" from ~ 

New Spoon iiiver (1924), which relates well to the signs and ad

vertising in Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby and Lewis's Arrowsmith, 

the featured novels that quarter, In a 19JOs final, Edna St, 

Vincent Millay's sonnet "Czecho-Slovakia" called for a recap

itulation of foreign affairs. In the 1940s, "The Death of the 

Ball Turret Gunner'' by ilandall Jarrell was one of several poems 

used on the final to represent the horrors of World War II. Por 

getting at racial matters in the 1950s final, I selected 
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Gwendolyn Brooks' s "We Real Cool," 

While the main literary research paper of 1,500 words and up 

may be based on a play or a short story collection or even an 
autobiography like Richard Wright's Black Boy ( 1945), class novels 

generally furnish its subject matter. Increasingly in the 1920s 

r have settled on two celebrated Minnesotan novelists, Sinclair 

Lewis and F. Scott 2itzgerald, Once I balanced their novels of 

1925; Arrowsmith and the Great Gatsby; and once their 1922 pro

ductions, Babbitt and The Beautiful and Jamned, When I try the 

t920s again, it will be with their 1920 pair, Main Street and 

1:J:!ll Side of Paradise, With these novels, certain topics such 

as Alcohol, the Automobile, ilailroads, Underlying Biography, 

Religion, Clothing, Marriages, and Money Motivation have a way 

of developing. By retaining the same novelists but varying the 

novels, the teacher is in a stronger position to give advice and 

assistance and at the same time he reduces the odds for 

plagiarism. Some students will turn up their own topics like The 

Middle-Aged Syndrome in Babbitt or Dramatic Elements in ~ 

Beautiful and Damned, but the less inventive will want a stock 

of reliable suggestions, When I try Main Street, I'm hoping to 

get at some peculiarly }:tnnesota subjects like the then unassim

ilated German and Scandinavian immigrants so noticeable in the 

novel, 

The teacher is able to carry his knowledge of Sinclair Lewis 

from the 1920s courseover to the 19JOs course by selecting Lewis's 

It Can'1 Happen~ (1935) as one of the novels for study and 

research. As a novel, ll Can' 1 Happen Here may be growing a bit 

rickety, but in its reflections in fictional characters of the 

towering demagogues Huey Long and Adolf Hitler it offers a 

treasure trove for research papers on both the domestic and 

foreign scenes, Concentrating on the Lewis novel as the primary 

document, the student may pursue the ludicrous in nut movements 

like William Dudley Pelley's Silver Shirts, the ludicrous and 

sinister in Huey Long's Share-the Wealth, and the sinister in 

Adolf Hitler's Blood Purge of 1934, Two out of three times in 

teaching the 1930s, I was able to avoid choosing the most 

obvious novel, John Steinbeck's _The . Grapes of ~ ( 1939) and 
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picked out instead the author's earlier novel In Dubious Battle 

(1936). Selecting In Dubious Battle affords a fresh approach to 
~ Grapes of Wrath via some comparison topics like the por

traiture of law enforcement officers or images of the elderly, 

Phases of religion and political radicalism can be examined in 

both Steinbeck and Wright. Wright's short story collection Uncle 

Tom'2 Children has some coverage of Blacks in the Great Depres

sion, but it is restricted to the Deep South. Wright's novel 

l.fative Son (194o) also treats of Blacks in the Great Depression, 

but it employs a significantly modern setting, the iforthenn 

metropolis, I have recollections of a discerning student paper 

on the Chicago localization of ~ Son, that is, the Chicago 

of the 193Os with its constricted Black ghetto that explains 

much of the action. 

Any background one can garner on anti-Semitism by studying 

Sinclair Lewis's ll Can'1 Happen Here for the 193Os transfers to 

the 194os for a consideration of anti-Semitism in Arthur 

Laurents' s play Home of the ~ or Norman Nailer's The Naked 

and the Dead. Although the Mailer novel takes place on a 

fictitious island in the South Pacific defended by Japanese and 

attacked by Americans, its wide-ranging treatment of anti

Semitism and authoritarianism in American military personnel 

broadens its scope and justifies its reputation as the American 

novel of World War II. It offers numerous points of departure 

for research papers. The student may write militarily of the 

American equipment, linguistically of the author's figures of 

speech, and sociologically of anti-Semitism on the home-front as 

presented in the soldiers' memories. For other research, I 

recommend comparisons of Hailer's novels to other war novels 

like Ernest Hemingway's For Whom the Bell Tolls ( 194o) or even 

to Hemingway's earlier h. Farewell j& Arms (1929), The primary 

stress of the course is on composition and not on staying within 

a decade, though, frequently, a decade can be comprehended better 

if one steps outside it for the other item in a comparison. 

Both times I taught the 1. 94os I used Richard Wright's lli£k ~ 
to deal with the race problem. Though the autobiography breathes 

the spirit of the 194os, it presents some awkwardness for papers 
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in that the years chronicled in the narrative itself are of an 

earlier period, Ideally it would be better if the time of 

composition and the time within would coincide more, but the time 

discrepancy is not an oven,helming difficulty and must be faced 

in other decade selections. 

In fact in teaching the 195Os I encountered the time dis

crepancy in both novels I used to get at racial matters. The 

first time round I selected James Baldwin's Go Tell It .Qll the 

Mountain (1953), which has its main action in the 19JOs, though 

there are numerous flashbacks even to a period preceding World 

War I. for some reason that term though, a group of students 

took up the Bible allusions in that novel and went on to write 

their papers on that somewhat timeless subject. Other papers 

focused on the New York City locale of the action so that maps 

of the city and particularly of the city in the Great ~epression 

were sought. Because of these localization papers on Wright, 

Baldwin, and others, I store maps of :i"ew York City, Greater New 

York City, Chicago, and other places and get some classroom 

benefits out of my AAA membership. 

In the second teaching of the 195Os I chose Harper Lee's To 

llil ~ Mockingbird (1960), which also has its narrative unfolding 

during the Great Depression, though it reflects the rather 

diffident civil rights spirit of the late 195Os when it was com

posed. Again a cluster of students too:k off on a similar topic. 

For some reason they elected to study the reception of the novel 

and the popular motion picture based on it so there were good 

chances to relate the book and reviews to the racial happengings 

of the late 195Os and early 196Os, though the Scottsboro Case 

originating in the 1.93Os needed some attention as a possible 

source of the fictional rape trial of the Alabama Black. Not one 

stua.ent that term could be lured to study the apparent localiza

tion of fictional events in the author's native Monroeville, 

Alabama, so I had no use for my AAA maps of Alabama. 

But maps of New York City came in handy in several localiza

tion papers on J. D. Salinger's novel The Catcher in~ m 
(1951). One checked out Greenwich Village, Pennsylvania Station, 

Grand Central Station, Rockefeller Center, Central Park, Central 
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Park Zoo, and a couple of museums, and tried to relate the 

protaeonist's wanderings to the meaning of the book, For other 

research, I ureed comparisons across the decades to somewhat 

equivalent works--to Booth Tarkington's Seventeen (19t6) or, more 

widely used, to Hark Twain's The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876). 

I ruled out, probably wisely, comparisons to Huck Finn as having 

been done too much before, and anyway Hold en with his family and 

stake in society is more like Tom Sawyer than the . loner Huck. 

Besides the main fare of short and long research papers, 

I've tried a number of other miscellaneous activities in decades 

composition courses besides drawing up and defending chronolog

ical tables, summarizing, locating illustrations and arguing 

for their merits, and composing comprehensive final examinations. 

During the first few years I recruited a number of outside 

speakers and obtained some effective ones: a man who had observed 

the Nuremberg War Trials in an official capacity; a professor 

recalling his years of service in World _War II_; another professor 

reminiscing about his student days at St. Cloud State in the Great 

Depression. More recently I have ceased recruiting guest 

speakers, perhaps because I don't wish to continue to impose on 

friends and acquaintances, but also, I think, because I have 

difficulty relating these talks to student composHinn, as any

thing like an evaluation would be out of order. In units on the 

Great Depression and. World War II, classes have also at times 

written up interviews somewhat in the manner of Studs Terkel. 

Again I've tended to abandon this approach, partly because it's 

not wise to repeat approaches. f.rankly, the last few times 

around, I find myself spending more time on spelling, punctuation, 

manuscript form, and proofreading because circumstances seem to 

require it. I've also assigned a mini-researc_h paper on varia

tions in the spelling_ of proper nouns and difficulties occasioned 

by misspellings and differences like trose between Fischer and 

Fisher, Hanson and Hansen, and Pittsburg, Kansas, and Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania. 

One composition of a purely literary am analyti,cal -kind, 

however, has been rewarding enough to bear repeating. - That 

composition has been the stylistic imitation or parody -of an 
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author under study along ~dth an accompanying analysis of the 

student's own imitation to demonstrate its faithfulness to the 

original. In illustrating authenticity, the student is asked to 

make at least one documented quotation from the imitated author, 

For example, a student might be asked to write up an episode 

suitable for insertion in a Hing Lardner short story, perhaps to 

create a rotation pool incident to go with the billiards and 

poker, so Alibi Ike could alibi some more while continuing to 

demonstrate a dazzling proficiency. Though supplying good advise 

against overdoing slang and bad gra.Il'.mar, the teacher might still 

derive a certain whimsical pleasure from reverse correction on 

the student's imitation of Lardner: suggesting that "Chicago" 

become "Chi," "sitting around," be changed to "settin' around," 

and "I don't mak e waves" be expanded to "I don't make no waves." 

Sinclair Lewis's thickly detailed style with its delight in 

gritty unpleasantries might also be imitated and analyzed with 

profit. Lewis's depiction of the formal garden in Babbitt after 

the conventioneers were entertained there might be matched with 

descriptions of unwashed tables at the student union, strewn with 

soft drink cans and overflowing ash trays. 

Although I've launQfd these composition courses with sub

ject matter dating as far back as the Armistice of 1918, I've not 

been able to work one any closer to the present than 1960. 

Actually, I itch to get at the 1960s if only to puzzle over what 

went so totally wrong with American life in that decade, The 

failure to find a satisfactory paperback history for the 1960s 

until recently held me back, but fortunately several months ago, 

a colleague in history called my attention to Jim F. Heath's 

Decade of Disillusionment: the Kennedy-Johnson ~ (Blooming

ton, Indiana: Indiana University Press Midland Book, 1976). 

This book looks like the answer. In contrast to the informal 

scrappiness of the All8n and Goldman histories of the. earlier 

periods, it is symmetrically organized and contains a meaty 

bibliography into which the researcher can sink his teeth, With 

some additional boning up, I might make the attempt winter term. 

Now let's see. With whatever handbook the department is 

_employing at the time, with the Heath history and the Dell 
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Famous A!llerican l'lays of the t960s edited by Harold Clur!Tlan, with 

the Autobiogranhy of lfalcolm ; ( 1964) and. Kurt Vonnegut's novel 

God ~less You, Hr. Rosewater (1965), I think I could start off 

with a second-quarter freshman composition class in pursuit of 

the 1960s. 

