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Composition Students and the Academic Subculture 
by 

Jane Harred 

One of my freshman composition students once asked, after I had told him 
he should elaborate on his ideas more thoroughly, "Why should I tell you all 
this? You're smarter than I am. I don't want you to think that I think you're 
dumb, or something:' His words revealed a certain sensitivity to his audience 
and to the rhetorical situation, but an ignorance of an important convention of 
academic discourse-the convention of explicitness, extended discussion of 
ideas. Because, like most students, he was unfamiliar with academic discourse 
and the academic culture that provides us with the standards that govern such 
discourse, he could not begin to make the assumptions that are nearly second
nature to us. Examining the attitudes and assumptions that we have inherited 
from the academic culture can help us understand the bases of much of our 
teaching and can allow us to make explicit for students a framework of 
standards and conventions which we have long ago internalized and of which 
we are thus not always consciously aware, but which does affect the way we 
view students and the work they do. For if this framework remains unarticula
ted, it may confuse our students or create other barriers to their learning. 

We all know that the primary purpose of much academic writing, though it 
is seldom articulated in writing courses or other kinds of courses, is to display 
the student's knowledge and his mastery of certain materials or tasks; it may 
communicate to its audience (almost always the teacher) information about 
the subject with which it deals, but primarily it communicates information 
about the student's performance and abilities. Academic writing is written to 
be evaluated, sometimes for no other purpose. We cannot avoid assigning 
writing with such a purpose, nor is doing so necessarily bad, but it does create 
a rather artificial writing situation. For example, a student in a speech course 
might be assigned to write a paper discussing several techniques that Adolf 
Hitler used to manipulate the media for an instructor who knows more about 
the subject than the student can hope to tell him in, say, ten pages or so. But 
the student's failure to inform him about this subject will not affect her grade 
negatively; if she has presented the information coherently and clearly and 
demonstrated her gr:asp of the subject, aided by responsible research, her 
writing will probably earn a high grade. To be sure, I learn a great deal about 
various subjects by reading the essays that my students write, but if a student 
following the guidelines of an assignment happens to write on a topic I know a 
good deal about, I do not give her a low grade just because she has failed to 
comunicate to me anything new about that subject. 

The reason for such standards of evalution is that in academic writing, as 
David Olson tells us, the focus is less on interpersonal relations between the 
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writer and her audience than on logic and ideas (278); in other words, the 
focus is on the text itself. Certainly, it is important that the student's mastery of 
the subject and the assignment be displayed, but the text does that primarily 
through the interrelationships within it, its coherence, its form, and so on. 
This emphasis on text is, of course, problematic if we attempt to teach students 
to analyze their audiences and writing contexts and to use those analyses to 
guide their writing. For if the text itself is primary, it eclipses the rhetorical 
situation. Talking about this peculiarity of academic writing with our students 
might prevent some confusion. 

Emphasis on the text is related to a number of our expectations about 
academic writing and what makes it successful. Olson explains that our 
notions of literacy and text derive from the British essayist tradition and its 
conventions (268), a tradition exemplified in the essays collected in the readers 
that we may use in teaching our composition courses. Its conventions, then, 
are the conventions that characterize academic writing and give it a literate, as 
opposed to an oral, orientation. And they are familiar to all of us. An essayist 
text is as explicit as possible, stating and exploring the presuppositions and 
implications of every statement within it. Hence, extended discussions of its 
assertions are necessary (Olson 267-268). That is why rhetorics, handbooks, 
and most of us constantly tell students to be specific, use evidence, ·discuss 
their points thoroughly. Furthermore, inferences in essayist prose must be 
correctly drawn; reason and consistency are important (Olson 277). In addi
tion, the logical relations between ideas must be explicitly marked (Scollon 
and Scollon 9). Many of our rhetorics and handbooks, therefore, include 
sections on logical reasoning and provide lists of transitions for our students to 
use. Certainly, we expect our students' prose to avoid blatantly illogical 
reasoning, to exclude confusing irrelevancies, and to provide clear transitions, 
and we evaluate it according to these criteria. 

We also expect, in accordance with our knowledge of good essayist prose, 
that the writing should be understood in contexts besides that in which it was 
written and that, within certain limits, it contain all the information necessary 
to communicate its meaning (Olson 272, 277; Scollon and Scollon 8)-that it 
be, in other words, like George Orwell's or E. B. White's essays, quite compre
hensible to anyone who reads them in any anthology. The text should be a 
unified whole. This expectation helps to explain the handbooks' ubiquitous 
discussions of thesis statements or governing ideas, but it also explains the 
"rule" that introductions should introduce the topic and indicate what will 
come next or should lead the reader into the paper, as McCrimmon, for 
instance, suggests (217). In some contexts, this is a strange rule. For if the 
student is writing about a subject discussed in class or one he has discussed 
with the teacher (who he knows is his audience), why should he spend time 
introducing the topic? The teacher/audience already knows about it, knows 
what it is. To omit a thorough introduction in such cases would be to rely 
almost intutively on an awareness of the context and of the audience's knowl-
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edge, the very things we often urge students to develop an awareness of. But it 
would also violate the essayist tradition's requirement that as little as possible 
outside the text be necessary to interpret it. Our resultant insistence on a 
complete introduction in all cases calls a student's commonsense employment 
of rhetorical elements into question, and in doing so, it may confuse him. It 
would thus be useful to examine with students this clash and the academic 
conventions that shape our expectations and that sometimes take precedence 
over the student's knowledge of the audience and the context. 

Because meaning in academic prose seems to reside in the text, Scollon and 
Scollon argue that essayist prose fictionalizes both the audience and the 
author; the reader is an idealized rational mind that is formed by the rational 
body of knowledge the essay discusses, and the author tries to efface himself 
and write "a clear communication from rational mind to rational mind" (9-10). 
Indeed, textbooks such as The McGraw-Hill College Handbook give students 
advice to avoid "calling attention to themselves and getting in the way of the 
subject they should be writing about" (Marius and Wiener 215). Though this 
process of fictionalization may not characterize the personal writing we assign 
in our composition courses, such writing is usually meant to lead toward more 
conventional academic writing. The conventions of fictionalization that gov
ern academic writing seem, of course, to be rather at odds with the advice we 
give our students to begin with subjects they have some personal investment 
in, to determine what they wish to communicate about these subjects, and to 
visualize the audience and their characteristics before they write. Writing from 
mind to mind is not quite the same thing as writing from person to person. 

Because of these conventions of essayist prose, academic discourse is often 
described as decontextualized, but while that term can be useful, it is not 
completely accurate. For such writing certainly has a context-that of the 
academic culture and the traditions of essayist literacy, as I have been attempt
ing to point out. In addition, as Mike Rose notes, the terminology, conven
tions, and knowledge associated with particular disciplines provide a context 
for specific pieces of academic writing. And many university courses assume 
that a student is familiar with central ideas in the western intellectual tradition, 
ideas that provide a context for much of academic writing (25). Then, too, a 
good deal of academic writing is built on other texts: lectures', readings, and 
the theoretical framework and conventions established by other works within 
a discipline (Rose 12). Many of our students, however, come to us unaware of 
these conventions and traditions, and unless we make them explicit and 
discuss them, the students may have to learn them through a frustrating 
process of trial and error. 

For if, as Frank D'Angelo says, our students come from a culture that is 
primarily oral (104), many academic conventions will be foreign to them; they 
will rely not on literate strategies, but on oral strategies. Oral strategies may 
reflect not only a lack of skill with literate strategies but also a different set of 
values about what features of discourse are important, values that can lead 
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students to resist our instruction. Elaboration, for example, may not be 
valued, as the students' question I began with illustrates; elaboration may be 
seen as an insult (see Olson 263 and Stubbs 47). In an oral context, detailed 
explanation might seem to imply that the speaker thinks-the listener is not very 
bright. At the very least, it may be viewed as a long-winded, boring enumera
tion of details. And I imagine that most students would rather not be boring. 
Thus, they may not understand our injunctions to be specific, being used to 
relying on the context to provide support and illustration for what they say, 
and they may resist using details and elaboration. 

Resistance to our instruction might be related to students' perceptions of the 
academic culture, as well . We are all aware of the stereotype of the academic, 
full of book-learning but out of touch with reality, a bumbler residing in an 
ivory tower who thinks great thoughts but who, when she emerges, cannot 
operate a parking meter. Unfortunately-or not-our students probably half 
believe this stereotype; certainly, they seem actively to want to avoid becom
ing academics . The "brainy" kid in class is often ostracized, and even those 
students who do what the teacher expects of them usually cultivate a certain 
level of indifference to the teacher and to learning if- they want to be accepted 
by their peers (Eggleston 114), Thus, students-even at the college level-may 
resist instruction; if they learn too well, they will become like us and lose their 
own identities . 

This fear is perhaps especially relevant to language instruction, for a per
son's language is very much bound up with her identity. In their discussion of 
Athabaskan-English communication, Scollon and Scollon point out that mem
bers of a group see discourse patterns as "distinctive factors in their own 
identity both as members of a social group and as persons" (19-20). It seems 
reasonable to assert that learning the conventions of academic prose and the 
literate strategies that produce such prose amounts to becoming a member of a 
new discourse community. When we ask students to express themselves in 
academic discourse, we are asking them to exchange the discourse that is a 
badge of loyalty to their group and that gives them their identity within their 
oral culture for a discourse alien to them. We are asking them to take on a new 
identity. If they resist doing SQ, we should probably not be surprised, espe
cially if an identity as an academic is not something that their group values. 