INTE.ItCHANGZ 

"Interchange", a place to respond to articles in 

HEJ, to expand, gloss, to offer your own insight, 

wants your comments. Comments by our readers of 

JOO - 500 wo:::-ds should address an article appearing 

in a previous journal or state a concern, one of 

our readers might be able to address in a future 

article. llowever, "Interchange" is not a 

'complaints' booth! Your comment must be accom

panied by yCJUr name and address, The llii tor 

reserves the right to accept or reject comments 

and to edit in ways that do not change the content, 

"Interchange" will have 1-4 pages, depending on 

the number of comments and the available space, 

Comments forW-5 1982 should reach the Editor 

no later thanJMUtlr""~ · 15, 1982, 

INVITING STUDENT RESPONSES TO 

COMMENTS ON THiTI:R PAPE.:.lS 

by David V, Harrington 

Not only do I believe that all Cnglish teachers consider 

grading papers the hardest work they do, they probably also judge 

it to be the most frustrating, At any rate teachers will often 

suspect that students look only at the grades they are given and 

pay no attention to the kinds of errors marked or ·the comments 

urging changes in substance, style, or arrangement. Fairly 

often when students come in for a conference they will ask: 

"What can I do to improve?" as though it never occurred to them 

to review the comments on papers received and see if they add up 

to a manageable program for improvement. Some teachers will 

even use a personal conference as the original means for com-
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municating comments on student writing reasoning that direct oral 

confrontation gets the message across. I personally believe that 

in a writing course writ.ten comments are preferable to oral com

ments; but the teacher writing such comments should take pains to 

insure that students pay attention to those comments. One of the 

best methods is inviting students to write responses to the com

ments on graded papers they have received from their teacher, 

Students need to get accustomed to ways in which written 

communication differs from face to face conversations, Written 

communication often seems less pleasant because it is less 

personal, there are delays in feedback, and it is much harder to 

guess at another writer's meanings. The suspicion I have about 

personal conferences for grading papers is that these difficulties 

in writing are minimized, Tioth student and teacher may assume 

more meaning than is actually stated. The student may not have 

to prove herself objectively in written performance, if she is 

skillful in communicating her intentions at an -oral conference, 

Students need to look analytically at what they have truly put on 

paper and develop greater consciousness about their writing 

strengths anrl weaknesses, 

The previous assumptions motivate my asking students to 

respond to comments on their papers, but they tie in also with 

some other useful practices, ?or example, at the start of each 

composition class I ask my students to write a couple of pages in 

which they size up their own strengths and weaknesses in writing, 

and specify those aspects of writing which they hope they can 

improve. I collect these papers, but do not grade them or. return 

them. However, I read them very carefully and refer to them 

frequently, and they help determine what I emphasize in sub

sequent class work, It is of value to know something about how 

they feel about the strengths and weaknesses in their writing 

and how much they know about principles of rhetoric, This 

knowledge is important at the beginning of the class but also as 

their understanding changes at later points in the class, In

viting responses to comments on their papers is in a sense a 

continuation of the motives behind the request for the initial 

personal assessment paper, It continues to ask them what they 
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think about their o,m writing, encouraging greater consciousness 

about what is involved in the general art of writing, 

Also, when returning papers, describe the paper-grading 

process. I encourage students to put themselves in the teacher's 

shoes and to reread their own papers noticing that my marginal 

comments are a r eader's reactions to what is freshly encountered 

on the written page, They are to see these comments as part of 

a written dialogue between reader and writer on how -the paper was 

received, And this dialogue can prove especially instructive if 

continued for one or two further exchanges for each of the early 

papers in the course. Let me illustrate what can be gained from 

inviting student responses with three kinds of exercises, de

scribing some- o:f the advantages gained from each. But I should 

describe, to some extent, how these exercises fit into my cur

rent course design, though I hope the underlying principles in 

the exercise can be transferred into anybody's course design, 

In comparison with many teachers, I ask for fewer but longer 

papers, with greater emphasis on substance than style, 

In a fourteen-week semester class, I ask students to read 

six books and write a paper of about 1000 words on each book, 

Sach paper should be informative and interesting for other 

people who have also read these books, The point of that latter 

qualification is to rule out easy summaries or a recitation of 

highlights of the book. Hy course is not just a composition 

course but also a reading course including an instructional book, 

a book dealing with theory, a novel, a collection of poems, a 

Shakespearean play, and a book using indirect language, such as 

satire or irony or perhaps an allegory, A person has to be a 

good reader to be a good writer, Discussion of the books, how~ 

ever, is not just instruction on reading or interpretation of 

the reading, but also suggestions of problems worth struggling 

with and worth writing papers about, 

In the early weeks of each composition course, I place 

heavy emphasis on invention or discovery techniques stressing 

the need to know the subject, and to know how to find something 

worth communicating to others, how to focus on a problem worth 

solving, how to gather data, and how to get started on a 

90 

project. I anticipate that the greatest weakness in students' 

early essays wi 11 be inadeq_uate focussing, a la.ck of development, 

and insufficient us e of evidence, examples, or illustrations, 

Pointing out such crucial deficiencies can, for some students, 

be devastating. Like most teachers, I mark whatever I notice on 

their papers--errors and weaknesses of course, but as many strong 

points, too, that seem like real strengths. But, for my first 

exercise as I grade and then return their first set of papers, I 

mar.k out -l"or them one paragraph that I want rewritten in ac

cordance with the principles of invention already alluded to and 

which I have specified reasonably clearly again in my marginal 

comments on their papers, I assure them that they don't need 

to work a long time on this project, but I want to see that they 

can improve substantially this one paragTaph. In actual fact, 

they probably should rewrite every paragraph to compose a good 

essay, but that would take up most of the time for the next 

reading and writing assignment. 

In subsequent papers, students usually, but not always, will 

wr:i.te more substantial paragraphs if they learn how when concen

trating on just on e . In the paragraph rewri t ing exercise, they 

may or may not include details as specific as I want them to be, 

But i~ they do write a good paragraph with this exercise, they 

generally write a lot more good ones in their next paper, On the 

other hand, if one of them cannot improve this one paragraph in 

the manner recommended, I know that this person need.s special 

help or another description of the same lesson in different words 

or with a different a.pproach. I do not spend much time on the 

revised paragraphs because I know approximately what to expect and 

only mark grossly erratic mechanical details. But I praise them 

when their paragraphs are well done and note that fact in my 

record book, In this type of exercise, students respond to my 

corr4~ents with practical demonstrations of whether they learned 

from my earlier comments or not. 

!-, second type of response exercise invites more theoretical 

judgments from the students abrut how they react to my comments, 

For practicality, I combine the responses with instruction in 

writing a comparison an"! contrast paragraph, with maybe a few 
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words on parallel structu!e or on how contrasting conjunctions 

aid coherence, But my major, though ulterior, motive is to gain 

from them candid judgments about the worth of my comments on their 

papers, They can divide comments various ways: good ones and bad 

ones; or clear directions vs, vague ones; corrections that show 

the writer how it should have been done or corrections that 

merely ask or challenge the reader to discover how to do it right 

on his own; or comments they agree with in contrast with comments 

they think are unjust or unwise, This exercise hc,s always been 

th0 most helpful one, :'hey are urged to include illustrative 

quotations; so this exercise, in some respects, reinforces gains 

from the previous one, 

Students interpret my comments sometimes very differently 

than I -woulil have guessed, And my comments mean different things 

to different people, For example, students vary greatly in their 

r eception of comments that merely call in question the appropri~ 

ateness of a phrase, a conclusion, or evidence. Some will say 

they appreciate very much the challenge to reconsider and think of 

a better solution for their own problems, Others, however, see 

comments of that sort as worthless, because they want to be told 

directly what is wrong. It is very helpful for a teacher to see 

these different sides of different students. Students quite 

regularly tell me they are unimpressed when I communicate opinions 

or judgments that are different from opinions or judgments they 

have made on their own papers, I believe they are entirely right 

in disregarding my personal views which happen to differ from 

theirs, Their telling me this is a salutary reminder that I 

should either be asking them to give more supporting evidence 

for their opinions or showing them evidence that clearly counts 

against their position, For another kind of surprise, in one 

instance a student quoted my marginal comment: "It is good to 

review these facts about the background of the book," She 

noticed that my comment could be taken two ways; one interpreta

tion was that I apparently enjoyed her review of the background 

material; but she also wondered if perhaps I really meant that 

c: he needed to go back and re-check her facts in the paragraph, 

l~rom these experiences, I have learned to avoid certain kinds of 
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comments, but more importantly I have learned how to deal more 

effectively ¾~th specific students, 

A thi:!'.'d kind of response that I ask for is a question about 

how well they can pull together the scattered remarks from two 

or more papers to ,focus on their major problems or strengths 

in one of the great divisions of rhetorical study, invention, 

style, or arrangement, For special emphasis on style, students 

are invited to write a paragraph about what they have learned 

about their personal style of writing from the accumulation of 

comments on their recent papers, They are encouraged to write 

about changes in style that seem frequently encouraged or that 

th"Y m.3.y b-°" striving for in the future, They could write about 

distinctive tenrl.encies they have become aware of in +.hei-r own 

style, whether in diction, sentence structure, or relationships 

between parts of their essays, :J:r. they could write about 

personal problems or uncertainties with style that they feel they 

haven't received enough help with so far, 

I believe this exercise is worth doing even though student 

responses have been less satisfying than for the other two types, 

'i'he task imposed upon them is valuable but ha...rd. By now, if they 

know their response won't be a major grade change, they may 

prefer to save energy. Pulling togethE:r di verse comments on 

style in an effort to find guidelines to direct their own improve

ment is the ideal; the result in a number of cases is very easy 

generalizing without specific references to actual comments on 

their papers. 3omeone said, for example, that some of the 

changes asked for in his writing are obtainable; but other recom

mendations seem strange. However, he cited no examples of either 

type, On t he other hand, students always like compliments and 

will quote them exactly as I wrote them: "Good use of analogies," 

for example, or "These questions arouse the reader's interest," 

are compliments that encourage a student to continue to use these 

techniques. Some conscientious students will quote rather sub

stantial statements by me in their responses and describe how 

they intend to follow my advice, Perhaps this exercise wruld 

yield better results -if r·narrowed the scope to a more 

,,pecialized aspect of style, But I fear I may not say enough 
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on any one aspect of style in ny comments to give all students 

material for an intelligent response, 

There are difficulties in using 8Xercises of the types de-

s cribed here. ·I am an unusu c;.lly slow paper grader myself, There 

is no chance of sturlents getting immediate feedback from me, But 

I don't think they need to. The delay can often be very helpful 

i.n that the student has a better chance of looking objectively 

at something he WTote a wr,ek or even two weeks ago than i: the 

paper were still warm from hi s hand writing. The slowness may 

mean that a student loses some interest in her paper as a whole. 

But that isn't necessarily bad if one can get her to work on a 

lir.tl ted part of the paper as a matter of principle, or if onr, can 

persuade her to compare her reactions at this later time with the 

teacher's comments. As the semester wears on, the exercises, 

though they don't take much time, may seem to some stud ent.s like: a 

wo:::-thl,,ss bother, Thus, some wi 11 do no more than a perfunctory 

job, I~ the student is not lookifig critically both at how he 

writes and at comments on how he WTites, he probably will not 

change his writing habits much, Jne needs to make changes or 

pro•ri.sions for problems like these, 

ifonetheless, there are quite a number of major advantages for 

exercises like these which invite student responses to comments 

on their papers. ?or one thing, students obviously get extra 

writing practice under circumstances which must seem mcar~ngful 

but not particularly threatening, A second advantage is that 

these exercises help the teacher t o maintain strong emphasis on 

the peculiarities and difficulties in written communication, .The 

third advantage which helps alleviate some o~ the difficulty 

alluded to in the preceding sentence is that the exercise con

tributes to a continuing dialogue in written form between teacher 

an~ student, Comments on papers can be responded to or argued 

against or asked about. There isn't such an obvious, unques

tionable finality in the teacher's judgements, Perhaps the 

students could even feel there isn't necessarily any last word in 

discussions of papers, · The fourth advantage was alluded to in 

the opening comments of this paper: these exercises force the 

student to look directly at a reader's reactions to their papers 
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and think at least once more about how she writes, or about 

principles already encountered in her schooling, The fifth and 

last advantage seems to me as valuable as any of the previous ones 

in that the teacher learns how people react to his comments, He 

learns that different students respond in strikingly varied ways 

to some rather standard remarks, such as "not well stated" or 

"this is a fair opening paragraph." In these responses, the 

teacher probably receives quite a number of politic if not down

right insincere compliments for comments on student papers. But 

he learns a great deal about how particular students misunderstand 

or need further help with some kinds of instructions, and learns 

that comments, if truly looked at and understood, mean a great 

deal to students, 

WRITING LAB 

by Hiles B. Canning 

INTRODUCTION 

The Writing Lab was implemented at HHS at the beginning of 

the 1979-80 school year and became part of the program at the 

District's other senior high, Apple Valley, in 1980-81. Approx

imately 100 RHS students were involved in the lab its 1st year 

and t.50 more participated in 1980-81, This year another 1.50 

students are using the lab to improve writing skills. 