Another assumption central to academic writing that may be confusing to 
students or that they may resist adopting for other reasons is that of ownership 
of text. To us, both the words and the ideas in a text are clearly the property of 
an author, and using either the words or ideas without giving the author credit 
is unethical. Writing textbooks reflect these attiutudes. Crews equates failure 
to acknowledge a source with bank robbery (223); Gere (252) and McCrim
mon (499) both say that plagiarism is stealing. Therefore, appropriating some
one else's words is not merely a practical problem, but an ethical one . These 
ethical dimensions of writing might be intimidating to students from an oral 
culture-textbooks certainly present them in an intimidating and legalistic 
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manner-and students might resist learning them for that reason; this way of 
viewing a text might be confusing, as well, to someone from an oral culture. 
How can one own words when they are so fleeting, disappearing as soon as 
they are spoken? How can one even tell who wrote the words that Dan Rather 
speaks on the evening news? Credits run after the broadcast is over, and are 
usually not very specific . Much of what the student has encountered in his oral 
culture has not prepared him to understand the idea that a text can be owned, 
violated, or stolen from . Thus, we ought to be patient with students who do 
not immediately grasp the conventions of documentation or the reasons be
hind those conventions. Recently, a student argued with me over what I 
presented as the necessity to cite the source for a summary she had written. 
She· said, "But if I read a whole book, and then I summarize it in a couple 
sentences, that's my work-that reducing it down like that is my work." She 
was right, of course, and her objection showed that she knew that a good 
summary requires its author to synthesize the information in a source. But it 
also showed that she did not understand the ethical issues surrounding aca-
demic writing that we all take for granted. · 

Indeed, ethics, morality, and propriety have long been associated with 
writing instruction, and it might be worthwhile to become conscious 
again of that association. Shirley Brice Heath points out that in the 
nineteenth century, when floods of immigrants began arriving from 
Europe, knowledge of standard English became associated with civic 
responsibility, good character, and patriotism; writing skills began to be 
seen as "tests of character, intellect, morality, and good taste." Heath 
wonders whether these attitudes are not still present in the academy, 
particularly in English classes (35, 38). Perhaps they are. I used to hear a 
former colleague complain frequently that a number of the students in 
his writing courses could not write coherent essays; he almost always 
conjoined this complaint with the assertion that such students were not 
fit material for college . His assertion suggests to me that he associates 
writing skills with intellect and, probably, with personal merit. I am 
equally guilty of such attitudes, I know, and I suspect that my colleague 
and 1 are not alone. After all, those of us who teach writing value it. We 
are probably good writers ourselves and, like our students, we may 
believe that our personal worth is bound up with certain discourse skills. 
If so, then it is hardly strange that we associate our students' writing 
skills -with their personal worth. But this is unfair, of course; their 
inabilities to write "good" essays may well be a result of their unfamil
iarity with the essayist literacy that the academy values and with other 
academic traditions and conventions. 

It is important, I think, to try not to let the value we place on literate 
discourse lead us to vi~w the students' oral discourse as inferior or worthless. 
Such a viewpoint is sometimes difficult to escape; it is implicit in the develop
mental framework often imposed on the oral/literate dichotomy, in which 
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individuals or communities are said to develop from using oral strategies to 
using literate strategies (as in Olson 262). The implication, of course, is that 
oral strategies are of a lower order. If we can avoid such a value judgment, 
perhaps we can use the oral skills our students have to teach them what they 
do not yet know. Making such a value judgment can only erect yet another 
barrier to our students' learning what we try to teach. Clearly, we need no 
more barriers. Because our enterprise involves so much more than teaching a 
facility with language-because it involves introducing our students to a new 
culture and asking them to begin adopting a new identity-there are already 
barriers enough. Becoming aware of those conventions that we accept almost 
unconsciously and making them explicit t~ students is, I think, one way to 
begin to break down those barriers to learning and help our students succeed 
in the academy. 
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Cultivating Commitment-The Source of Writing 

Energy 
by 

Carmen Werder 

The inclination to not write is strong, especially in the classroom. 
While knowing full well that most students are reluctant to expend much 
energy on assigned writing, we continue to tell them to "commit it to 
paper" with the "it" being ill-defined. Is it content or writing itself that 
needs to be committed? Many teachers complain of how students work at 
seeing how little they can write. The college freshman who responded to 
a 500-word theme assignment by stopping in mid-sentence when the 
magic number had been reached illustrates this prevalent concern with 
just meeting the necessary requirement. Never mind the quality of the 
writing. Yet, good writing does appear in the classroom, and it comes 
from students with a genuine regard for what they put on paper. I am 
interested in what prompts this commitment, for it may well be the 
factor teachers can most significantly influence. Cultivating an engage
ment with the writing process is not only legitimate teacherly work, it is 
essential. 

There is ample evidence of a lack of commitment in written products. Peter 
Wason discusses this indifference as manifested in "obscurantism," a quality 
often found in the language of social institutions. This kind of writing aims to 
be objective and impersonal; its final effect is to be incomprehensible, though 
impressive to some. It sounds learned, seems scientific, and thus has a notice
able effect on academia (353). This kind of fuzzy language, sometimes termed 
beaurocratese or gobbledygook, demands to be translated into plain English. 
Its obscurity is unnecessary and imposed. "Intentionally or unintentionally," 
says Wason, "an obscurantist use of language conceals the lack of commitment 
of the author" (353). Richard Lanham might say that this indifference is 
evident in the "stylessness of American prose" (6) or in the prevalence of what 
he calls the "transparent" style, marked by a neutral tone (65). Peter Elbow 
would call it a lack of voice, a quality that can be heard like "a gear being 
engaged or disengaged" in writing (283). I hear it in muffled student writing 
that is just barely there and in writing that creates a kind of steady buzz-a 
monotonous, mesmerizing sameness in place of lively, varying tones. 
Like a musical theme with no variations, uncommitted writing drones on 
and on. Sound like a familiar tune? 

This lack of involvement is evident in the writing process as well. 
When Janet Emig observed the composing processes of twelfth graders, 
she noted that students did not take satisfaction in their finished work. 
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Stopping their writing was a "mundane moment devoid of any emotion 
but indifference and the mildest satisfaction that a task is done" (87). 
Even "relief" seemed too strong a word to describe their reactions. In his 
1975 study, James Britton noticed this apathy as well and made a distinc
tion between writings that were "involved" and those that were "per
functory" (7). When involved, the student indicated a desire to satisfy 
himself as well as the teacher. In perfunctory writing, he worked to 
satisfy only the minimum demands. Britton acknowledged that there are 
"differing levels of commitment, though we can not at this stage distin
guish them" (8). Although he admitted that this involvement or aliena
tion factor was highly relevant to any analysis of process, there was no 
time in his study to pursue it. In a 1979 study of college freshman 
composing processes, Sharon Pianko made a similar conclusion. Her 
findings showed that for most students, all stages of composing were 
brief. Even though they were given all afternoon to do each piece, the 
average composing time was 40 minutes (9). Like Emig, she oi:,served 
that closure behavior was abrupt as students advised they were glad it 
was over but did not seem to feel deeply one way or the other. She 
concluded that the school context for writing was a critical factor in 
influencing the abbreviated process (11). Her study reaffirmed the as
sumption made about school-sponsored writing: there is little commit
ment to it on the student's part. Pianko explains that "if the writing is 
school sponsored ... there is just so much energy that a person can 
expend" (11) . The challenge for writing teachers then is to devise ways of 
conserving as well as creating energy to sustain the student for writing 
tasks. 

Though we don't need these studies to tell us students are reluctant to put 
out in response to assignments, they do remind us of the implications of the 
problem on all aspects of the composing process. We are learning that any 
comprehensive theory of the writing process must account for the fact that 
writing is at times linear and at times recursive (Gebhardt 622). Sometimes 
thought pushes writing in a fairly orderly movement from one step to another, 
but usually the movement is more chaotic with steps occurring repeatedly and 
simultaneously. Commitment, therefore, does not enter the process just at the 
beginning but rather is a factor throughout. Further, any attempt to help 
students embrace writing involves a consideration of both perceptions of the 
process. 

Let's examine the linear or stage model first. Britten's paradigm proposes 
three stages: conception, incubation and production (22-35). In this scheme, 
commitment would be part of conception ahd could be defined as a time of 
hooking up, an engagement with the assignment, a tie-up that can be both 
visible and invisible. It is a time when the decision to write happens. Britton 
implies this view in his description of the conception stage as a time when the 
writer "recognizes that he will write and then goes on to recognize what he will 
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write" (26). Like railroad cars coupling, this is the stage when writer connects 
up to process or creates a context for writing . 

Others might say that this tying-up action occurs during the prewrit
ing stage. In 1965 Gordon Rohman defined prewriting as "the stage 
when a person assimilates the subject to himself" (106). He said that 
every writing occasion presents the writer with two contexts to discover. 
The subject context involves finding ideas about the subject, while the 
personal context demands making a connection between the writer and 
the subject (108). I don't think he went quite far enough. A third context 
is needed as well: a process context, which involves making a connection 
between the writer and the process at a particular point in time. Since 
each writing situation involves essentially a new relationship between 
writer, subject, and audience, it necessarily requires a new hook-up to 
process. Thus, this process context needs to be established each time we 
write. Good writers are involved with the subject themselves, the audi
ence and the process. If prewriting is the stage when a writer "assimi
lates the subject to himself" (106), then commitment can be described as 
the stage when a writer assimilates the process to himself. 

One way to highlight this need to create a process context is to replace the 
three-step model with a four-phase one. I use the terms commitment, explora
tion, fusion, and submission to designate these stages. In this construct, 
commitment necessarily comes first and is distinguished from prewriting ac
~~ ~~ ~ ~~ u ~ cl ~~ra~ a~~~~~~~ 
the subject. Fusion is the rough drafting stage, and submission includes all 
those finalizing activities done before a paper is handed in. Clearly, these 
distinctions are somewhat artificial and are made simply to pin down activities 
that are otherwise nearly impossible to get to hold still. This model is designed 
to help students learn that commitment is a time to create affectionate obliga
tions to a piece of writing so that words get on the page. 

Experienced writers establish these bonds with particular writing projects 
which, once formed, make it difficult to evade the writing; not impossible, but 
less probable. Usually, they are done unconsciously. Thus, commitment seeks 
to engage the unconscious writing self. There is a wonderful little book that 
was written over fifty years ago with valuable information on how to "harness 
the unconscious:' In Becoming a Writer, Dorothea Brande describes the con
trasting personalities of any serious writer: the business person and the artist. 
They need to work alternately, she maintains and then suggests some ways to 
help them get along . Teaching commitment, then, is teaching the business side 
of the writer. One strategy, she offers, is for writers to make appointments 
with themselves to write. In the morning it is necessary to determine what time 
will be available for 15 minutes of writing later in the day, and then at the 
predetermined time the appointment is kept. Scheduling the writing time has a 
curious effect, she maintains . It allows the writer's conscious self to go about 
life's business while the writer's unconscious self if busy composing. Schedul-
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ing the appointment is the mechanism that engages the writing self. Students 
can learn other ways of triggering the unconscious. Not that all students 
should be required to follow some pat sequence but, rather, that they be urged 
to perceive this stage as a valid part of the process and are made aware of some 
available options. Here are some harnessing practices that students and col
leagues have shared. 

Talking to the instructor about a possible idea for an assignment is a good 
way to get involved. Even if the idea is later abandoned, students perceive the 
action as a way of becoming obliged to follow through. Because the conversa
tion is with a significant other, the unconscious seems to interpret it as a kind 
of covenant to begin work. 

Preparing a calendar of mini-deadlines is another possibility. Monday: do a 
ten-minute freewrite; Tuesday: make a list of ideas; Wednesday: talk to my 
roommate about my ideas; Thursday: do an instant version; Friday: write a 
rough draft. Even if the calendar is never followed, just plotting it out on paper 
provides another subliminal tie to the project. Visible, conscious actions 
trigger invisible reactions. 

Another strategy is to purchase a special notebook or pen for a particular 
project. One student recently mentioned she spent $3 on a snappy, deluxe 
folder for a research paper she was especially concerned about. She remarked 
how the purchase immediately took some of the pressure off. As Donald 
Murray tells us "indulge in tools" because "they make a difference" (48). I 
learned from one instructor to suggest to students that they buy a 25¢ 
bluebook for each assigned essay to be used as a kind of project journal. Many 
say it helps to get started. The investment of money does wonders for commit
ment: "I spent a quarter; I might as well jot some ideas down here:' The writer 
could logically say "So I spent two bits, so what?" and never use it, but 
usually, once we have invested something of ourselves (time or money), the 
human inclination is to complete the transaction. The more of these links that 
are made, the stronger the obligation and the more likely the follow~through. 

My own personal favorite involves pulling a kind of fast one on the 
unconscious. Practically always, when I have a writing assignment, my first 
step is to check out as many books and articles as possible on my topic. While 
this might sound simply like the typical pattern of research, I am not talking 
about reading the materials but just checking them out and having them 
around. Not long ago, in doing some literary criticism on Emerson, I counted 
14 books on my office shelf devoted to this kindly gentleman. Even though I 
never read most of them, checking them out helped me to write. Having 
Emerson in my study fostered a commitment to the paper. Somehow, just 
surrounding myself with the titles created a milieu, a context for composing. 
Perhaps, it was my way of hooking up my unconscious to the reality of the 
project. I do remember staring at the titles at times while sitting at my 
typewriter. It was as if those books served to remind me of my duty. After all, 
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Ralph Waldo's presence was embodied in those books, and I wasn't about to 
let him down. 

Once students understand the value and appeal of these exercises, they 
will come up with ideas of their own. I especially like one a recent 
student suggested. As soon as he receives and reads an assignment 
sheet, he circles the topic choice which he predicts he will write on. 
That's all. Sometimes, he changes his mind later, after doing some 
writing, but he insists the mere circling of the choice makes him feel like 
he has begun. His habit reminds me of a similar practice that I have 
noticed among graduate students. Often, they will spend considerable 
time reading and re-reading the assignment before doing any writing. 
Many have commented that even after they are sure of the requirements 
for a paper, they will continue to re-read the hand-out. It seems to be a 
way of assuming responsibility for the project. 

Because all these strategies are painless, they have a way of sounding 
incidental and even silly, but no one snickers (aloud anyway) at Hemingway 
for his supposed penchant for standing while writing. In this business, what
ever works, works. The important thing here is that we not leave these 
commitment practices to chance. Students need to be taught there are things 
they can do to initiate the composing process. 

So far, we have discussed commitment as the first step in a linear model. 
Now, let's attempt a description using the non-linear model. In this con
struct, writing occurs as the result of activities that occur and recur in an 
infinite variety of combinations. In this scheme, then, commitment is an 
activity not a time. Further, it need not occur only at the beginning but may 
recur throughout the process. But what kind of an activity is it? Mental? 
Emotional? Both? 

Most recent composing models describe writing as an activity of the mind 
(Foster 24), so one would be tempted to make commitment fit into this 
framework. Yet a study of the dominant, current cognitive model, by Linda 
Flowers and John Hayes, is mute on this activity. While their model thor
oughly describes the mental processes and subprocesses involved in compos
ing, engagement is not mentioned. They describe writing as a complex of 
elementary mental processes: planning, translating, and reviewing ("A Cogni
tive Process Theory of Writing" 369). After studying the subprocesses they 
include within planning (generating, organizing, and goal-setting), I am not 
satisfied that they have addressed commitment. While they claim that goal
setting is what guides the decisions writers make (379), it is unclear what 
prompts the goal setting. They do go on to say the Monitor is the force that 
determines when the writer moves from one process to another (375). But 
again, what moves or directs the Monitor to act? There is some other force at 
work here, and I think it is this force of commitment. The degree of commit
ment determines the amount of energy available to drive the whole process. So 
is commitment a thinking process or a feeling process? 
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Wason claims that involvement in a piece of writing is an affective process 
and needs a confrontation with the self. He sees self-esteem at the center (358). 
The implication is that if a writer values his writing self, he will value his 
writing. I agree. , 

We have said that commitment can be defined as both a stage and an activity 
that is marked by a hooking up or engagement with the whole writing process . 
It most notably occurs at the beginning of writing but can recur. It is perhaps a 
mental activity. It is more clearly an affective process. Now to find a use for 
this definition. 

Building on Wason's contention that engagement involves the writer's self
esteem, we need to work on affirming students. I am reminded of the growth 
pattern of spring bulbs . Resting underground, flower bulbs lie dormant until 
the conditions are right . Then, nourished by their natural wrappings, they 
grow with remarkable power-pressing through layers of silt, poking 'round 
pebbles, even pushing through cracks in concrete. If bulbs could consider their 
earthly journey, they would never grow. Instead, they just simply respond to 
the power within them. Once the growth process is set in motion, this creative 
energy is vigorous and determined. Commited to living, these plants color and 
blossom. The writing class needs to be a place where people are equally 
commited in their push to put words on paper. Commitment flourishes in an 
atmosphere of comfortable seriousness . Implicit is the notion that writing 
should not weigh heavily on students; they need to forget its importance and 
just do it. Yet, this abandon can lead to a deep concern. Curiously, relaxation 
can free us to concentrate our energies in a serious way. I believe that by first 
creating a sense of comfort, we can ultimately create a sense of commitment . 

Students need to see themselves as writers . That words happen at all is a 
wonder. That they sometimes flow with grace and power on the page is indeec;l 
a miracle. Students need to perceive language-making with this kind of awe. 
When they see words on paper are nothing short of marvelous, then all 
writing, regardless of proficiency, is an achievement. A sense of comfort comes 
when students feel competent to begin with. They may be resting writers with 
creative energy lying dormant, but it is there. Students need to be advised at 
the outset that they are already writers and then constantly reminded to "keep 
the faith." 

So it is a belief in themselves as writers that prompts a sense of comfort in 
students. And if they do not yet believe, they need to pretend until they do. I 
used to teach kindergarteners, and as I look back, I am impressed with how 
those five-year-olds wrote. Like bulbs, they simply did it-no energies spent in 
questioning whether or not they could. Little Joe might have been seen as the 
class artist and Melissa "the" dancer, but everybody was a writer. As soon as 
they could hold pencils and make marks, they were legitimate . Apparently, it 
had never occurred to them that with writing there is the suspicion that 
perhaps some cats got it and some cats ain't. They all assumed they were fat 
cats and purred over their squiggles. Now most freshmen on the other hand, 
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may have to begin with pretense. Until they are convinced, they will need to 
play the role, to assume the guise of writer. Instructors, too, might have to do 
some fudging. Those teachers who do not truly see all their students as bona 
fide writers must act as if they do-until they in fact do. This pretending is a 
necessary first step to genuine belief, a step of trust in what is essentially a faith 
journey. Teachers must believe that comfortable students are more likely to be 
interested in writing better. Students will be concerned with how to write if 
they first believe they can. Faith is at the center. 

But a successful writer needs to behave as well as believe. Following is a 
discussion of how three specific strategies can invite commitment: writing 
groups, language sharing, and in-class journal writing. 

There are many ways to enhance self-esteem and then to draw on its 
power. The energy to write and to keep writing results from the little joys 
along the way. Other people can help us to discover what is working in 
our writing and thus expedite the bliss. Writing groups can create 
energy. Dedicated to searching for the positive, the teacher can guide 
students in success analysis. The intent is to find something to commend 
in every paper. The challenge is to spot, not error, but worth. Finding 
out that we have a good idea can be delightfully good news and just 
enough to keep that faith. The support of others can sustain us when 
words come slowly or not at all; it can also nourish us during the growth 
spurts. From first day to last, the class needs to focus on the recognition 
of each member's skills. Once students realize they have written some
thing worthwhile already, they will knock themselves out to make it 
better. Enter concern, but more - there is real commitment now because 
there is a vested interest. After all, the writing is already good so why 
not push my luck, says the somewhat smug student. Writers become 
obsessed with papers that have received praise. It's the old you-like
that?-well-watch-this syndrome. The obsession provides the energy 
needed to carry on: to press through muddy ideas, to work around 
blocks in development, and to push through to lucid and lively writing. 
This process of finding strengths helps students to feel rooted and stable. 
Their past successes serve to toughen them up for future composing 
problems. 

This training in identifying strengths can be applied to writing from outside 
the class as well. Explaining why good writing works is more satisfying than 
analyzing why bad writing fails. Therefore, students can be charged with 
finding and collecting successful writing. They need to be encourged to look 
everywhere for it: poetry, song lyrics, fiction, newspapers, catalogues, ads, 
textbooks-everywhere . Rule out no sources or almost none, I've discovered. 
(One student just brought in a tea box with a pleasing example of parallel 
phrasing.) Then class time can be set aside for language sharing, a time when 
members read their good writing samples aloud and tell why they work . This 
kind of language show-and-tell can deepen the faith in the human potential to 
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compose and can prompt us to respond in-kind. Learning that there are many 
ways to write well is liberating, as one freshman's experience suggests. 

He was an extremely shy student who was so terrified of writing that he 
could not bring himself to submit an in-class essay on the first class session 
even though there was no grade. He even expressed agony in writing it at 
home. He squirmed during in-class exercises whether he was expected to share 
his product or not. His essays were usually less than or barely met the word 
requirement. He was simply uptight about putting words on paper. Then for a 
language-sharing session, he brought in Coleridge's "Kubla Kahn:' Needless to 
say, I was both startled and pleased with his choice. After a moving reading of 
the poem, he described the poet's word choice and the repetition of certain key 
sounds, qualities which he thought made this piece work. We were all visibly 
impressed. After that inspired reading, this student seemed to loosen up: he 
turned in longer essays and what he wrote was livelier. The experience seemed 
to give him energy to write. Finding good writing is somehow a share in its 
creation. 

This drive to affirm students needs to be extended to the kinds of writing 
situations we provide them. Faith in writing as a meaningful life activity can be 
taught and caught. If students are invited to write for themselves, then belief 
can quietly slip in. As Lanham reminds us, we Americans tend to "use" 
language rather than to delight in it (10). If students are going to value writing, 
they need to mess around, to create language products that may only be useful 
to themselves, like personal journals. 