The program is based on the demonstration of mastery of 

specific skills, Writing skills are divided into nine areas of 

concentration: writing terminology; reference, study and evalua

tion; spelling; capitalization and punctuation; usage; style and 

diction; sentences; development of paragraphs and larger elements; 

and forms of writing. These areas, in turn, are subdivided into 

more detailed components. 

There are two ways students may participate in the lab--they 

can join it on their own, or one or more of their teachers may 

recommend them to the lab after reviewing their writing samples 

and determining a need, Results from the writing assessments 

program are also used in crunseling students, 

Once in the lab, students receive indivicual attention and 

progress at their own pace. Students attend class daily, work 
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from lesson plans prepared ~o meet their special needs, and 

prepare writing samples about once a week. Each sample is care

fully analyzed by the teacher to keep track of the student's 

needs and growth. 

The 1:tosemount Writing laboratory is a unique, flexible, and 

effective learning center, This report emphasizes three elements 

of the }lriting Lab: that it is a flexible learning cente:?:", both 

physically and academically; that it engages students and 

teachers in intensive work in writing; and that it provides all 

of the resources needed to learn to write better, The lab is 

used for several kinds of classes, The maximum number of students 

that can be served by the lab as a class is about 24, Their 

ability levels can vary a great deal, from SLBP and ~SL kids to 

senior research paper and journalism students, Our lab serves 

grades 9 through 12, and has served as a mainstream alternative 

for special programs, as well as an alternative for tenth grade 

required grammar classes. 

The physical layout of the lab consists of one large 

40' X 4o' room with a combination of tables, chairs, cabinets 

and chair-desks, The best arrangement of the furniture allows 

students independent writing space and teacher access for con

ferencing, The lab materials: books, sketchbooks, AV supplies, 

and carts should be spaced around the room to avoid traffic jams, 

vh.llspace for progress charts and learning posters, as well for 

room decorations is desirable. Many arrangements can be equally 

effective, The real unique aspects of the lab, however, involve 

the teaching and learning that goes on there, 

DIAGNOSTIC PrtOCi;:DUnES 

This is truly an individualized program, Through some very 

ingenious diagnostic procedures, coupled with abundant resources, 

all the students in one class can be working on mastering 

different writing skills, with different assignments, all at the 

same time, The teacher knows at a glance what the student 

already knows and can do, what he or she is currently working on, 

and what the student should be working on in the near future, 

I taught composition and grammar classes for five years 

before using the writing lab approach: three of these years with 
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junior high, low-ability students. I can remember many hours, 

weekends, and countless frustrations correcting papers, writing 

detailed criticisms and thorough analyses of student writing, 

I remember particularly two thoughts which ran through my mind 

on some very tired Sunday nights. The first was, "I'm writing 

the same stuff over and over and over, •• " I wished there was a 

code number I could put for such common errors as "run-on 

sentences", or "parallel structure", The other thought blended 

the darker emotions of anger, frustration, and resentment, when 

I'd be saying, "I corrected this last week, and the week before 

that, why doesn't this kid read my comments and learn?" 

I'm sure every English teacher has experienced and felt a 

bit ineffective in the student's response to receiving a paper. 

Ever see one. of your masterpieces of correction crumpled 

instantly or used for a missile? It is not a rewarding experience, 

The problem with this way of teacher correcting is that there is 

no method to remember criticisms made, I corrected everything 

I knew to correct, and the student ended up with far more feed

back, data, than he or she could possibly absorb, let alone do 

anything about, Therefore, my comments were largely ignored, 

and mistakes were repeated, Probably equally ineffective, in 

disguise, is the approach where the teacher corrects the paper, 

and if the student can basically follow the corrections, he can 

copy over what is essentially the teacher's final draft, This 

copying is a lesson in compliance, not necessarily learning, 

The diagnostic procedure I now use is effective, efficient, 

and constructive. The procedure uses a code system which assigns 

a number from 101 to 995 to each of abrut JOO skills. These 

skills range in complexity from basic writing terminology to 

research paper skills, Mechanics, sentence structures, and 

different forms of writing are also covered, This tremendous 

range of skills, each with its own learning package, is what 

enables students of varying abilities to all be served at once. 

Each student has a copy of the objectives book. Each 

student also has a diagnostic sheet like the one the teacher uses. 

This sheet lists all the numbers for the skills. Each mark 

~presents an error made in that skill that the student made in 
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his or her own prose writing. ;,s more writing is produced, skills 

continue to be tallied on this sheet. 

In this way, the teacher can record errors made, and when 

enough tallies signify a definite need, the teacher will assign 

the student that skill to master. 

Before I go on to the prescription techniques, I'd like to 

anticipate two -frequently asked questions, and make some brief 

comments about them. First, it is not necessary to memorize the 

code!?! After 10 or 15 writing samples have been analyzed, and 

the teacher is familiar with the basic divisions, finding a 

specific skill is not difficult, After about two or three weeks, 

the numbering code becomes almost automatic, and the booklet is 
always handy for reference, 

The second concern is "How much time does it take to 

diagnose?" In the beginning, before the code is familiar, it 

might take a bit longer than just writing out all the .comments 

and criticisms. But very quickly, the time it takes to analyze 

a paper is greatly reduced. The system saves a tremendous amount 

of time, There is no need to write on the student's paper at all. 

The purpose is diagnosis, not instruction, 

So to recap •• ,a student provides a writing sample (usually 

on the first day). The teacher diagnoses the writing using a 

number code which corresponds to writing skills, Tallies are made 

accumulatively with each successive writing sample on the same 

diagnostic sheet. This information is important to the teacher 

since it gives him or her the tools necessary to direct a 

student's learning in a purposeful, relevant way. 

PRESCRIPTION AND EVALUATION 

A prescription of a skill or skills to learn is made after 

this diagnosis o The student has input into what he or she wants 

to work on via a survey taken at the start of the course. The 

teacher can conference with the student also to make sure some 

terms are clear, or that the student has the necessary knowledge 

to understand the assignment, (421 EXAMPLE: terminology CD, 

comma, conjunction). The student is expected to learn about that 

one skill, and is expected to be able to use that skill in his or 

her own writing. This i t t d s a mas ery concep, an is probably the 
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most dif::icult standard that many students have ever had to ful

fill, The rationale is that unless a skill is learned and applied 
to one's own writing, it will not be remembered for long. Rather 

than pass an objective test whereby the student might have to 

guess where the comma goes in a sentence, he or she is asked to 

include this comma and conjunction joiner in at least three com

pound sentences in his or her own writing, (Hot just once , but 

from henceforth into eternity,) The student gets a credit for 

each skill mastered, and the credit is removed if mastery is not 

demonstrated in the future, The skill is then re-assigned, 

'.fow that you know the expectations made upon the learning 

task, it is time to discuss how the student learns the particular 

skill, Anything that works is valid, in my opinion, and the lab 

contains many different methods, The library is replete with 

English textbooks from virtually every publisher, Host titles 

arP. copywrited 1978 or later, In addition, carousel slide pro

grams and cassette tapes are also available, Student-made and 

teacher-mad e posters of some common skills show examples, simplify 

rules, an~ try to explain the material, The sketchbooks in the 

room are the real heart of the learning process, however. In 

these sketchbooks is an introductory page which draws analogies 

about the use of the skill, shows examples of correct and in

correct usage, and includes a behavioral objective for each skill, 

"After you :'inish this sketchbook, you will be able to .. ," The 

first learning task, called Design A, is to learn about the skill 

and its uses by reading or Viewing a program, The exact place to 

find the section on commas, for instance, is written down, The 

directions might read, "Read M-08, pp,112-114," The student gets 

the book from the library and. begins to learn, When the student 

feels he has a very good idea what the skill is all about, he or 

she goes on to Design B, in which he practices the skill, using 

traditional methods of exercises, etc. He uses an answer key 

to correct his own work. When he finishes one source, and still 

doesn't ~eel he knows the material, he goes on to another source, 

At least six sources are listed in Design B, The whole idea is 

that a student can learn a specific skill if given proper 

_guidance and resources, If one explanation is too obscure, others 
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are available. The responsibility of learning -rests with the 

student. He or she knows when the material is understood, 

Design Casks the student to jot down notes on the skill, or 

to begin writing a masterpiece, or mastery paragraph. The student 

may combine one or two skills together, and use one mastery 

paragraph to demonstrate knowledge of both skills. If it is time 

for a mastery paragraph, explicit instructions are given so that 

the assignment is very clear, The mastery task asks the student 

to write a paragraph, or letter, or specific type of writing to 

demonstrate the particular skill. 

The student then includes an evaluation form with his or her 

final draft, and on it will put the number or numbers of the 

skills he or she is showing and include a description of the skills, 

The teacher corrects this paper, looking for mastery of 

specifically assigned skills, Other errors may be evident, and 

these are tallied on the diagnostic sheet. But the student is not 

penalized for these other errors. These tallies form the basis of 

future prescriptions. He or she is responsible only for the 

specific skills assigned, as well as previously learned skills. 

The student is directed to review the process again, The student 

receives a credit if mastery is shown. Peer help from students who 

have already mastered the skill is useful for reviewing. The 

teacher may ask for the Design B exercises to make sure this 

part has not been skipped, The teacher can also be used as a 

resource if the student is lost. 

The teacher records on another sheet, much like the diag

nostic sheet, those skills which have been assigned. A circle 

around the number is drawn. When the skill is mastered, a line 

is drawn through the skill, and recorded and dated by the teacher 

on the back of this sheet. The student also records the skill 

mastered on a large wall chart, This is a rewarding and pro

ductive task. It is from this chart that other students can see 

who can help them. 
CONCLUSION 

Features which make the lab unique include: 

1. Specialized instruction according to student needs diagnosed 
from actual prose writing 
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2. Individualized lesson plans 

3. Skills worked on one at a time 

4. 

6. 
7, 

8. 

9, 

Vast resources including audio-visual materials and the most 
current, varied, and complete writing librar,J possible 

.\11 evaluation of skills tairnn from ctctual w:d ting tasks 
(not exercises from a book) 

Credit given only for mastery of skills 

Complete, a.ccu:!'.'ate record keeping procedures 

Flexibility of lab enables students with a great range of 
capabilities to be challenged at the same time, eliminating 
boredom and frustration 

li'lexi bili ty of application for different classes' needs 

OBJECTIVES FG:1 THE WHITING LABOJATO:W 

This list of objectives in the writing laboratory system is 

organized as follows: 

100 Writing Terminology 
200 deference, Study, and Evaluation Skills 
'300 Spelling Skills 
l}()0 Capitalization and Punctuation Skills 
S00 Usage Skills 
600 3tyle anc' Diction 
700 SFntences 
800 ]evelopment of Paragraphs and Larger ;'.lements 
900 Forms of ',/ri ting 

100 WRITING TEBHINOLOGY 

3tud.ents will define the following .terms and identify examples 

of them in their writing, 

JOL Verbs 117, Participles 

102. Linking Verbs 118. Gerunds 

103, Auxiliary-Helping Verbs 120. A pposi ti ves 

106. Nouns ~r122. Subjects 
,c 
C) 107, Pronouns ct... (I) 123. Objects 
Q) 

0 g Q) 

108. Adjectives 124. p; C/l (i) Complements 
CJ) +' +' 
4-l 109, Adverbs H ,-: 127, Modifiers <U (I) 0 p.. t(l 

C/l 110. Prepositions L 128. Phrases 
+' 
H 

1-11. Conjunctions Clauses e.J 129, 
p., 

'Hl"f 135. L 112. Interjections Simple Sentences 
0 ,-: 

11.3. Determine:::-s Q) 1.36. Compound Sentences 'E ~ 
116. Infinitives •M Q) 137, Complex Sentences ~,:: t(l 

Ln8. C ompound-0 omplex 
Sentences 
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Ji 
+' 
~ 
(l) 

s 
(l) 
,-j 
r=3 

C) 
•ri 
+> 
(l) 

0 
p.. 