In my class, we spend the first few minutes of each session making entries in 
our journals. Though not collected, they are required. They say to the 
students-to the world-writing is a way of finding out about themselves, and 
that is worth doing. I am determined this writing time be as pleasant as 
possible. Early on, I acknowledge the sense of peace that exists in the class
room when we're writing together and isn't that nice? They agree. I make a big 
deal of how infrequently we write in such a relaxed context and isn't that too 
bad? They agree. I say that writing can lead to some interesting surprises about 
ourselves; isn't that so7 And they agree. Almost in spite of themselves, they 
learn to relax and enjoy these writing moments. They say this kind of writing 
relaxes them, helps them to sort through daily concerns, gives them time with 
themselves, and often gives them energy to carry on. For many, these pleasant 
associations with the act of writing are unfamiliar because it is the first time 
they have felt success. Here success means getting words on the page with a 
sense of ease. Devoting class time for journal writing and writing along with 
the students are essential if they are to regard this as a legitimate activity. 

This matter of perception is crucial in terms of commitment. I am 
reminded of my earlier observation of how graduate students tend to 
r~-r~ad assignments. _This was interesting to me in light of one study's 
~mdmgs that poor wnters re-read the assignment repeatedly "as if look
mg for some ready-made goals" ("A Cognitive Process" 27). The 
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graduates, on the other hand, described it as a way of keeping involved 
with the task. So while poor writers might re-read an assignment in a 
desperate search to find an idea, more experienced writers seem to view 
it as a way of maintaining commitment. 

Perception, then, is perhaps the most important element in getting 
involved with writing. As Britton stated, perhaps writing success is 
"more a matter of how the writer regards himself than it is one of 
ability" (192). Graduate students tend to perceive themselves as suc
cessful; therefore, they inevitably would view what they do as produc
tive. As Rohman said of his recommended prewriting strategies, they 
taught a "way of seeing, gave a renewed sense of self and a renewed 
vision of things" (112). Commitment strategies can do the same. 

It is the attitude of self-esteem that most accounts for commitment. It 
is a quality that seems to carry over from one writing project to another. 
In their composing process paradigm, Flower and Hayes describe how 
long-term memory plays a role in the whole process. They describe how 
the writer carries "tacit knowledge of form and content from one writing 
experience to the next ("The Cognition" 25). Wouldn't it be true that we 
also carry memories of process experience from one situation to the next? 
The more memories of past success with writing, the more commitment 
we take to the next writing task. 

So, it is our biggest challenge as educators to cultivate a sense of 
engagement with writing. If we are successful, it will mean students who 
write after they leave school, after all, there are many ways to make 
students produce in the academic setting. Squeezing papers out of them 
with the threat of grades works, but what about the long-term effects? 
We can force bulbs to bloom indoors, but in the process their energies 
are spent. They must be planted outdoors in the earth to gain nourish
ment and develop a root system if they are to bloom again. Personally, I 
favor handling them with care and attending to their needs, thus assur
ing continual blossoms. So it is with students. Written words do not just 
happen. They are pushed, pulled, jerked, coaxed, begged, and, some
times, even loved into being. This action requires a great deal of energy. 
There is no question that when it comes to writing, "energy is eternal 
delight." Not only does commitment result in more enjoyable writing, 
but it may also even be a requirement for happy living. As Wason says, 
writing in a committed voice "may be (in computer terms) a unique way 
to empty the store so that more space is made available for new ideas. 
. . . It may be necessary in order to get on with the main business of 
living" (359). 

I am done for now. My energies, while not exhausted, are running 
low-thank God, I'm committed to this whole business. 
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The Unsuccessful Writer: Treating the Malady 

Instead of the Symptoms 
by 

Linda Miller-Cleary 
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Midway through my career of teaching English at the secondary level, I 
began to understand that underneath most unsuccessful writers' surface level 
problems lay a more tenacious difficulty. The real malady for these writers was 
a problem with general self-esteem and with writing confidence. Treating the 
surface manifestations of this malady was seldom useful and, by adolescence, 
quite often impossible. To work with students who had rarely succeeded in 
writing, it is important to make preliminary use of strategies to build self
esteem and writing confidence, and to be aware of the bleak view that they 
have of themselves as writers. 

When I think back, Dan Koski comes to mind. Dan used to sit through 
whole periods with a blank piece of paper in front of him. He would never 
have said that he wouldn't write because he didn't want to appear inadequate 
or because he feared the consequence of error. Dan would never have admitted 
he was afraid of anything; his largeness, his burly exterior sat in defiance of 
such an admission. On his worst days he was either truant or he acted out, 
making it difficult for anyone to get writing done. On his best days he just 
grumbled that he hated writing, got up to sharpen his pencil, sat down, looked 
around at his other eleventh-grade classmates to see what distraction might be 
offered, and finding none, wrote something that, though it allowed him to 
pass, did not permit him to grow as a writer. As a fairly new teacher, I was 
tempted to look at Dan's problems and to try to correct them. Spelling, lack of 
organization, awkward sentences-I found them all. It took awhile to recog
nize Dan's problems as more than simply error deep. 

I see now that to understand why writing isn't a positive and successful 
experience for each developing writer, it is important to look at unsuccessful 
writers within their context. Dan tried to write in a school context where I as a 
teacher waited to correct his mistakes. Unknowingly, I, by my very presence, 
was a harbinger of failure, a threat to Dan's feeling good about himself as a 
writer. He was even more fearful of his fellow students' discovery of his 
inadequacies, refusing to let them see anything he wrote. Dan was affected in 
his writing by the way he viewed himself and by the way he viewed those who 
would react to his writing. His views of self and context were interrelated. In a 
way much of his view of himself as a writer was gleaned from reflected 
responses to his work. Dan's context also included the "freight" that he carried 
into the classroom from his troubled home life and from past failures in 
English classes. 
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Because writing is a complex process that in itself crowds the conscious 
attention, emotional reaction to context can limit the amount of conscious 
attention available to the writer for writing. What are the emotional factors in 
the school setting that could impinge on the conscious attention available to 
writing? A blank piece of paper, the task itself, the aura of the classroom, the 
other students, parental pressures (in Dan's case weekly beatings), the teacher, 
issues of race and class-all originate outside the student, and all can carry 
emotional "freight" for the student that can crowd the conscious attention and 
hence affect the writing process. 

In a study that I find particularly significant, Flower and Hayes (1980) 
demonstrated that if the writer's mind did at once all the things it must do to 
achieve a finished product, she or he simply could not write. The writer would 
experience overload; there are simply too many tasks with which the con
scious attention must deal. The most obvious of tasks that necessitate thought 
are generation of ideas, organization, handwriting (or typing), spelling, punc
tuation, word choice, syntax, textual conventions, clarity, editing, voice, and 
audience. Skilled writers deal with this overload by juggling these demands on 
the conscious attention. Some plan assiduously. Others ignore numerous tasks 
until ideas are out and in order. Still others have automated a large enough 
number so they can concentrate on the remainder. But for the developing 
writer who is tugged by emotions linked with inadequacy or (disturbed) life 
situations, the amount of attention left for writing is limited. 

Dan was certainly such a writer, and the classroom drama connected with 
his presence has etched him permanently in my mind. But Dan is by no means 
alone there. There are countless others that I met in thirteen years of secondary 
teaching who struggled and who were unsuccessful in the eyes of the school. 
Some of their behavior is so subtle that identifying it isn't always easy. We 
might identify these students by certain writing behaviors: false starts, late 
starts, long hesitations in the writing process accompanied by feet shuffling, 
sighs, and confusion. Their confusion may display itself through quiet passiv
ity (the confused not wanting to appear stupid), the asking of simple ques
tions, or the repetition of questions already asked. These writers might be 
identified by their disruptive behavior when writing is being done, or by the 
lack of congruence between their inarticulate written expression and their 
otherwise sophisticated verbal or social behavior. Although these writers are 
found in all classes and tracks, unhappily, the largest number can be found by 
simply looking in the lower tracks for students whose language upon coming 
to school was not standard English. 

For most of these writers errors are symptoms of a deeper malady, and 
as teachers we feel we must rout out the malady. But by adolescence the 
prognosis isn't bright. Defenses to the bruised self-esteem of the 
struggling or unsuccessful writer are well entrenched, and the risks 
necessary to growth in writing threaten these sturdy defense systems. 
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Thus far I have begun to describe the malady of those who feel badly about 
themselves as writers and have identified some characteristics that they display 
in the classroom. But the important question is left unanswered. What can we 
as teachers of writing do to allow these unsuccessful writers to grow in their 
ability at written expression. 

To write off the unsuccessful adolescent writer is, of course, inhumane and 
thousands of teachers strive daily to avoid doing so. Teachers must avoid, 
however, the temptation to attack only the surface symptoms, the errors, and 
must strike at the source of the problem-self-esteem and responses to per
ceived threat. Teachers must accept the reality of their position in the "teacher" 
category and slowly allow the student to gain the trust needed to allow exit 
from that category. 

To do this, the teacher can proceed in two ways: (1) she or he can build up 
the self-esteem of the learner, and (2) she or he can create a learning environ
ment free of threat. Doing one also permits the other to begin to happen, for 
the methods overlap. The remainder of this article will make very concrete 
classroom suggestions in these two areas. 

Finding ways to build self-esteem will be the first focus. Psychologists have 
found that certain conditions facilitate openness to learning new behavior. An 
environment of acceptance, trust, and clearly defined limits (with respect and 
latitude for action within these limits), and empowerment are on their list. 
These conditions may be used by the writing teacher to raise self-esteem and to 
foster students' willingness to take the risks necessary for improvement in 
writing. 

Acknowledging the writers for where they are, allowing them defensive 
postures until they are no longer needed, encouraging them to see a strength 
from which to move, maintaining flexible but clear expectations-these are all 
strategies a teacher can draw on. The teacher should begin by neither focusing 
on, nor penalizing for errors. With acceptance, students will be more likely to 
see value in the writing process and less likely to see their ability only as the 
accumulation of red marks. Errors are not to be ignored, but they definitely 
take second priority to content for awhile. 

A possible scenario: 
Teacher: Well, this is the first writing you've done this term. What do 

Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 

Teacher: 
Student: 

Teacher: 

you think of it? (teacher asks student to reflect) 
It stinks; it's just like everything else I write. 
Oh? What didn't you like about it? (allows for defense) 
The spelling's all wrong, there are not paragraphs, and it looks 
awful, and it doesn't say it right. 
What's good about it? (asks student to look for strength) 
Well, it's done ... (teacher waits) ... Well, I guess that part about 
the fish is all right. 
Yeah, that part worked for me. I can almost feel the fish. (gives 
her experience of the strong part) 
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Student: But the rest is horrible. 
Teacher: Well, I see your viewpoint. There are spelling mistakes 

and other things wrong. But that's where you are right 
now (acceptance). We can change that so that by the end of 
the term you will have gotten somewhere (trust in prog
ress). You may have ups and downs (realistic), but just by 
writing you will get better. Let's look at that fish part again 
(starts with strength). 

If the student sees errors as legitimate in the first draft, there will be more 
willingness to engage in writing. Playing down grades and playing up progress 
also have a function in the teacher's demonstration of acceptance. Acceptance, 
subtle as is, as long as it may take to establish, is one of the most important 
factors in building self-esteem and in reducing the threat that writing poses to 
the unsuccessful writer. Acceptance says, "We both know your problems. I 
respect and trust your ability to make progress in solving them, and I am here 
to confer with you about doing so:' 

If students begin to feel acceptance from the teacher, trust will naturally 
follow. But there are also ways to actively build trust. Classroom routines 
allow students to trust in the way a writing period will go and will provide the 
student security from which to take risks. If reasonable classroom structures 
are set forth, rebellious, recalcitrant, or reluctant students may balk, even 
fight them for a while, but will accept them when they come to trust the 
teacher's good will. Reasonable classroom structures might include: 

1. a clearly defined writing time and setting (example: one-half 
hour each day). 

2. clear, though flexible, procedures within that time (ex: write/ 
teacher conference/group). 

3. clear expectations for whole class (ex: that class will write daily 
and will polish two items for evaluation per month). 

4. clarity that individual expectations can be negotiated but will be 
followed through (ex: if a student is too upset to write, will read 
or clean up supply closet, but will not distract and will write 
tomorrow). 

5. highly predictable teacher behaviors (ex: the student knows what 
to expect from the teacher-isn't distracted by needing to inter
pret ambiguous moods, defend against possible threat) . 

With predictable routines, a student begins to trust that the day will go on in 
an undisturbing way. The bad days for the most reluctant become fewer. The 
teacher doesn't have to fight or negotiate as much. Stability in the classroom 
allows everyone to focus on the writing. ' 

While the acceptance and trust are growing between student and teacher, 
there is a third way that teachers can actively build the self-esteem and self
confidence of the developing writer. The teacher can help the student to feel 
some power in writing and in the writing classroom. 
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"Will defend like an animal" is the way Erikson (1968) describes an adoles
cent's reaction if his environment deprives him of all avenues for acting on the 
world. As teachers, each of us knows what it means to keep control, and most 
of us have had that sickening feeling at impending loss of control in a 
classroom. Yet teacher over-control means student lack of self-control. Neither 
teacher nor student need feel that helplessness. A teacher can take explicit steps 
to empower students. Providing students some power and success is a major 
step towards encouraging the risk-taking that will allow progress. But the 
teacher must proceed slowly. The helpless student who has felt no latitude will, 
at first, be intimidated by it. The rebellious student will mistake it for license 
and overrun even well-defined limits. 

Starting with choice of topic is a first step, for when a student starts with a 
known subject, that student has mastery of content. A student who has no 
knowledge of the subject is powerless in two ways: in not knowing what to 
express and in not knowing how to express it. To remove powerlessness over 
content increases self-confidence and reduces the cognitive overload that oc
curs in trying to generate ideas on an unfamiliar subject, to organize, and to 
transcribe all at once. Britton (1975) found that when writers had had expe
rience with, or knowledge of the subject, they were able to bring to bear the 
full force of knowledge on the rest of the language experience. The students 
who are unused to the chance to choose a writing topic may be overwhelmed 
by having to come up with a topic. If that is the case, several choices and an 
option for free choice will more gradually guide them into the empowerment 
that comes with mastery over the content. 

Another way a teacher can empower is to start the student off with a mode 
of writing which the student can do. When success is firmly established, a next 
step is possible. The less successful writers are usually more able at what Emig 
(1971) calls "reflective writing" which capitalizes on the writers' thoughts, 
feelings' and experiences. The writers start with what they know best, and 
imagination is allowed free play. Whatever the goal, starting with reflective 
writing allows for growth in self-esteem and self-understanding and hence for 
growth in self-respect. 

A third means of empowerment that a teacher holds is to provide tasks that 
students can see as meaningful in relation to their culture. Heath (1981) 
suggests that a teacher examine the ways that writing is used by parents and 
other adults in the students' social class or ethnic community. lf it is classified 
ads, recipes, family records, and/ or letters-that is the place to start. 

For writing to have power is also to empower the writer. Where writing is 
meaningful, self-expression is enhanced; students act upon the world. When 
the learning of writing is skill dominated and content is unimportant, writing 
seems powerless-the students' world is acting upon them. Empowered, trust
ing, accepted, self-esteem enhanced, the writer is more able to take the risks, to 
juggle the tasks, to eliminate cognitive overload, and to write out of an inner 
desire to do so. 
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This previous section has suggested concrete steps that might build the self
esteem of the unsuccessful writer, focusing on the inner being of the writer. 
This final section will focus more on the context of the writer and on creating a 
learning environment which will allow the writer to continue to grow within. 

When Dan Koski entered the classroom many falls ago, he saw me as a 
teacher in the category of "examiner" (Britton, 1975); he saw the task of 
writing as upsetting and hateful, and he saw his fellow students as potentially 
humiliating. As Dan's teacher, I had no idea that I was a threat to his already 
dwindling view of himself as a writer. To create a learning environment 
without threat to the developing writer, teachers need profound sensitivity. 
Much of this is gained through experience in the classroom. As Dan's teacher, I 
needed to be able to recognize where he perceived threat. The threshold for 
each student is different, but there are some methods teachers can follow to 
reduce threat. 

Most importantly the teacher and the developing writer must view the year 
as progressive. A teacher's greatest success might be in enabling a student to 
progress from dependent to more self-reliant; from shutting out feedback to 
being open to it; from primary concern for errors to putting them in their 
place; from being intimidated, even silenced, by fear of feedback, to being 
challenged by it; from writing cautiously to taking risks. The smallest success 
might be in having a student actually write a sentence or a paragraph. If a 
teacher can change students' perception of audience, can enable them to put 
errors in place, can provide feedback for growth, then that teacher will be 
setting in motion their continued growth as writers. 

When audience (be it teacher or peers) looms huge and formidable for the 
unsuccessful writer, it is apt to so dominate the writer's conscious attention 
that the writer hasn't attention available for pressing concerns or next steps. To 
allow students to choose who will read their work is a start. Perhaps a student 
could even have a fortnight or a month's reprieve from any audience as long as 
she or he writes. Perhaps the student could then choose which writings were to 
be read and to choose which student or teacher was to be the audience. A 
teacher could allow students to star, fold, or even fold and staple journal 
entries that they don't want anyone to read, as long as they did write some
thing that could be read twice a week. 

Though research tells us that students write better for peers, this may not be 
the case for the unsuccessful writer. The unsuccessful writer might feel more 
comfortable being ashamed in front of the teacher than in front of peers. 

A next step for some students is to select a group for feedback, and perhaps 
by the end of the year, whole class attention to work might be welcomed. 
Some students may even be ready initially for friends or a teacher to respond 
to the final draft. Finding a workable mode of feedback for the unsuccessful 
writer which holds no threat or at least manageable threat is an important task 
for the writing researcher. 
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Most of all writers must know when they have succeeded in writing, for 
success empowers students to take risks that permit them to add new skills to 
their scanty repertoire. Thus, the writer should be given some positive feed
back early. Evaluator sensitivity is important. When the writer is "up," more 
challenges and adjustments can be suggested. When the writer is "down," 
finding strengths to work from is essential. Empty praise and encourgement is 
seen for what it is; finding strength from which to work may be the teacher's 
hardest task. Responding initially to content of a writer's work will allow the 
students to increase their interest In self-expression. But finding something 
interesting to comment on might be one of the teachers most difficult tasks. 

Most of us will recognize at least the beginning of this teacher's internal 
monologue as she or he tries to find an avenue for feedback for the unsuccess
ful writer. 

What can I say? The mechanics are wretched as usual. No para
graph separations. That's something she might be ready to work 
on. Make it a lot easier for me. The sentences are non-parallel ... 
fragments ... run-ons. Nothing to praise there. Content ... I have to 
always remember to start with content. Can't praise that. She said the 
same thing in another way last week. Wait . . . the fish part is new 
... actually that's pretty interesting, if she's saying what I think she's 
trying to say .... I'll start there and lead to paragraphing. 

In giving useful feedback, timing is everything. If students never know who, 
how, or when their work will be responded to, anxiety may set in. If a teacher 
confers with a student without the student's request and criticizes ideas while 
they are still in the formative stages, the threat this criticism causes during the 
incomplete idea construction will disrupt the process. If the writer is still 
gathering ideas for a work in process, brainstorming or freewriting would 
have a more positive effect than a teacher conference. If group feedback is 
used, then it is the teacher's responsibility to be guardian of each writer's self
esteem. Group feedback must proceed with caution until the group itself 
establishes the protective instincts for the self-esteem of the writer. 

Grading as the primary mode of feedback is an inbred feature of most 
educational institutions. This reward/punishment system isn't sensitive to 
how the low confidence learner can best learn. Grades do nothing but remind 
the student of his or her lack of success. They are a reality, though, and there 
are ways for the teacher to deal with them; the teacher may: 

1. convince the administration to allow this one class to be pass/fail, of 
course giving reasons. 

2. convince the administration to allow the students to assign their own 
grade. 

3. implement #2 without being quite so obvious, "What do you think 
you deserve this term?" 

4. give grades only on a few items that the student has selected. 
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5. give grades based on how well a student lives up to a negotiated 
contract. 

A final, yet very important, consideration in creating a writing environment 
without threat is finding a way to give correctness appropriate emphasis in the 
classroom. 

For years our unsuccessful writers have had English teachers sitting in their 
minds as editors in absentia. It is normal for these writers to be so concerned 
about errors that their internal editors continually interrupt the other cognitive 
processes and create overload, slow progress, and confusion. Threat sits on 
their shoulders and in their minds. The unsuccessful students must banish the 
editor until it is invited back during revision. It is only when content and 
structure are satisfactory to the student that other errors should be pointed 
out. This is especially true for our unsuccessful writers who are so vulnerable 
to overload of conscious attention. The fewer concerns at the time of first 
drafting, the better. 

When writer's conscious attention is focused on a new skill, other skills, that 
were previously thought to be automatic, fall apart (Shaughnessy, 1979). If 
teachers find papers fraught with errors, a first reaction might be to pass that 
despair on to the students. If teachers can search for the newly developed skill, 
however, they can encourage that skill so that it isn't lost in error criticism. 
(Teacher thinks: This is worse than before; it's full of fragments. Oh! There are 
paragraphs now, no wonder. Teacher says: I can follow what you're saying 
now. The paragraphs help. I can concentrate on the fish part in one section 
now. Good. Do you want to keep working on it?) 