142, 

1.43, 

141,. 

145, 

146, 

147, 

1.60, 

~I 1· 
;201. 

203., 

i 
:~l 

' I 

Tense: Past, present, Future, Perfect 

Voice: Active and ?assive 

!food: Conditional arrl Subjunctive 

Case: liominative, Objective, Possessive 

?·lumber: Singular and Plural 

Person 

Language: Dr?finiUon, Origin and Structure 

Poetic F'orm 

Poetic Devices of Sound 

Mete,~, Hhythm, and Foot 

Verse and 3tanz:a Forms 

Creativity 

200 HEFS:r:mc]~, ~,TlfJY, AND EVALUATION SKILLS 

Locate and use the carxl. catalog, vertical file, 
reference books, and Header's Guide in the school 
library, 

Identify types of cards found in the card catalog, 
and intErpret information given on the cards, 

Locate specific books in the school library, using 
the card catalog and. the Dewey Decimal System of 
cla,ssirication. 

208,i Locate specific words in a dictionary and state the 

224. 

information given about the words, 

Use a thesaurus to find synonyms for words and use 
these word.s correctly in sentences. 

Use three encyclopedias to find general information 
about a topic and bibliographical references for 
further study, 

Find specific information in an atlas, 

Find speci fie information in an almanac, 

Locate and explain the contents and use of the 
biographical references found in the school library, 

Locate and describe the contents of literature 
reference books in the school library, 

Use the Reader's Guide to Periodical Literature to 
locate and interpret references to sources of 
information about a particular topic, 

Use the table of contents of a book to locate topics 
within chapters; use the index to locate pages 
which contain specific topics, 
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r233. 
(I) 
,-j 
,-1 
•ri G 235_!. 

-8' 237~ 
£l 239, rp .. 

L~~1_. 

Arrange a list of words and bibliographic citations 
in alphabetical order, 

i/ri te a sentence or topic outline for a passage from a 
textbook, using at least three levels for the topics 
within the outline. 

llri te precis of paragraphs. 

Summarize and paraphrase paragraphs, 

'fake organized, legible notes from a taped lecture, 
including all main points in the lecture. 

Select important information from a reference book 
or textbook; paraphrase this information or take notes 
from it, 

Jecogniz:e the need for revision of writing, 

Use a dictionary, a handbook of grammar and usage, 
a,nd proofreading symbols to proofread and edit 
written material, correcting errors related to skills 
you have studied in the Writing Laboratory, 

~ -~ ?!±_z.__ Use a checklist of items related to a form of writing 
+' to evaluate and revise a paper you have written, 
g 
.--, 21.~9, Use a checklist to evaluate the discursive writing of 

~ - C--~ another student, using tact and honesty, 

t .?51., . Use a checklist to evaluate creative wi"i ting, 

253, Develop your handwriting skills, 
-------' 

307, 

. I 
311. i.,: __ _ 

317, 

i 319, 

I 321. 
! . 323, 

I ~;25. 

L327. 

300 SP8LLING SKILLS 

Spell commonly misspelled words, 

Apply the rules for doubling final consonants, 

Apply the :rules for adding prefixes to root words, 

Apply the rules for adding suffixes to words ending 
in y, 

Apply the rules for adding suffixes to words ending in 
e, 

Apply the ie and· ei rule, 

Apply the rules for forming regular plurals of nouns 
and the plurals of compound nouns, 

Apply the rule for plurals of nouns ending in o, 

Apply the rule for plurals of nouns ending inf and fe, 

Apply the rule for plurals of nouns ending in y, 

Form plurals of foreign words, 

Use the suffixes-able,-ible,-ise,-iz:e, er, ar, or, and 
our correctly. 

Use the particles-el,-al,-le,-ceed,-cede, and -sede 
correctly, 
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Spelling continued: 

rn 
~ 
~ 

:g 
Cl) 

ro 
~ 
0 

0 

I~ 
i 329,, 

41J. 
1-1-15. 

1-1-17. 

419. 

1-1-21. 

/}22. 

423, 

425, 

427. 

431. 

432. 

433, 

fu4J9, 
QJ 

-& 2 443, 
~ 445. 
0 
p., 

1--

Apply the rules fo:r. using hyphens to form compounds, 

400 CAPITALIZATION AND PUNCTUATION SKILLS 

Capitalize the first word of a sentence and the first 
word of a direct quot2.tion. 

Capitalize proper nouns and proper a.djecti ves, 

Avoid capitalizing names of the se2.son, points of the 
compass indicating direction, and school subjects 
other than langua.ges and specific numbered courses. 

Capitalize titles indicating office, rank, profession, 
or family relationship when they are used with a 
person' s name or a.s a su bsti tu te for a person' s name. 

Capitalize all important words in titles of books 
and other works. 

Use appropriate terminal punctuation, 

Use periods at the end of abbreviations. 

Use the exclamation mark for interjections expressing 
strong feeling. 

Use the comma to separate parts of a series and to 
separate two or more adjectives preceding a noun, 

Use the comma when necessary before the coordinating 
conjunction in compound sentences. 

Use the comma to set off nouns of direct adrlress and 
appositives, 

Use the comma to set off nonrestrictive elements in 
a sentence. 

Use the comma after t.he salutation of an informal 
letter and after the complimentary close of a letter, 

Use the comma to separate days of the month from the 
year, to separate parts of an address, and to 
separate names from titles. 

Use the comma to set off introductory words, phrases, 
and clauses, 

Use the comma to set off parenthetical expressions 
and trasitional words and phrases. 

Use the comma to prevent misrearling o: a sentence, 
and avoid using the comma when it is unnecessary or 
intrusive, 

Use the apostrophe to indicate possessive forms of 
nouns, 

Use the apostrophe to form contractions, 

Use the apostrophe to form plurals of letters, 
figures, symbols and words being discussed as words, 
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449, 

451. 
Ul 

~ 1,53. 
;;r: 

465, 

469, 

471. 

477, 

501. 

Use quotation marks to distinguish titles of 
magazine articles, short stories, one-act plays, 
one-reel motion pictures, essays, short poems, 
chapter titles, and other short works. 
Use appropriate punctuation to indicate direct and 
indirect discourse in writing, 

Use quotation ma.rks to indicate a direct quotation 
Trom another writer. 

Use quotation marks to draw attention to a word being 
defined or explained, 

Use single quotation marks to enclose a quotation 
within a quotation, 

Use the semicolon in place of a conjunction to 
separate independent clauses and to separate major 
word groupings from less important ones, 

Use a colon between the clauses of a compound 
sentence when the second clause explains the first 
and to introduce a list of appositives or a long 
quotation in expository writing, 

Use the colon after the salutation in a business 
lP-tter, between hour and minutes expressed in figures 
beh,tSen volume and page number of a ITI8.gazine, and 
between Biblical chapter and verse, 

Use italics (underlining) for titles of full-length 
works: books (except fortheBible and books of the 
Bible), plays, motion pictures, magazines, news
papers, book length poems. 

Use italics to indicate words ·or letters considered 
independent of their meaning and to give emphasis to 
a word or phrase. 

Use the hyphen to make the division of words at 
the end of a line of writing and to separate dates 
of birth and death, 

Use the dash to indicate a sudden change in the 
thought of a sentence and to set off parenthetical 
ideas that interrupt the structure of a sentence, 

Use parentheses to enclose explanatory material 
which should not stand out conspicuously in a 
sentence and to enclose letters or figures that 
indicate items in a series. 

500 USAGE SKILLS 

Use the pronouns I, me, he, him, she, her, they, 
them grammatically in writing. ("It's me" is 
ace eptable,) 

Avoid the use of pleonastic subjects: "My sister 
she," "my dog he," 
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505. Avoid using them as a demonstrative pronoun; avoid 
this here and that there. 

507, Use possessive pronouns correctly, 

.509. 

.511. 

.513, 

Use we before an appositional noun used as a sub
ject; use us before an object, 

Use the correct case of personal pronouns in com
pound constructions, 

Use proper case forms of who and 'Whom. (The use of 
who as an objective case pronoun to begin an 
interrogative sentence is standard.) 

.515. Make pronouns agree with their antecedents, 

517. A void ambiguous use of pronouns. 

.518, Avoid confusing the relative pronouns who or whom 
with which or that, 

520. Use principal parts of irregular and troublesome 
verbs correctly, 

522. A void the nonstandard forms he don't and you was. 

.526. Use said, not says 'When indicating the words of a 
speaker in the past. 

527, Use the forms of the verb to be grammatically with 
respect to number and tense. 

.528. Make subjects and verbs agree in sentences with 
predicate complements, and in sentences with 
modifying phrases or clauses between the subject and 
verb, 

529. Make subjects and verbs agree in sentences with 
indefinite pronouns used as subjects. 

1

-530, 

531. 

Make subjects and verbs agree in sentences beginning 
with there and here, 

Make subjects and verbs agree in sentences with 
=>mpound subjects, +> 

I 532. 

a 
< 
1_534. 

536. 

540. 
.542. 
_544. 

_546. 

Make subjects and verbs agree in sentences with col
lective nouns and with words that are plural in 
form but singular in meaning. 

Maintain consistency of the tense of verbs, 

Use the subjunctive mood to express wishes and 
conditions contrary to fact, 

Use homonyms and near homonyms appropriately, 

Use commonly confused words appropriately. 

Avoid confusion of adjectives and adverbs, 

Use comparative and superlative degrees of 
adjectives and adverbs correctly, 

106 

1/J 
,-◄ 
,-◄ 

'" (ii 
Q) 
<) 

'" 0 
.c 
C,) 

ll 
0 

::0: 

.918 •. Use a and an correctly before consonants and vowels. 

552. Avoid using at after 'Where, 

5.54. Use abbreviations appropriately, 

556. 

558. 

560. 

Avoid the double negative and can't hardly and can't 
scarcely. 
Avoid analogical forms such as ain't, hisn, their
selves, etc. 

Eliminate dangling modifiers • 
6oO STYLE AND DICTION 

6o1. Vary word choice relative to the audience and purpose 
of the writing. 

603, Select words with awareness of connotation and 
denotation, 

605. 

607. 

611. 

613. 

61.5. 

617 • 

619. 
623. 

625. 

627. 

629. 

631. 

633. 

637. 

639. 
641. 

643. 
64.5. 

647. 
649, 

651. 

653. 

Use the sound of words for emphasis. 

Select words and rhythmic patterns 'Which convey a 
clear, consistent tone throughout a written passage, 

Use language which "shows" rather than "tells.'' 

Use concrete nouns, 

Avoid overuse of the verb to be, 

Use specific, active verbs. 

Use vivid, specific modifiers. 
Use sensory impressions to add appeal to writing, 

Select appropriate figures of speech to increase the 
appeal of writing, 
Use simile and metaphor to increase the appeal of 
writing. 
Use personification to increase the appeal of 
writing. 
Use allusions to enforce meaning in writing. 

Use irony in writing. 

Avoid mixed figures of speech. 

Avoid over-use of modifiers. 

Avoid jargon. 

Avoid cliches (except in dialogue). 

Avoid pompous language, 

Avoid ambiguity. 