Treating the lowered self-esteem and writing confidence of the unsuccessful 
writer (the malady) instead of its surface level symptoms requires a departure 
from traditional classroom procedures. The difficulty that change poses for the 
writing teacher, who almost by definition is overextended, is not to be mini
mized. In fact, the prospect may be as overwhelming as, the writing task is 
overwhelming for our students who struggle with writing. Many of us have 
probably already implemented some of these suggestions intuitively, for the 
new view of writing as process supports many strategies that teachers have 
intuited for years. But for many of us, there is much that has been suggested 
here that will necessitate a departure from our usual way of doing things. But 
the writing teacher, like the struggling writer, can institute some changes and 
when those become automatic, add some others. For years as a writing 
teacher, I felt I struggled with unsuccessful writers as much as they struggled 
with their writing. I felt their discomfort over and over. I was interested to find 
that once I had made those changes, working with students who were finding 
power through writing took much less out of me than working with those who 
groaned. 
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Wanda Gag was born in 1893 in New Ulm, Minnesota to Bohemian 
parents who considered artistic expression part of everyday life. She 
spoke only German until she started school and as a child heard the 
Grimm tales in their traditional peasant style. This nurtured her natural 
storytelling ability which was later reflected in her books for children. 
She was educated as an artist first in Minneapolis-St. Paul and later in 
New York and was finally recognized for her artistic talent when the 
Weyhe Gallery in New York gave her a one-person exhibit. There her 
work was noticed by Miss Evans, an editor for Coward-McCann. Ac
cording to Elizabeth Montgomery, when Gag showed Miss Evans the 
manuscript of Millions of Cats, she immediately loved it (146). The book 
was published in 1928 and won a Newbery Honor Award in 1929. It was 
the first true picture by an American artist and as such is a landmark in 
the field of American picture books. The following analysis examines text 
illustrations, and the total design of Millions of Cats, a perfect picture 
book. 

The text of Millions of Cats can stand by itself. Wanda Gag made up 
the story for children and each time she told it she improved it a little. 
Finally when she was satisfied, she wrote it down (Montgomery 145). It 
is a simple fantasy that has a folktale quality; it sounds like a story that 
has been handed down through the generations. There are a number of 
elements of the story that contribute to the folktale quality, including its 
timelessness-it begins as many tales with "once upon a time ... " Its 
characters are not given names but are simply referred to as a very old 
man and a very old woman. Although the setting is detailed in the 
illustrations, the tale could take place almost anywhere. In summary, it's 
anybody, any place, any time. The plot is very simple. The very old man 
and woman are lonely; the man sets off on his quest to find his wife her 
desired "sweet little fluffy cat." He journeys far to a hill "quite covered 
with cats." He faces the problem of which cat to bring to his wife and 
finally chooses all of them. The "hundreds and thousands and millions 
and billions and trillions of cats" follow him on the journey home. Two 
incidents on the way home make him realize that perhaps he has made a 
mistake in choosing so many- the cats drink a pond dry and eat the 
grass of an entire hillside! His wife scolds him when she sees all the cats 
because she is the practical one who knows that they can never feed so 
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many. She suggests that they let the cats decide which one they should 
keep. The very old man asks the cats "Which one of you is the prettiest?" 
and that leads to a vicious quarrel in which they finally eat each other 
up. Their pride is their undoing. All that is left is one frightened kitten 
who tells the couple he is homely and thus didn't answer the question 
about who was the prettiest. The kitten is brushed and fed and loved and 
they all live happily thereafter. Children find a security in the theme of 
the modest and ugly one becoming a winner and finding a good home. 

The power of the text is not only in the plot structure itself but also in 
the individual words and their rhythm which had been carefully tested 
with children. The verbs used to depict the old man's journey include 
"sets out, climbs, trudges, and walks." When the cats quarrel among 
themselves they "bite, scratch, claw, and make noise." But it is the 
refrain of the story that carries the most power-

Cats here, cats there, 
Cats and kittens everywhere, 

Hundreds of cats, 
Thousands of cats, 

Millions and billions and trillions of cats. 

After hearing the verse a couple times, children will chime in and all 
readers go away from the book literally humming the tune. The entire 
refrain or a part of it occurs at important places in the plot: when the old 
man first discovers the hill of cats, when he journeys home with them, 
when they drink the pond dry, when they eat the grass, when he arrives 
home, when the cats quarrel, when the couple discovers the little humble 
kitten, and as the last sentence in the book when they are all content at 
home. 

Like the text, the pictures too tell the story and could stand on their 
own. However, when the two are woven together, we have a perfect 
example of a picture book. The rectangular format of the book is espe
cially effective in depicting the all important journey. Also, the hand 
lettering done by Gag's younger brother, fits the drawings and adds to 
the book's simple qualities. The text adds balance to the pages as it flows 
around the illustrations. The first illustration is on the cover of the book 
where the black, yellow, and orange colors depict the very old man 
journeying back home with his millions of cats. We immediately know 
that it is a story of innocence-we see the blossoming flowers and trees 
covered with leaves as examples of literary imagery. As defined by 
Glenna Davis Sloane, this story is a comedy, a "hopeful story of the 
renewal of the human spirit" (20). The imagery introduced on the cover 
is repeated throughout the book, although the illustration is not repeated 
in the book itself. The endsheets are yellow and orange and show a 
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design created by numerous pictures of a single cat, pairs of cats, and 
bowls of milk, separated by foliage. The title page shows a healthy cat 
secure under a tree and surrounded by flowers. Already the reader 
knows that out of these millions of cats somehow one will be selected. 
The tree forms an umbrella shape over the cat and symbolizes security. 
This symbolism is repeated at the end of the book. When the scruffy cat 
is alive after the quarrel but doesn't know whether he will be given a 
home, he sits on top and outside the security of the umbrella-shape. The 
spread where he is growing to health is an upside down umbrella. The 
scene at the end depicts the very old man, woman, and cat in the 
umbrella shaped secure room of the house, and the very last illustration 
shows the cat sleeping in security under an umbrella of leaves. 

The black and white pen and ink drawings fit the simple story and 
show the sturdy peasant qualities of the very old man and the very old 
woman. On the first page of the book, they stand outside of their home, 
even outside of the fence and give the reader the feeling that they are in 
search of something. The very old man is the more content because he is 
smoking his pipe, which he doesn't do again until they discover the 
homely cat at the end, and then again when they are all content inside 
the home. The illustrations of the couple outside of the house at the 
beginning and inside and content at the end bring the reader full circle. 
At the beginning the very old woman is the discontent one - she is 
further removed from the secure home and has her hands on her hips. 
Double page spreads are used to signify the importance of the journey in 
the book- one spread is used to show the journey to the hill of cats and 
four to show the journey home. The journey back must have seemed 
longer to the very old man with all those cats surrounding and following 
him! The only other double page spread in the book is the one of the 
modest kitten shown alone while lapping up the dishes of milk and 
getting stronger and healthier in the process. This spread and the jour
ney ones show a real sense of movement and give the book balance. 
Sometimes the old man is depicted twice in the same double page spread 
to show the flow of action as he progresses on his journey home. The 
clouds on all double page spreads of the journey help to carry the 
reader's eyes across the page. Other pages are perfectly balanced with 
text and illustrations that lead the reader's eyes onto, through and off the 
page. One such spread is when the old man is collecting the different 
cats to take home. The illustrations are formed by a v-shape at the 
bottom and are almost perfect mirror images of one another. Three pages 
are given extra importance by having the words by themselves on the 
opposite page. They are when the old man discovers the hillside of cats, 
when he decides to choose all of them, and when all are snug at home at 
the end. These represent the object of the quest, the decision, and the 
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conclusion. An interesting detail to note about the pictures is that Wanda 
Gag has signed most of them. Children enjoy searching for her signature. 

After examining the book, one knows that Wanda Gag understood 
cats. Like Beatrix Potter, she liked to use animals as models and in fact 
did use two kittens for these illustrations. The reader can virtually see 
millions of cats in her illustrations, yet feels that each cat is a bit dif
ferent. The image of the quarreling cats is especially powerful. When the 
cats fight, one feels the anxiety of the old man and woman. They run up 
toward their secure home and peep out the window. Their anxiety is 
shown by their posture, and by the way he holds her arm and clutches 
the curtain. 

The hero of the tale, the old man, is shown at his biggest when he 
decides to choose all the cats to bring home to his wife. He has made a 
decision that he feels will make his wife the happiest. He is depicted the 
smallest when the couple run to the safety of their home during the cats' 

· fight. Here he feels the most helpless and defeated. He is of average size 
when they are secure in the home with their cat at the end. There are 
many symbols of security in this illustration the wedding pictures in the 
background, the warm light, the food, the rocking chairs, her knitting 
and the cat playing with the ball of yarn, his relaxed posture with his feet 
on the stool, and his smoking the pipe. 

Millions of Cats shows the author to be a master artist and storyteller. 
Wanda Gag stated: 

I aim to make the illustrations for children's books as much a work of 
art as anything I would send to an art exhibition. I strive to make 
them completely accurate in relation to the text. I try to make them 
warmly human, imaginative, or humorous ... (Yesterday's Authors 
1:142). 

This devotion to her art is exemplified in this classic which will continue 
to be enjoyed as a timeless tale by generations of children everywhere. 
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ERIC/RCS Update: 

Teaching Thinking Skills in English/Language Arts 
by 

Fran Lehr 

A number of commentaries on public education, including that of the 
National Commission on Excellence in Education, have expressed concern that 
students lack the ability necessary to think clearly. A survey of documents 
recently entered into the ERIC data base shows that educators are beginning to 
address this problem in a variety of ways. Annotations of a few of those 
documents, which describe methods of teaching thinking skills in the English/ 
language arts classroom, are presented below. 

ANNOTATIONS 
Writing to Think. National Writing Project Occasional Paper No. 4. Marlene 
Griffith. National Writing Project, 5635 Tolman Hall, School of Education, 
University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720. 1982. 14p. 

Intended for middle-elementary through college level writing teachers, this 
booklet describes a teaching method that lets students write their own way 
into ideas, merging personal experience with intellectual thought in expository 
writing. The booklet first describes in greater detail the concept of writing-to 
think as focused free writing-required but not graded or revised-that allows 
students to bring vague perceptions to a verbal level explicit enough for them 
to reconsider or extend. Griffith then presents and discusses four writing 
samples (two from students who write with ease and two who have difficulty) 
to illustrate different kinds of mindwork made possible by this kind of think
ing on paper. (ED 251 842; MFOl, plus postage; PC available from publisher.) 

GEMS: Gifted Education Module System. Higher Level Thinking in the Junior 
Hiqh. Hilarie Davis and Others. State University of New York, Brockport 
College at Brockport. 1981. 114p. 

This guide presents units of instruction that emphasize the higher level 
thinking skills of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. An introductory section 
explains each of the three higher level skills and presents tasks illustrating 
each. It then offers complete units in English, math, science, and social studies. 
The English unit deals with characterization, focusing on description through 
analysis of elements, ordering cause and effect relationships in character 
actions, contrasting relationships, and examining character credibility. (ED 
216 473; MF0l, PC05 plus postage.) 
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Enriched Upper Elementary Language Arts Unit : Logical Thinking, Grades 5-
6. Bulletin No. 345-D. Tom Braunreiter. Beloit Public Schools, Wisconsin . 
1982. ll0p. 

Intended for use with gifted and talented students, this guide contains lesson 
plans that focus on logical thinking enrichment activities. Each plan contains 
objectives, necessary entry skills, teaching approaches, student activities, re
sources, and follow-up and evaluation suggestions. Plans are presented for a 
number of areas, including (1) completing analogies and determining analo
gous relationships, (2) identifying similarities, (3) learning to be concise, (4) 
noting inconsistencies, (5 ) building a case by logically sequencing material , (6) 
understanding and verifying inferences, (7) identifying and completing syllo
gisms, and (8) computing probability. (ED 228 816, MF0l, PC0S plus postage.) 

Philosophy for Children: An Approach to Critical Thinking. Fastback 206. 
Tony W. Johnson. Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation, Bloomington, IN . 
1984. 41p. 

Johnson describes curriculum and resources that foster and expand the 
philosophical thinking of elementary and middle school students. Following a 
discussion of Matthew Lipman's illustrative "novel" Harry Stottlemeier's Dis
covery, (which helps students explore both formal and informal rules of 
thought) , Johnson describes the Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy 
for Children, founded by Lipman at Montclair State College, New Jersey. The 
remainder of the booklet describes various aspects of the Institute's program, 
specifically its efforts to develop curriculum designed to expand reasoning 
skills, beginning in early childhood education with reasoning in language 
comprehension and followed by skills in ethics, language arts, and social 
studies. (ED 242 629; MF $0.97, PC $3.90, plus postage) 

Teaching Critical Thinking Skills in the Public Speaking Course: A Liberal 
Arts Perspective. Paul A. Fritz and Richard L. Weaver, II. Paper presented at 
the Annual Meeting of the Speech Communication Association, Chicago, IL, 
Nov 1-4, 1984. 36p. 

Looking at elements of classic rhetoric, Fritz and Weaver review the litera
ture to discover the thinking skills involved in invention, organization, com
position, memory, and delivery. They conclude that students need critical 
thinking skills that will help them expand perspectives, draw themes together, 
draw conclusions, present organized data consistent with audience expecta
tions, and write in oral style . Labeling these as framing, scenario, prescription, 
and imagining skills, the authors present exercises designed to assist students 
to develop each skill within a public speaking course. They also offer sugges
tions for testing critical thinking. (ED 249 556; MF0l, PC02 plus pos_tage.) 
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How Can We Teach Intelligence ? Robert J. Sternberg. Philadelphia, PA: 
Research for Better Schools, Inc. 1983. 33p. 

Sternberg describes his "componential" theory of intelligence, which ex
plains intelligence in terms of three types of component processes that make 
intelligent performance: (1) metacomponents, the higher order or executive 
processes that individuals use to plan what they are going to do, monitor what 
they are doing, and evaluate what they have done; (2) performance compo
nents, which carry out what the metacomponents have planned: and (3) 
knowledge-acquisition components, which are used in learning new material. 
Sternberg argues that if intelligence can be broken down into this set of 
underlying processes and strategies for combining the processes, it is possible 
to intervene at the level of the mental process, teach individuals what proc
esses to use, when and how to use them, and how to combine them into 
workable strategies for task solution. He describes three programs that train 
aspects of the theory-Feurstein's "Instrumental Enrichment," Lipman's "Phi
losophy for Children," and "Chicago Mastery Learning: Reading" -and offers 
guidelines for use in choosing a thinking skills training program. (ED 242 700; 
MF0l, PC02 plus postage.) 

The ERIC/ RCS Clearinghouse has several publications related to the topic . 
These include three ERIC Digests: Thinking Skills in English and across the 
Curriculum, Metacomprehension , and Language across the Curriculum, all 
ERIC Digests, and Questioning: a Path to Critical Thinking, a TRIP (Theory 
and Research into Practice) booklet prepared by Leila Christenbury and Patri
cia P. Kelly. 

PLEASE NOTE: The documents listed above are available in either micro
fiche (MF) or paper copy (PC) from the ERIC Document Reproduction Service 
(EDRS), 3900 Wheeler Avenue, Alexandria, VA 22304. The price per docu
ment is based on the number of pages. For information on postal rates and 
translating the price codes into current prices, call the EDRS toll-free telephone 
number (800-227-3742) or write to ERIC / RCS, National Council of Teachers 
of English, 1111 Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801. 
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ERIC/RCS Update: The Phonics Wars 

Compiled by 

Charles Suhor and Deborah Fox 

The role of phonics in reading instruction is one of the most enduring 
conflicts in education. The response of the National Academy of Education's 
prestigious Commiss'ion on Reading (Becoming a Nation of Readers; Richard 
Anderson, et al., annotated below) took a balanced position on the phonics 
issue-and on other questions in which research is inconclusive and scholarly 
disagreements are tinged with ideology. Specifically, the commission endorsed 
phonics instruction "both in isolation and in words" but held that phonics 
instruction must be "well designed"; "kept simple"; applied immediately in 
"meaningful selections"; extended through wide application to known words; 
and typically "completed by the end of second grade." 

This update gives samples of recent materials on phonics instruction found 
in the ERIC database. The annotations give some evidence of the variety of 
viewpoints in the profession. Clearly, one writer's myth is another's reality. But 
as Lewis Thomas has noted, scholarship has always thrived on continuing 
dialectic, with the bulk of evidence ultimately reaching a critical mass that 
provides the most useful-though not necessarily the "final" -answer to our 
questions. 

ANNOTATIONS 
Two Approaches to Reading: Whole-Language and Skills. Dorothy J. Watson, 
and others. International Reading Association, Atlanta, GA, May 6-10, 1984. 
42p. 

This study describes two reading instruction procedures stemming from two 
different theoretical influences. Two teachers, one skills-oriented and one 
whole language-oriented, were selected on the basis of peer and administrator 
recommendation. Their stated theoretical orientations were measured using 
the Theoretical Orientation to Reading Profile. Data were collected from video 
tapes and from teacher journals. The results analyzed questions such as these: 
On what unit of our language and linguistic system did the teacher focus the 
children's attention? What aspects of reading were emphasized? Was the 
reading material contingent on the student or teacher? What attitude toward 
reading specific texts did the teacher encourage? In every category of observa
ble data, the teachers adhered closely to their theoretical models. In diametric 
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opposition to the instructional position of the skills teacher, the whole
language teacher focused children's attention on the largest unit of language 
suitable for the situation. Consistent with language experience approaches to 
instruction, she encouraged the children to construct meaning sensible to them 
and their lives, permitted deviations from texts in allowing miscues, involved 
children in planning, used library books and other texts, and encouraged 
children to "think about and feel" what they read. (ED 247 546; MF0l, PC02 
plus postage.) 

Myths of Reading Instruction. Revised Edition. Patrick Groff. 1985 300p. 

This book analyzes selected teaching practices that have been supported by 
many reading experts but not by research findings. In the first 12 chapters, 
Groff describes the following as "myths" of reading: (1) phonics hinders 
comprehension; (2) unpredictable spelling invalidates phonics; (3) children 
learning to read should first be taught whole, or sight, words; (4) reading is 
best taught in sentences; (5) context clues are all-important to beginning 
readers: (6) word length makes no difference in beginning reading instruction; 
(7) learning modalties and instruction should be matched for children to learn 
best; (8) letter names are unimportant; (9) children need to be taught dic
tionary syllabication to help them acquire reading skills; (10) reading tests 
should be replaced with oral reading miscue analysis; (11) subvocalization is 
bad; and (12) oral reading is dangerous. The rest of the book discusses why the 
myths prevail and how they can be dispelled, and present an annotated 
bibliography of reviews of research in phonics. (ED 254 831; MF0l, PC012 
plus postage.) 

A Whole-Language, Comprehension-Centered Reading Program. Program in 
Language and Literacy Occasional Paper Number 1. Kenneth S. and Yetta M. 
Goodman. 1981. 27p. 

Intended for reading teachers and school administrators, this paper pro
poses a whole language, comprehension-based approach to reading instruction 
that is rooted in the humanistic acceptance of the learner as problem solver 
and that builds on strengths and minimizes preoccupation with reading defi
ciency and remediation. Following an introduction and rationale for this 
holistic approach, the authors outline the key principles of the approach 
relating to the reading process, teaching and learning, and instructional mate
rials. They then examine the myths of reading readiness, controlled vocabu
lary, phonics, and mastery learning. They go on to describe the essentials of an 
in-school program that draws on the learning taking place outside school, 
exploring preschool learning and progressing through initial reading instruc
tion and developmental reading. (ED 210 630; MF0l, PC02 plus postage.) 
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Phonics Revisited: Toward an Integrated Methodology. Morton Botel and 
JoAnn T. Seaver. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Keystone State 
Reading Association, Hershey, PA, November 11-14, 1984. 18p. 

In the context of whole language learning, the teaching of phonics can be 
approached in two different ways. In one situation, the teacher engages 
children in composing with a purpose and for an audience, during which time 
the children become aware of graphophonic relationships through their need 
to spell words. In the other situation, the teacher engages the children in choral 
reading and language play that proceeds from a carefully chosen or specially 
constructed folk rhyme to sentence investigation, to phonic investigation, and, 
finally, to mastery of the CVC (consonant, vowel, consonant) syllable pattern 
in single and multisyllabic words. 

In both of these whole language learning situations, the complex tasks of 
writing and reading are taught by first engaging children in the task itself and 
then having them differentiate language into component parts. In the reading 
task, the differentiation proceeds from the teacher presenting a chant or folk 
rhyme which includes words containing repetition of certain graphophonic 
patterns. In the writing task, the differentiation proceeds from children writing 
purposefully for an audience to becoming more aware of the graphophonic 
system as they solve the problem of how to spell correctly. In either situation, 
the instruction integrates things usually taught separately-phonics, spelling, 
and the study of sentences. This integrated approach makes appropriate use of 
phonics and allows more time to be devoted to purposeful reading, writing, 
and dialoguing in all subject areas. (ED 252 819; MFOl; PC02, plus postage.) 

Becoming a Nation of Readers: The Report of the Commission on Reading. 
Richard C. Anderson, and others. Urbana: IL University of Illinois, Center for 
the Study of Reading; Washington: DC National Academy of Education. 1985. 
155p. 