Eliminate deadwood from writing. 

Express statements in positive fom. 

Use parallel structures. 
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655. Use correlative conjunctions in sentences to join 
equivalent grammatical constructions, 

657, Write sentences with modifiers placed close to the 
words they modify, 

6 59, Use active and passive voice appropriately. 

661, Select a point of view appropriate for the purpose of 
a creative worlc. 

700 SENTENCES 

-701. Avoid using sentence fragments inappropriately, 

Avoid run-on sentences in your writing. ?OJ. 
707. 

709. 

Ill 711. r-l 
r-l 

:cl 
Cl) 713. 
Q) 

~ 
E-< 

Q) 
715. 

t) 
s:: 
Q) 

717. t 
Q) 

Ln9. 

~ 
___ 727, 

731. 

Ill 733, 
r-l 
r-l 
..-t 
.Ii: 735. Cl) 

>, .., 
Q) 739, 
~ 
> 
Q) 741. 
~ 
Q) .., 

743. s:: 
Q) 

745. Cl'.l 
r 

751, 

Write sentences with the noun-verb pattern. 

Write sentences with the noun-transitive verb-direct 
object pattern. 

Write sentences with the noun-linking verb-noun 
pattern. 

Write sentences with the noun-linking verb-adjective 
pattern, 

Write sentences with the noun-verb-indirect object
direct object pattern. 

Write sentences with the noun-verb-direct object
objective complement pattern, 

Write sentences with the noun-verb-adverb pattern. 
Diagram simple sentences, 

Vary sentence length and structure in passages of 
writing. 

Vary sentence structure by inverting the order of 
the subject and the verb, 

Vary sentence structure by using introductory 
modifiers. 

Add details to basic statements, using loose and 
periodic sentence structures. 

Vary sentence structure by practicing sentence 
combining. 

Use prepositional phrases and single-word modifiers 
to condense sentences, 

Use verbal phrases to condense sentences. 

Use appositives to condense sentences. 

Transform sets of related simple sentences into com
pourn sentences, uM.ng conjunctive adverbs, coordi-
nating conjunctions, and appropriate punctuation. 

___ 753. Form complex sentences, _using adverb clauses to 
subordinate less important ideas. 
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S 755. 
:;;l 

Form complex sentences,• using adjective clauses to 
subordinate less important ideas. 

Q) Cl'.l 757. 
t) >, 
s::~ 

Form complex sentences, using noun clauses to sub
ordinate less important ideas. 

i ~ 759. Distinguish between pairs of sentences which should 
be combined in compound sentences and those which 
should be combined in complex sentences1 make the 

C/)L 

Ill 
r-l 
r-l 

:cl 
Cl'.l 

.d 
~ 
ti, 

G 
p., 

appropriate transformations. 

800 DEVELOPMENT OF PARAGRAPHS AND LARGER ELEMENTS 

801. Write topic sentences which are appropriate for 
development in a paragraph. 

803, Write at least three items which support a central 
idea or topic sentence, 

Write a paragraph, placing the topic sentence first. 

Write a para.graph, p]jacing the topic sentence at the 
end, 

Write a paragraph, placing the topic sentence in the 
middle, 

Write a paragraph with an implied topic. 

Use concluding (clincher) sentences in para.graphs. 

819, Write paragraphs with unity, 

821. Write paragraphs with coherence. 

f 025.1 
1827, : 

Write paragraphs, using supporting sentences which 
contain reasons. 

Write paragraphs, using supporting sentences which 
contain examples. I 

1829 Write para.graphs, using supporting sentences which 1 

• contain details. 

Write paragraphs, using supporting sentences which 
contain facts. 

1835 •. · Write paragraphs developed with chronological order, 

1
837, Write paragraphs developed with spatial order • 

j839. Write paragraphs developed with order of importance, 

!845. Write paragraphs developed with definition. 

Write paragraphs developed with the cause and effect 
pattern, 

Write paragraphs developed with comparison and/or 
contrast, 

Write para.graphs with description, 

Write paragraphs which contain dialogue, 

Use transitional expressions within paragraphs to 
show relationships among ideas, 
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Paragraph Skills continued& 

Use transitions to link ideas in two or more 
paragraphs. 

, ---863. Distinguish between fact and opinion. 

865. Use inductive reasoning to develop an argument. 

Use deductive reasoning to develop an argument. 

Evaluate evidence. 

871. Analyze and qualify generalizations, 

873, Verify and support assertions, 

Avoid common logical fallacies, 

Use sound analogies, 

Avoid unjustified emotional appeals. 

Select a subject from your experience about which 
you can express a point of view or opinion in a 
short essay. 

Limit the subject and state a thesis for a short essay 
Ill 
r-t 
r-t 

889_!_! List specific ideas which support a. thesis statement. 

:;;! , 891. ; Create a plan (outline) for ordering ideas in a 
u.i r----; short essay. 
>, -

ml~ 
Ill 

M ' 

L 895.· 
1-----'-=-. 

Write an introductory paragraph which limits the 
content of a short essay, · 

Write a concluding para.graph which recapitulates 
content of a short essay. 

900 FORMS 

Choose five forms to be found in the writing 
laboratory and fill them out accurately and 
completely, 

the 

Fill out an automobile accident form accurately and 
completely. 

Fill out a job application form accurately and 
completely, 

Using a model business letter form, write a business 
letter and address the envelope, 

Write a letter of application for a job, including 
a resume. 

Write an order letter. 

Write a letter of request. 

Write a letter of adjustment or complaint, 

Write a letter to the editor or head of a newspaper 
or magazine, a social or political group, a radio or 
television network, 
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Write a friendly letter, observing standard 
practice. 
Write an informal invitation to a party and reply to 
it. 

Write a thank-you note. 

Write a bread and butter note. 

Write a telegram, 

Write a memorandum. 

Write directions for constructing something 
forming an action, 

Write directions for going from one place to 

or per-

another, 

Ill 
§ 
.,-4 

~ Write an explanation of how something works. 

_JJ0 •. Write the minutes of a club meeting, 

i 931._ 

~ ~-

~- -231±, -

1 

__ 939., 

Ill _ 940,. 
~ -2.1!1,_, 

Write the script for a slide-tape presentation, 

Conduct a survey and write a report of the results. 

Write a report, using a scientific method of 
reasoning. 

Write answers to essay test questions, 

Write an essay describing an object. 

Write an essay describing a place. 

Write an extended definition, 
E-< 

~ 
_2_4'.~"--; Write a personal narrative essay. 

Ill ~ 
M 044 

I
I 22--~j 

945,! 
-- I 

~946,! ~---- ---"I 
_22Q_~ 
-221_._j 
~~~ 
-2.22_!j 

Write a persuasive essay. 

Write an opinion essay. 

Write an expository essay of analysis. 

Write an autobiographical sketch. 

Write a journal. 

Write an interior monologue. 

Write a character sketch. 

Assume the role of another character and write from 
his perspective. 

Create an appropriate setting for a given plot or 
idea. 

Write a short story. 

Write narrative or lyric poetry. 

Write poetry in short, patterned forms (haiku, 
limerick, cinquain, diamante, etc,) 

Write free verse poetry. 

Write concrete poetry. 
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< 

Write satiric poetry or prose. 
Write a one-act play. 
Plan an interview, conduct and tape it, and 
transcribe it for a magazine or newspaper article. 

Write a news article. 

Write an editorial for a newspaper. 

Write a classifiei advertisement for a newspaper. 

Write a review of a book, 

Write a review of a concert, play, or movie. 

Write an essay analyzing the point of view of a 
literary work or film, 

Write an essay analyzing the setting of a literary 
work or film. 

.-2.26..._; Write an essay analyzing the character development 
in a literary work or film. 

. 977. i Write an essay analyzing a theme in a ll terary work 
or film. · 

978. ' Write an essay comparing or contrasting a particular 
aspect of two or more literary works, pictures, or 
films. 

~ _279._; Write an essay analyzing the structure of a 
~ literary work or film. 

.., ~ Write an essay analyzing the imagery in a literary 
~ work. 

_-2§.L..: Write an essay analyzing the tone of a literary work. 

2?~-~ Write an essay analyzing the style of a literary 
work. 

983. Write an essay analyzing the symbolism in a 
literary work or film, 

Write an essay showing parallels between an 
author's life and his work. 

Write an essay analyzing the effects of poetic de
vices used in a work of poetry, 

Select a topic suitable for a research paper, limit 
the topic, and write a thesis statement for it. 

Construct bibliography cards for at least three 
kinds of sources and prepare a preliminary outline 
for a research paper. 

Construct note cards with quoted, paraphrased, and 
summarized infonna.tion. 

Write footnotes for at least three kinds of sources 
and construct a bibliography 

Organize note cards into a topic outline. 
Write and assemble a research paper, manuscript form. 
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101 
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106 
107 
108 
109 
110 

111 

112 
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TEI:HNICAL WRITING AND LIBERAL ARTS 

by F. Garvin Davenport 

Several years ago, the Hamline English department decided to 
experiment with a middle level writing course called Research, 

Report Writing and Edi ting, This was our first venture into pro

fessional and technical writing, It soon became apparent that 

we had two student audiences in the course, One group of stu

dents wanted practice in "campus" writing--research papers, 

footnotes, general library research. The other wanted practice 

in wrltingabout science arxi professional matters in their fields 

of specialization for both professional and lay readers, Thus, 

we split the original course into two new courses. Research 

and Report Writing is designed for students who have satisfied 

their freshman English requirement and who want a further course 

in which they can concentrate on general research reports. Stu

dents in this course come from various majors, although many 

are prelaw, The other course, Writing for the Sciences and 

Social Sciences, attracts juniors and seniors from chemistry, 

biology, physics and the social sciences, 

Each course deals with various aspects of technical writing 

!3-l though neither is a technical writing course in the narrow 

sense--writing for engineers, let us say. Nevertheless, both 

courses do speak to students who have more or less defined pro

fessional plans and who recognize that writing is an important 

part of a professional career, 

This essay, however, is not about these two courses but 

rather about my experiences with technical writing as they have 

contributed both to the planning and early implementation of our 

cuITiculum-wide Writing Program of which I am the director, and 

to my thinking about the place of post-freshman writing in a 

private, liberal arts institution. 

One does not teach science majors and pre-law students how 

to write about their own fields without learning a great deal 

about such topics as chemical bonding, litigation and plant 

hormones, In one sense, such a course is an honest exchange 

of information, I teach the students about abstracts, lab 

-reports and progress reports, I help them with their problems 
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of grammar and style. In return, they teach me about their 

research and other professional concerns. I am sure that my 

students would agree among themselves that I get the best end of 

the bargain, But my point is that such an arrangement provides 

a base of respect, tolerance and community, We all have some

thing to teach; we all have something to learn, 

An equally important part of my experiences with these 

courses has been the number of fruitful contacts they have af

forded me with colleagues in the sciences and social sciences 

who have expressed "delight that somebody in the English Depart

ment" is interested in the writing needs of students in the 

sciences arxi social sciences, In return for this interest in 

their problems, they have furnished me with examples of good and 

bad science writing, have included me in the honors exam pro

cess (extra work, but worth it both practically and politically) 

and have explained equipment, process and theory which I need to 

know about for my evaluation of class assignments. 

Such experiences have helped me to see writing from the 

standpoint of both students ·and colleagues in several disci

plines far removed from my own, I can stand on their turf, as 

it were, and talk with, not "to" them about writing. In ad

dition, I have gained something of an outsider's view regarding 

my own department's writing courses and its general attitudes 

toward writing as seen by others. This outsider's prespective 

is already beginning to pay off as we consider a re-structuring 

of our freshman English course in an attempt to make it more 

relevant to the general and specific educational needs of 

Hamline students. Even more imp.ortant, my involvement with 

technical and professional writing has provided a base of cred

ibility on which to build the Writing Program's first year of 

accomplishments a 

This Writing Program has three broad goals1 

1, the establishment of a writing cuITiculum in which 

writing will be emphasized at all levels and in all 

academic areas of the undergraduate program, 

2, the establishment of a campus writing center where 

students from all departments can get help with all 
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kinds of writing problems and projects 

3. the coordination of the English department's writing 

courses, including freshman English 

I have already hinted at the broad role that my technical 

writing experiences have played in our efforts to deal with the 

department's own writing courses, In terms of the Program's 

second goal, the Hamline Writing Center is staffed by peer

tutors, all of whom were chosen last year on the basis of their 

performances in Research and Report Writing, Since that course 

covers several of the major techniques taught in most technical 

writing courses and used in much post-freshman work, the tutors 

have been able to deal with both basic problems and with more 

sophisticated matters or organization, rhetoric and style, 

But the most challenging of the three Program goals has been 

the establishment of what I call the college's writing curri

culum, Here, too, the technical writing experiences have 

proven invaluable, 

In setting out last Fall to interview the full-time teach

ing faculty on what is now done, what should be done and what 

can be done through our Writing Program to improve student 

writing, my technical writing perspective stood me in good 

stead if for no other reason than that it prepared me to ap

proach the topic in an open-ended manner, encairaging my 

colleagues to talk freely about their uses of writing and their 

ideas for improving student performance, "If you consider it 

a writing assignment," I told each person, "then so do I • " 

Although individual responses varied widely on specific 

questions, the survey revealed a broad support from virtually 

ever:y department for a program to increase the emphasis on 

writing proficiency at ever:y level of the academic program, 

Instructors in the departments of Philosophy, Physics, 

Physical Education and Political Science want their majors to 

know how to write about their subject matter for both profes

sional and lay readers. Many of my colleagues also sensed the 

need for students to know how to use writing as a part of the 

learning process, how to develop what Randall Freisinger calls 

"expressive writing." Furthermore, what most of them want:.. 
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hUfD8Jllsts, social scientists, artists and scientists-is es

sentially what we teach under the general title of technical 
writing and not what has been traditionally taught as freshmen 

English, Basics are necessar:y, my colleagues seem to be 

saying, but basics are not enough, All too often there seems 

to be little carr:y-over from freshman English that can be 

applied to more advanced courses. 

Thus, in light of what I lea.med through this survey, two 

of my major goals have been first to keep the Writing Program's 

image separated from that of the English department, especially 

as that department is represented in the minds of many by the 

introductor:y composition course and, second, to link the ser

vices of the Program and of the Writing Center to specific 

post-freshman courses offered by departments in the other 

academic divisions of the undergraduate college, 

Beginning in the Fall of 1981, twelve of our eighteen de

partments will have assigned to them at least one student tutor 

from the Writing Center who will function as a direct link be

tween the Writing Program and selected courses in such fields 

as chemistr:y, psychology and poll tical science, Most of these 

liaison tutors are majors in the departments they will serve. 

All of them have been recommended by instructors who are fami

liar with their academic work including their writing skills. 

Each tutor will give special assistance to individual students 

or to groups of students in their specific departments who are 

involved in writing projects or who are having difficulty with 

particular writing skills. The liaison tutors are not envi

sioned as mere "readers," but as peer instructors who will make 

it possible for faculty members to place increased emphasis on 

student writing in their courses. 

Finally, through my various contacts .with colleagues in 

other departments and thraigh my early experiences with our 

Writing Program, I came back to my own writing courses to 

discover that my attitudes about the place of technical writing 

in a liberal arts college had also changed. In early versions 

of the course, I tried teaching technical writing according · 

to what Carolyn Miller calls the "positivistic theor:y"--writing 
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as the ~ post ~ expression of a scientific idea or a 

technical effort, not as part of that idea or that effort." And 

for a couple of years, this approach provided a refreshing 

escape from value-oriented courses in literature and American 

studies. But eventually, I came around to accepting what Miller 

opposes to the "positivistic" approach. "To write, •• is to 

participate in a community,.," according to Miller. "To write 

well is to understand the conditions of one's own participation

the concepts, values, traditions, and style which permit iden

tification with that community and determine the success or 

failure of communication," ("A Humanistic Rationale For 

Technical Writing," College English& 40 (Feb, 1979), 615, 617.) 

First, my courses are inteniisciplinary not only because I 

teach them with the aid, advice and occasional participation of 

colleagues in other departments, but because students from 

those various majors must talk and write to each other about 

their own professional assumptions, methods, goals and problems. 

Such an atmosphere leads in several directions, one of which is 

towaro an increased awareness of the social, economic and 

ethical implications of each area of research, each field of 

knowledge, 

Second, I try to introduce students to the possibility 

that there is no such thing as "objective" writing as they have 

come to understand the term as meaning "neutral," I suggest 

that style is part of the message, not just a pipeline for data. 

We deal in class with the politics of the passive voice, the 

irresponsibility of jargon and the rhetoric of avoided responsi

bility. "Does it make any difference," I ask, "whether you 

write about missile systems designed to render Soviet Civil 

Defense strategy inoperative or about ·missle systems designed 

to kill more Russian civilians? 

Thim, I try to get my students to think of their writing 

as creative--just as creative, I tell them, as anything written 

in verse or short story form. Though I am careful to avoid 

the woro, I find myself trying to suggest that there is a 

poetic aspect of chemistry or sociology, that there is the 

possibility of thinking in macro-images, or moving towaro 
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1tnowledge as a unifying experience and that serious writers 

in aey field face both the necessity of moving beyond the pro

tective shell of "data," and the excitement of thinking and 

learning through metaphor, 

It is not always easy, Undergraduate science students are 

not readily convinced either that language carries connotative 

meaning or that professionals need to lower themselves_ to 

writing in ways that can be understood by taxpayers, politicians 

and English professors, Creativity and social responsibility 

are two wonis my students have not usually associated with 

professional writing, Yet their very defensiveness--when they 

are defensive--reveals their curiosity and as we all know, that 

can be the beginning of wisdom, 

All in all, I think the effort we make to teach technical 

writing in a holistic context is well worth it, If this is 

true, it follows that such a subject cannot be taught just in 

the confines of a single course offered by a single department, 

It sh:>uld be taught by biologists, philosophers and literary 

scholars and they should all help each other teach it, English 

departments spend a great deal of time and effort trying to 

teach entering freshmen how to write--or at least how not to 

write--even though freshmen often have little to say about even 

less. , Should we do less for these same students as they begin 

to accumulate great stores of meaningful knowledge and just as 

they are on the verge of being able to use it? 

NEW BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS 

by Norine Odland 

Alexander, Lloyd, WESTMARK; Dutton, 1981, $10,25 

A spellbinder from the first page to the last woro, the 

text draws the reader with dramatic, well-developed, 

realistic action, The language is worth savoring, even 

the descriptions of unsavory characters, Metaphors are 

natural speech for the characters who are acting in a time 

long ago but who are telling a story that could be today 

or tomorrow as they sJruggle for freedom, especially 

freedom of the press, No froth in this one and no 

condescension. 12 up, 
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Baker, Betty, RAT IS DEAD AND ANT IS .SAD. Illus, by Mamoru 
Funai, Harper 1981. The problem and crisis are quickly 

made clear; the cumulative progression of events lets the 

reader sense the trick, The ending comes at just the right 

time, good but not too good, Better than most easy readers 

in the smooth natural flow of language, Easy reader, 5-8 

Baylor, Byrd. DESERT VOICES, Illus. by Peter Parnall, 

Scribners, 1981, Each of ten desert creatures speaks in a 

voice distinct and poetic, A mood of quiet candor is con

veyed with the arrangement of text and drawings which are 

bright and, in some verses, realistic, Use of language 

demonstrates power of words chosen well to represent a 

scene or a feeling, All ages, 

Brittain, Bill, DEVIL'S DONKEY. Illus, by Andrew Glass, 

Harper, 1981, $8,79, A spine chiller with dialect and 

sentence structure that lets the reader-listener know this 

is a real tall tale. Transformations are part of the magic 

and suspense runs high before justice prevails, Not for the 

hard realists or faint-of-heart, it holds the others to 

the end, Drawings are equally eerie in misty grey. Book 

is easy to hold and pages stay open without a struggle, 

9-13. 

Brow, Thea, THE SECRET CROSS OF LORRAINE, Illus. by Allen Say, 

Parnassus/Houghton/Mifflin, 1981. $8,95, The setting, a 

bunker from the Maginot line now converted to living 

quarter, gives the characters t:ree rein for imaginations 

about sounds and suspicious people, Drama reaches back 

to Work War II and escapes from Nazi police. Action leads 

smoothly to resolution, Greatest appeal to readers is the 
suspense, 10~12. 

Chapman, Carol. HERBIE'S TROUBLES, Illus, by Kelly Oechsli, 

Dutton, 1981, $9,25. The language of the two main char

acters sounds natural when read aloud, There is a real 

story with plot development in text and pictures. Ending 

does strike some children as a little too good but it could 

happen, The slapstick humor in crushed candy and punched 
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noses is stronger than the humor in the message of the 
story. 5-8. 

Cleary, Beverly, RAMONA QUIMBY, AGE 8, Illus. by Alan Tiegreen, 

Morrow, 1981, $7,95, Crisp prose introduces the reader 

to Ramona and the realities of third grade, Each episode 

is constructed with believable details so that the reaction 

of the characters is natural, sometimes funny and sometimes 

sad, Masterful use of detail, e,g,, Beezus and Ramona 

preparing dinner. Flawless writing, deceiving in its 

simplicty, There are "new" eight-years old for whom this 

is a "first" Cleary book, 7-11, 

Cleaver, Vera an:l. Bill, THE KISSIMMEE KID, Lothrop, 1981. 

$8,95, Set in Florida cattle country, the description is 

vivid in words of desolation and bleakness. The trashy 

level of human behavior seems likely to come from the sur

roundings, Conflict is dimmed by the fact the land owner 

who is the victim of rustling is himself less than 

honorable, Characters are storybook believable; each fits 

neatly into a role to make the drama move, 12 up, 

Clifford, Sandy, THE ROQUEFORT GANG. Parnassus/Houghton 

Mifflin, 1981, $5,95, The humorous tale of the capture 

and escape of several mice from a laboratory supply center, 

Action-packed and suspenseful with interesting variety in 

characterizations, including those of three mouse 

"musketeers," Effective humor in dialogue, incidents and 

illustrations, 7-10, 

dePaola, Tomie, THE HUNTER AND THE ANIMALS, Illus, by author 

Holiday House, 1981, $11,95, Folk art tells a story of 

a hunter who changes his mind about hunting, Space, color, 

and movement work simultaneously to convey feels and 

action. Symbolism is clear in changes of attitude related 

to order. A real challenge to power of visual literacy, 

Children who read it "see" the story with clarity and 

depth. Wordless, 4 up, 

dePaola, Tomie, , FIN M'COUL, THE GIANT OF KNOCKMANY HILL, 

Illus. by author. Holiday House, 1981, The beginning page 
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sets the scene for the drama, a tale that happened in 

Ireland long ago when there were fairies, leprechauns and 

giants. Soon the villain is introduced and the story is 
off to meet the challenge. Suspense builds with pacing 

that is controlled and moves with assurance that each detail 

is essential to the solution of the plight of the hero. 

Pictures in rich colors accentuate the size of the giants 

and develop the mood of folklore atmosphere. Tiny people 

and tiny animals sit on the edges of tables; designs from 

old Irish jewelry decorate the borders of the pages. 6-10. 

Domanska, Janina. A SCYTHE A ROOSTER AND A CAT. Illus. by 

author, Greenwillow, 1981. $8,95. The motif, three sons 

each given a gift by their father at his death, is made 

lively by the nature of the gifts and made elegant by the 

paintings done in muted colors. The design of each 

illustration and entire book evoke a mood of make-believe. 

Necessary details but no elaboration so easily read and 

discussed in one session, 6-9, 
Fisher, Leonard Everett, NINETEENTH CENTURY AMERICA1 THE 

NEWSPAPERS. Illus. by author. Holiday House, 1981. 

Development of newspapers is set in the context of the 

times and related in clear prose without condescension. 

Scratch board illustrations are reproduced in rich black 

expressing both depth and texture. Reliable but not dry; 

some sparks of speculaton about motives and risks in the 

newspaper business, Considerable detail about newsboys 

is told with honest drama. All technical and graphic 

elements meet highest standards. 10 up. 

Fisher, Leonard Everett. STORM AT THE JETTY. Illus. by author. 

Viking, 1981, Unpages. $9,95. Paintings, in shades of 

grey-blue offset by white, let the reader see and feel the 

approaching storm with Levi as he sits "in the cockpit" of 

the rocks on the jetty, Short text, a few lines on each 

dcuble spread, is rich in alliteration, metaphor, and a 

cadence that changes with changes in the weather, The ob

servations are specific to one place but children are 

quick to make the transition to their own watching places 
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when storms are approaching and they sense the feeling of 

trust that the day will be bright .when the storm passes. 

7-11. 
Fisher, Leonard Everett. THE SEVEN DAYS OF CREATION. Holiday 

House, 1981. $11,95, Strong, vibrant, eloquent paintings 

interpret the Biblical text with truly fine art. Each in

terpretation is striking but the double spread of Adam and 

Eve, one on each page, may be the most arresting. All ages. 

Greene, Bette, GET ON OUT OF HERE, PHILIP HALL. Dial, 1981. 

$9,95, With humor, lively action, am a bit of pathos, 

Beth discovers that she is not always going to win first 

prize. Conversations are so well written they come off the 

page in true sound even when reading silently. Con

struction of the story is smooth; the parts are there but 

no seams show. 9-13. 
Greenfiled, Eloise, DAYDREAMERS. Illus, by Tom Feelings. Dial, 

1981, $9,95. Soft texture in the drawings contrasts with 

the strength of the concise philosophy in the text. A. 

book children view slowly because that is the mood and 

pacing of the contents. Elegant without being pretentious 

or peachy. Strong in metaphros chi]dren can feel. 5-10. 

Hautzig, Deborah. SECOND STAR TO THE RIGHT. Greenwillow, 1981. 

$7.95. Obviously a story constructed to examine a problem, 

anorexia nervosa, Characterization of family and friends 

is limited by first person narration. Profuse use of pro

fanity by the mother is inconsistent with other images of 

her. The topic does interest young readers and the story 

does move. 12 up. 

Hautzig, Esther. A GIFT FROM MAMA. Illus. by Donna Diamond. 

Viking, 1981, $8.95. An extraordinary short story even 

though it is about a Mother's Day gift. Strikes real under

standing in children who are "sick and tired of making 

presents." There is in the plot and language a gentleness 

and loveliness which refreshes and appeals. Binding and 

pictures blend symphonically with the text. 6-10. 
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Heide, Florence Parry. TREEHORN'S TREASURE. Illus. by Edward 

Gorey. Holiday House, 1981. $7,95. Treehorn is a perfect 

depiction of imagination from a child's point of view both 

in text and in pictures. Magic, treasure in a tree, and 

comic books are ingredients for adventure, Humor and 

satire in ever., line and syllable. Shows how great black 

and white illustrations can be. 7 up. 

Hoban, Tana, TAKE ANOTHER LOOK. Illus. by author. Greenwillow, 
1981. $7.95. Powers of observation and imagination are 

challenged with photographs showing progression from a 

concentrated segment to an· object in its context. Photo

graphy is superb. Each set of pictures is a small stor., 

for viewers who spend time looking and sensing point of 

view. 4-10. 

Hormann, Toni, ONIONS ONIONS. Illus, by Diane Stanley, Crowell, 

1981. $7.89 A short funny stor., in folk tale style is 

illustrated in Pennsylvania Dutch motif, Onions are 

funny to children and the story uses exaggeration of 

amounts of onions. The solution is reasonable with a touch 

of irony. Design of the book fits the stor.,; clear white 

paper sets off the colored drawings so they project well. 

Language nows smoothly for oral reading. 7-10. 
Howe, James, THE HOSPITAL BOOK. Photos by Mal Warshaw. 

Crown, 1981. $10.95. Realistic, honest, no-nonsense ex

planation of hospitals from the point of view of young 

people, No specific illness is discussed but processes 

are described using children in the examples, Not 

frightening but neither is . it euphemistic or sweet. 

Accurate. Pictures raise more questions beyond those the text 

answers. Interesting for those who know someone going 

into the hospital as well as far those who will enter. 

All ages. 

Laurin, Anne, PERFIOC!T CRANE. Illus. by Charles Mikolaycak, 

Harper, 1981. J2 PP• $8.79. A magic short stor., in which 

the words are woven into sentences that express sadness 

and later, joy. With the crane, readers are moved to feel 

the meanings of friendship and freedom. Red frames 
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enclose text and black and brown picture on each page. 

8-11. 
Mazer, Harr.,, THE ISLA.ND KEEPER. Delacorte, 1981. $8.95. The 

adventures challenge credibility but the telling is 

convincing and holds the reader with a fast pace, Cleo, 

fat and rich, runs away and survives on an island in 

Canada. Using a locker in an airport teminal means the 

stor., should be set back in time but all other aspects use 

contemporar., thrills for fast reading, 12-14. 
Nockels, David, ANIMAL ACROBATS, Dial, 1981. $3,50 The book 

is a small pop-up, One animal appears in a natural 

environment with a short informative text in the upper 

corner of the double spread. Construction is solid and 

color is clear and true, Stimulates talk with young 

children for whom it is just enough and n~t too much. 

Three other titles1 ~ Acrobat s. ~ Builders. and 

~ Athletes. 
Mayne, WilliamO: SALT RIVER TIMES, Greenwillow, 1981. $7.95, 

An unusual book of 21 stories in which a number of children 

learn about events that happened along the Australian 

Salt River and have their own adventures exploring. 

Stories are related to give the impression of a novel with 

a disjointed story line, Interesting impressions, strange 

episodes and a distinctive style. 12 up. 

Seldon, George, , CHESTER CRICKET'S PIGEON RIDE, Illus. by 

Garth Williams. Farrar, 1981. $10.95, Chester ventures 

out and up not with his old friends but with a new one, 

a pigeon. The large format and pen and ink drawings con

tribute to the idea of expansion. Point of view challenges 

the imagination, Suspense and danger keep the reader/lis

tener to the last word of the adventure. 7-11, 

Simon, Hilda. THE MAGIC OF COLOR. Illus. by Lothrup, 1981. 

$8,95. A difficult subject is explained with precision 

in text and pictures. Style is infomal and assumes 

some background on the part of the reader, e.g. text and 

examples showing process for color illustrations in 

books. Great combination of appeal for science and art. 

10 up. 
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Southhall, Ivan, THE GOLDEN GOOSE. Greenwillow, 1981. $9,95, 

The second of three books relating the awesome adventures 

of Custard and Preacher Tom, Set in Australia in the 

1850's episodes are described in detail yet the expanse of 

the country permeates the mood, Divergent characters and 

their motives merge in the resolution, a surprise because 

there is much predition of gloom in the narrative, An 

extraordinary piece of writing and readers will be 

challenged by it, 10 up. 

Sutton, Jane, ME AND THE WIERDOS. Illus, by Sandy Kossin, 

Houghton Mifflin, 1981, $6,95, Not an ounce of seriousness 

in this one unless you count the obvious "grass is greener" 

The kind of story that is right for first person; Cindy 

can see all she tells and vice versa, Strong in visual 

descriptions, Funny without slightest bit of cruelty, 

Don't want to stop reading--silently or aloud, 9-12. 

Thomas, Jane Resh, COMEBACK DOG, Illus, by Troy Howell. 

Houghton Mifflin, 1981. $?,95, Short gentle story which 

treats a boy and his conflicts about getting another dog 

with quiet dignity, Furthermore, the indecision on the 

part of the stray dog is equally real and reasoned. Time 

and setting are minor concerns but it is 1950's in rural 

Michigan, 7-10. 

Yates, Elizabeth," MY DIARY, MY WORLD, Westminster, 1981. 

$8.95, An autobiography in diary form that does not pre

tend to be a novel; shows the process of growing up from 

age 12 to 20, Rings true with enough distance in time to 

give the reader a clear view, Readers especially enjoy the 

insights about the persistence of a young person who wants 

to be a writer, 11 up, 

INTERCHANGE 

MEJ for Winter-Spring 1981 featured articles themed about "The 

Troubled, the Gifted, the Disabled." Some of our readers 

generously contributed remarks to further thinking along these 

same lines, Kathy Cahill comments on Jo Crawford's article, 
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"Recognizing and Helping the Dyslexic Student." Jodie Humpal 

adds dimension to the term gifted. Harry Weiss Introduces 

reade::tS to the International Listening Association in his res

ponse to Marlowe Ediger's article, "How Should Listening be 

Taught." Finally, Edi th Hols comments on the Bacig and Bacig 

study of sentence-combining, 

INTERCHANGE is waiting to hear from you, 

Kathy Cahill responds -

My initial reaction in reflecting on Jo Crawford's article 

entitled "ReGognizing and Helping the Dyslexic Student" that 

appeared in the Spring issue of the MEJ was a combination of 

curiosity, conditioned hesitation and the elicitation of new 

pondering thoughts of my own, 

Most of the literature that crosses my desk tends to 

center on using the term, dyslexia, primarily with reading dis

abilities and secondarily with other language disabilities. 

This then, was a refreshing emphasis as I viewed it and one 

greatly needed to be read by teachers, Personally, I was 

hoping for a new and clearer definition of the term - dyslexia, 

I had hoped I might finally have an answer to what is dyslexia, 

its causes, cures and ultimately the final word on dyslexia, 

But again, I was somewhat disheartened and yet relieved when 

Crawford stated "., ,although there is no pEil'fected way to 

identify dyslexia," I'd like to reflect on what I have per

ceived historically to have occurred with the term - dyslexia -

since its inception, 

In the late 19th and early 20th century, the syndrome 

variously known as congenital word blindness or dyslexia was 

accepted and endorsed as a reality by the European and 

American medical profession, It was somewhat later questionably 

accepted by educators, This tenuous ground was further _ 

separated rather than cemented in the 1920's between the medical 

~rofession and educators, It is a disrepute that has continued 

to our own day, Reading diagnosticians generally have stated 

that there is no .mill. cause of reading disability, Rather the· 

student concerned exhibits a wide array of symptoms, ranging 
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from deficiencies in oral language, defective hearing and 

vision, to unsatisfactory emotional adjustment, It becomes a 

theory of multiple causation, Simultaneously, with the debates 

about defining the problem has been a long standing dispute 

about what to call it. A hundred different labels have been 

proposed with most of them reflecting their advocate theory of 

the moment. Likewise many attempts have been made at a defini

tion of dyslexia while a satisfactory definition to all seems 

remote, 

Irregardless of an accepted definition, it is a topic that 

gets much media coverage today. A medical doctor was recently 

interviewed on the Phil Donahue Show, His research has lead 

to associating dyslexia with lack of inner ear equilibrium. 

Within the same week, the ever popular educational, information 

giving journal, Family Circle included the following article 

"I Wish I Culd Read and Writ". This was written by a bright 

ambitious 38 year-old woman with the visual memory of a six 

year-old, the reading ability of a fifth grader and a third 

grader's ability to spell. 

I do agree with Jo Crawford's motivational term "grit" in 

characterizing many individuals who have had learning dis

abilities in their pursuit of a difficult course until a goal 

is reached, We have only to reflect on the lives of such 

notables as Thomas Edison, General George Patton, Woodrow 

Wilson, Albert Einstein, Nelson Rockefeller and Bruce Jenner 

to mention only a few that pursued with "grit". Discomforting 

though realistic, there are probably ten times the successful 

number that have not had the encouragement to pursue. 

Crawford lists four suggestions for helping the "dyslexic 

student" • I support her thoughts but wruld like to add to the 

recommendations. 1) It is imperative that students, elementary 

and secondary, be read to and particularly the learning dis

abled. This may be their sole source of information since they 

themselves have not had the capabilities of reading widely, 

Our aim and obligation is to teach information, concepts and 

attitudes even if the student can't handle reading am 

- writing. 2) All content area teachers need guidelines and 
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suggestions such as these not just the English teachers. 3) 

Be cautious of viewing a listing of observable symptoms of a 

"dyslexic" and then determining if you have students with these 

problems, Some students who are not dyslexic may possess some 

of these same characteristics, Be also aware that a lack of 

initial teaching or poor teaching can be the cause of some 

reading and writing problems, 4) We may have caused some of 

the lack of language within students ourselves as a teaching 

profession. This may be accounted for by the heavy emphasis 

on a particular remedial reading method to the neglect of 

language development activities, 5) A neglected procedure of 

the past is getting the student• s point of view. That point 

of view includes the student's perception of the task, a 

description of his/her strategy, an appraisal of his/her per

formance and an assessment of his/her own situation. 

Despite all the uncertainty and ambiguity that has been 

associated with dyslexia for the educator as well as the lay

man, there is an underlying truth that cannot be ignored, All 

partial or totally disabled readers can think, and this is what 

gives them identity with their peers and with humankind in 

general, There world is just as much a medley of sights, 

sounds, pressures, temperatures, tastes, smells and feelings 

as that of the most successful achievers. Yes, frequently 

behind and beneath their actions is a feeling of shame, a 

sense of guilt, however silent the accusations of others, At 

the same time there persists a will to achieve, to dignify 

their lives, to have noble an:l. redeeming goals, 

Harvey Weiss responds -

The article by Marlowe Ediger, "How Should Listening Be 

Taught?" was well organized, concise and seemed to be 

educationally achievable in any classroom, It proposed an 

outline for the listening-instructor-to-be, and gives a clear 

• "big picture" framework from which to build positive in

structional experiences in the classroom. But, beyond the 

article, are other ramifications to consider. 

Much has been written on how listening should be taught, 
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but who's actually taking the good advice of people like Mr, 

Ediger, and carrying it further? Is anyone teaching listening 

in the classroom around his psychological paramaters or any 

others like it?? Apparently, there aren't very many, It was 

not the author's intent to give day-by-day specifics on teaching 

listening, And herein lies the problem, 

Listening instruction in Minnesota is almost non-existent 

for several documented reasons: the first is that only 4 out of 

20 teacher-prep colleges even offer a course in it, let alone 

including it in a methods course, 1consequently, only 3-5l0 of 

the secondary teachers in the state said they were doing any 

covert listening instruction when surveyed in a longitudinal 

study done over an 8-year period, 2Finally, the Basic Skills 

Unit in the State Department of Education in St, Paul did a 

Needs Assessment in the entire state prior to planning their 

state-wide workshops in 1979, Teachers were asked to 

prioritize the basic skill that they needed the most help with, 

and also wanted more help with, In the 11 ECSU's in Minnesota, 

five stated listening first, and 5 more put listening second, 

3very few people will refute the concept that being a good 

listener is vital to success and survival, and that we should 

be doing more about it in our schools, But they fail to back 

that up with the funds to train teachers and to buy the 

necessary materials, We are one of the the few states in the 

coun\ry without state-wide K-12 listening guide-lines for our 

schools to use and adopt, We have to sell the powers that be, 

that if listening is the basic communication skill we use more 

than any other in school, on the job and in our daily lives, 

that they can no longer ignore the listening instruction void, 

My hat is off to Mr, Ediger for providing us with a solid 

psychological base from which to build, Let's get on with 

the struggle to convince our superiors it can no longer take 

the back seat in our educational system, 

1verne Shea, Principal, Willmar Elementary Schools, 1978J 
Specialist Thesis, St, Cloud State University, 

2nr, Lyman K, "Manny" Steil, Doctoral Dissertation, Wayne 
University, 1977, 

lltate Department .Qi Fducation, St, Paul, Basic Skills Unit, 
Needs Assessment, 1979, Supervisor, Patricia Moran. 
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***Editor's Note: The basic objective of the™ is the study 
and development of Effective Listening, Any information can be 

obtained by writing to International Listening Association, 
366 North Prior Avenue, St, Paul, MN, 55104 

Best wishes, and thanks again for asking me. 

Edith Hols responds -

This is to applaud Carol Bacig's decision to go beyond the 

"it seems to me" stage in evaluating her own methods of teach

ing. The report of her hands-on research is to be found in 

the Minnesota English Journal 1116-15, "A Study of the Use of 

Sentence Combining Techniques in the Learning Disabilities 

Classroom" (with Thomas Bacig), 

The paper is a model of what they call "action research", 

which is really the "let's try it out and see if it works" 

approach; not to establish or to disestablish the method's 

validity, but to enable the researcher to assert with confi

dence that it did or did not work in this instance, under 

these conditions, Action research may take techniques or 

methods or materials from more intensive or more extensive re

search, or it may begin only with an idea that something might 

work. It builds on the teacher's intuitions and experiences 

and comes up with a conclusion which she can have confidence 

in, 

In this instance, the research was done so carefully that 

the only thing that separates it from research that can make 

more general statements is the size of the sample, Moreover, 

it is one of a growing number of such experiments that have 

shown that sentence combining techniques have value in student 

writing improvement, 

Sentence combining is a dynamic way of teaching writing 

skills, It shows the student the sentence as possible com

binations of other sentences, which the student can build in 

• various ways, Directed by a teacher who has time to plan, 

and who can carry the process all the way through, it is ef

fective, But there is danger that word will get around that 
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sentence combining is the magic pill, and when it is dis

covered that sentence combining alone will not make good 

s t c combining is writers it will be condemned as useless. en en e 

•t It works in only one step in the process of learning to wri e. 
this way: 

that there are ·The first effect on the student is surprise, 
( ) t h. The second so many ways to correctly say the same ing, 

effect should be pleasure, The student should have free reign 

to play with his words, to create sentences with no reSt raint 

. hi eativity must except his own. Ultimately he learns that s er 

be controlled, but that the control is his -- that the beSt 

. ,,.; ven situation choice depends on what he wants to say in any o-

or context. He has learned a variety of sentence patterns and 

he has learned that he must make choices. He is ready to learn 
to write, 

Jodie Humpal responds -

Look at it! 

SOME THOUGHTS ON "GIFTED" 

Labels are extremely popular it seems, particularly in 

Education, At first thought, labels are probably necessary, 

After all, how could one recogm.ze a earnin . l · g disabled child, 

a gifted individual or a very ordinary kid? If labels didn't 

exist, we might even lose a kid or two. 

What could possibly happen if an "average" child was ac

cidentally shipped to the "gifted" program? Nothing worse 

than a door opening into worlds yet unexplored, The damage 

that may result from such a 'far-out' notion could very well 

cause cracks to appear in the hallowed halls of where .ever -

to mix a few metaphors. Why, the system might actually workl 

Look at it this way. Aren • t all children 'gifted' in some 

way? Yes, even the Incredible Hulk lurking in the dim corner 

of the classroom muttering dire imprecations might be special, 

Very likely little IH is a.'1 absolute genuis with his hands, 

Reroute the thought that flew by and consider offering him 

(or her) a chance to repair a clock, invent a solar powered 

132 

motor or design a ' kitchen, Gifted? YOU betl 

Is it justifiable to segregate the obviously talented 

students from the less obVious? Programs take haurs per week 

for the junior scientist or mathematician, They remove him 

or her from the classroom for exploring and expanding horizons. 

What about the ones who, never getting· a taste aren't eating 
much of anything? 

'fhe same enrichment programs can be geared to handle 

more students, The schedule can be arranged to accomodate 

any number of children, The entire class could be offered the 

chance to be 'special', to explore to actually test themselves 

against other realities, Does it matter, really, if the child 

has trouble with multiplication? The newly discovered world 

could very well be the key to the math problems, Einstein, 

after all, was considered hopeless by his teachers, 

No such program exists in many schools. Gifted students 

are assigned to special classes outside school hcurs, Where 

does that leave our Hulk? Just there, in the corner, still 

muttering, Is there a corner, a cupboard, a closet around? 

Set it up with wholly different things, Forget the supplemen

tal material, the language and math games, the tapes arrl books. 

A shoebox of clock parts, a box of doll-house Dlakings, a 

microscope and some weird slides could be the spark. 

This, however, is an English Journal. What does this have 

to do with English? Nothing, and everything if You look at it. _ 

Really look at it! The incredible imagination of the 

ordinary child or young person is a gift 1.!! ~. so to 

speak, It's there before anyone recognizes it, binds it and 

limits it, It is a gift as the ability for science or math 
is a gift. 

Some young people can find that word, that expression that 

the rest of the world misses. Do we, as English teachers, 

catch our 'gifted' students, or do we grade their efforts and 

go on? Look through the awkward spelling, the jumble on the 

paper, See what is there, A 'different' way Of seeing an 

every day thing, a turn of phrase or a bright f1ash of humor 
might be there. 
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Look at itl Could very well be that we are missing 

something, 

ABOUT SOME OF OOR AUTHORS 

Robert Coard has taught Freshman English for over one third of 

a century, having settled upon the America Decades approach 

as the most suitable for teaching the research pa.per. He would 

like suggestions for particular topics in American authors 

suitable for research. 

Patricia Hampl writes memoir. Her book,! Romantic Education, 

is memoir. She also has a book of poems, ~ Before .im 

Aquarium. 

Norine Odland regularly reads and reviews all new children's 

books. She is interested in receiving the responses of 

children reading the books she has reviewed, 

David Robinson is schooled in modern American Literature and 

in black humor. His interest in film stems from that 

background. He is interested in knowing about other film 

comedies which work well with student audiences and about 

suitable writing assignments for the comedy course. 
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EDITORIAL POLICY I MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOO RNAL 

9!unnesota English Journal is an official organ of the Minnesota 

Council of Teachers of English. It ordinarily appears two times 

a year, Fall and Winter/Spring. Minnesota. English Journal pub

lishes articles of general interest to its membership, teachers 

K through college. Particularly sought are manuscripts which 

show how pedagogy implements theory and which describe or dis

cuss current and real problems faced by some segment of the 

teaching profession in English in Minnesota. Manuscripts from 

Minnesota teachers are preferred, The Jrurnal is distributed 

free-of-charge to the membership. Individual issues can be 

ordered for $2 • .50 per issue. 

Manuscripts should be submitted to the editor. Please use an 

approved style sheet, either APA or MLA. Footnotes should be in

cluded in the text if possible. Manuscripts should be 7-18 

pages, typed double-spaced, 

The editor prefers manuscripts that exploit the theme . chosen 

f or the given issue. Themes for the coming year will appear in 

the Winter/Spring issue of the preceding year and be posted at 

the MCTE booth during the annual Spring convention. Prospective 

contributors may write the editor to request a statement of 

themes for the year. Enclose stamped, self-addressed envelope 

f or reply. 

The editor will make every effort to acknowledge receipt of 

a manuscript within two (2) weeks and to inform the contributor 

of its acceptance or rejection within 60 days. Include with the 

manuscript a stamped, self-addressed envelope. 

The editor reserves the right to accept or reject a manu

script. The editor may return a manuscript to request its re

vision, The editor may make minor changes in the manuscript 

without consulting the contributor, 
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