Fulfilling a need for careful synthesis of an extensive body of findings on 
reading, this report presents experts' interpretations of both current knowledge 
of reading and the state of the art of reading instruction. The introduction 
contains two claims: (1) the knowledge is now available to make worthwhile 
improvements in reading throughout the United States, and (2) if the practices 
seen in the classrooms of the best teachers in the best schools could be 
introduced everywhere, reading improvement would be dramatic. The first 
chapter stresses reading as the process of constructing meaning from written 
texts, a complex skill requiring coordination of interrelated sources of infor
mation. The second chapter, on emerging literacy, argues that reading must be 
seen as part of a child's general language development and not as a discrete 
skill isolated from listening, speaking, and writing. The third chapter, on 
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extending literacy, stresses that as proficiency develops, reading should not be 
thought of as a separate subject but as integral to learning in all content areas. 
The fourth chapter concerns the teacher and the classroom and notes that an 
indisputable conclusion of research is that the quality of teaching makes a 
difference in children's learning. The next two chapters note that standardized 
reading tests do not measure everything, and that teaching is a complex 
profession. The last chapter contains seventeen recommendations for condi
tions likely to produce citizens who would read with high levels of skill and do 
so frequently and with satisfaction. In the afterword, Jeanne Chall comments 
on the history of the report, and three appendixes contain 260 references and 
notes, plus lists of project consultants. (ED 253 865; MF0l, PC07 plus postage. 
Also available from the University of Illinois, Becoming a Nation of Readers, 
P.O. Box 2774, Station A, Champaign, IL 61820-8774; $4.50 each, including 
postage; overseas orders, add $1.00.) 

PLEASE NOTE: The documents listed above are available in either micro
fiche (MF) or paper copy (PC) from the ERIC Document Reproduction Service 
(EDRS), 3900 Wheeler Avenue, Alexandria, VA 22304. The price per docu
ment is based on the number of pages. For information on postal rates and 
translating the price codes into current prices call the EDRS toll-free telephone 
number (800-227-3742) or write to ERIC / RCS, National Council of Teachers 
of English, 1111 Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801. 
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Growing Up in Minnesota 

A Pedagogical Review 
by 

Terri Symonds 

Growing Up in Minnesota (edited by Chester Anderson, University of Min
nesota Press, 1976) includes eight essays depicting twentieth century child
hoods. The essays are useful in composition classes (and other classes) as 
examples of good prose, but also as journeys into the lives of other people. The 
investigations into the psyches and personal geographies of others help stu
dents to sort out their own autobiographies. From childhood Christmases to 
attempted suicide, the book provides a wide spectrum of human experience, 
and each essay has the stamp of its author's style and personality. Most of my 
freshman composition students grew up in Minnesota, but not all of them did. 
Those who spent their childhoods elsewhere, however, are not alienated by 
lutefisk and north woods. The students who did grow up in Minnesota find 
examples of descriptive and narrative writing that provide images of their very 
backyards. "I live just a few miles from Aurora" they tell me. One of my 
current students graduated from high school with Robert Bly's son. In class, as 
I do here, I group the essays by place (rural or urban); each writer provides a 
portrait of a Minnesota childhood framed by place and personal circumstance. 

Some of the essays (especially Bly, LeSueur, the Hongs, and Schoonover) 
provide images of the connection between Minnesotans and the land. Even 
Minnesota city dwellers vacation at the lakes; my students have strong feel
ings for the rural landscape. I encourage them to write about these feelings, to 
focus upon the importance of geography and climate in their lives. We discuss 
whether Robert Bly would be as creative if he had attended a school with more 
than five students, if Schoonover would be a writer if her childhood had 
included brothers and sisters and neighbors instead of the northern Minnesota 
farmscape. The Hongs' collective essay has as its thesis the relationship of 
climate to the shape of a Minnesotan's personality and value system. Howard 
Hong remembers his Willmar childhood: 

... sleeping on the porch at the cottage on Eagle Lake in the 
worst of weather, calmly peering out from his blankets and tar
paulin at the commotion of driving rain, thrashing branches, and 
whitecap waves-tramping with a pocket of cheese and old bread, 
during snowstorms through the dry cattails around Foot Lake to 
Robbins Island and back-skating in the bitter cold with his pals at 
the Sand Pit and roasting potatoes over an open fire in a dug-out 
fireplace in the bank. Each such experience deposited its gossamer 
threads of palpable, sensuous delight. No, he is neither an anach
ronism nor an accident, that white-haired man who climbs in his 

battle-scarred World War II jeep at midnight (if that is when the 
snowfall abates), pulls down the earflaps of his fur cap, clamps a 
lighted cigar between his teeth, and chugs forth to plow the drive
ways all up and down the road. He is a prodigal squandering his 
inheritance. 
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Most students have not spent too much time reflecting on the effects of their 
childhood experiences upon their young adulthood, but they quickly grasp the 
idea. Their insights into the Growing Up essays are sometimes surprising in 
their understanding of the complex psyches of human beings. 

As the Hongs relate their love of home and hearth to the harsh Min
nesota climate, Meridel LeSueur describes her grandmother's prairie 
home as a "haven against the wild menaces of our time." LeSueur uses 
geometric images of lines and circles to juxtapose the man -built linear 
houses to the female curvature of the earth. LeSueur's "cosmic lyricism" 
(editor Anderson's words) is difficult for some students-for that reason 
I usually leave her essay for last. But LeSueur provides the kind of 
intellectual stimulation that college students should have. When she 
writes of a kind of geometric war, she provides students with an example 
of using concrete images to explain abstract ideas. Also, the troika of 
influences upon LeSueur's life provides a look at western society in 
microcosm. Her prohibitionist, Protestant grandmother typifies the up
right, self-reliant American of the nineteenth century. Her Socialist, 
feminist mother gives radical color to an otherwise Puritan existence; and 
the Indian woman, Zona, provides an alternate theory about life, death, 
and human achievement. 

The Indian idea that all is now, in the present, is especially interesting to 
students. It is good for them to see, as Meridel LeSueur did, that history does 
not have to be viewed as a time line of continuous progress from past to 
present. The Indian belief that time, like the earth, is circular, repetitive, is a 
mind-bending concept. Equally interesting are Zena's prophecies concerning 
pollution and soil erosion and her pointed condemnation of the white man's 
habit of dividing the circular earth into squares. 

LeSueur's essay also serves as a feminist tract as she describes what the three 
very different women in her childhood had in common: 

They had suffered from men, from an abrasive society, from the 
wandering and disappearance of the family. They lived a subjective 
and parallel life, in long loneliness of the children, in a manless 
night among enemies. 

The women of LeSueur's "maternal forest" were not waiting for the railroad 
to come through; they were not hoping to strike it rich in the gold fields. 
Instead, they were instrumental in starting schools, bettering roads, helping at 
births and deaths. 

There was always this mothering in the night, the great female 
meadows, sacred and sustaining. I look out now along the bluffs of 
the Mississippi, where Zena's prophecies of pollution have been 
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fulfilled in ways worse than she could dream. Be aware, she had 
cried once. Be afraid. Be careful. Be fierce. She had seen the female 
power of the earth, immense and angry, that could strike back at its 
polluters and conquerors. 

Robert Bly continues the theme of closeness to the land by stressing the 
value of physical labor on the farm. He relates the physical replenishment one 
experiences after hard work, and then rest, to the creative or spiritual replen
ishment one experiences during the creative process. Bly also includes a 
portion of his childhood diary, some early poems, and a wonderful story about 
his father coming to the aid of a hired man who had been unjustly imprisoned. 

Shirley Schoonover also writes of the country life in an essay that portrays a 
lively young girl's imagination and resistance to the adult world. She provides 
composition students with excellent examples of descriptive writing. The 
purpose of description is evident in lines such as "the ore-red road cut like a 
wound through the black woods of northern Minnesota:' She describes 
autumn as a time when "the fall came tricking me with its colors, and the 
leaves flamed and fell, and a box of crayons, waxy and blasphemously bright, 
tumbled out of the willow tree, and I knew it was time to go back into the 
house." 

The other side of life in Minnesota - city life - is represented by Salisbury, 
Gunderson, Vizenor, and Kyle. Harrison Salisbury remembers Minneapolis as 
a city of huge Victorian houses, horse-drawn fire engines, ice wagons. Like 
LeSueur, he recalls a time when progress had no drawbacks, when the rape of 
the earth was not a concern. Salisbury also provides, along with a glimpse of a 
Minneapolis of another era, a view of the midwest from within and without. 
He tells of the superiority he felt when he became a New Yorker (he tells us of a 
man he met who had not been west of the Hudson), and relates how he came 
to be proud of his Minnesota roots. "Leaving Minnesota, but never really 
leaving it after all, for what is in one's life is there to the end of one's days." 

Keith Gunderson's childhood world was primarily confined to the neighbor
hood surrounding the apartment building where he spent his growing up 
years. He remembers his childhood vividly and writes as though he were 
reliving it, so the reader almost needs to be reminded that this is an historical 
account (or at least, that his account is not very recent history). 

And I got tired of hearing how famous Janice was because she once 
won second prize in a doll buggy decorating contest. I wasn't sure if 
she won her prize in Zumbrota or at Powderhorn and didn't bother 
to find out, though I did ask what the first-place doll buggy looked 
like. Every year when the Southside picnic would roll around and 
someone would mention that someone on the block was entering 
the doll buggy decorating contest, a big picture of famous Janice 
and her famous second-place doll buggy would be dragged out and 
everyone would force me to stare at it. 

Gerald Vizenor's childhood was not filled with doll buggies and grape soda 
as Keith Gunderson's was. Instead, Vizenor's father was murdered when Jerry 
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was a toddler; his childhood was one of foster homes, poverty, and crime. 
Gunderson's city environment was one of park picnics and family fun; Vizenor 
experienced street gangs as an adolescent and visited a house of prostitution in 
St. Paul when he was eighteen. Vizenor's graphic descriptions of his rough 
childhood are balanced by his sensitivity and his growing awareness of his 

Indian heritage. 
Toyse Kyle, too, experienced a rough childhood. A mentally ill mother, 

poverty, and prejudice provided obstacles that Kyle not only survived, but 
overcame while developing her perceptive intelligence. Kyle's essay is always 
the favorite of my students. Many of them have had limited contact with 
blacks and do not have an accurate concept of what it is like to be a minority 
class member. Many of them, also, believe that the North is less prejudiced 
than southern states, and they are genuinely surprised to read of the problems 
Kyle encountered in Minnesota. Students are shocked at the abuse Kyle 
suffered from her own mother-Kyle relates an incident when her mother 
threw rocks at her, for example. While we are shocked at the abuses Kyle 
suffered, I think some students are relieved to read about others who have 
suffered family problems and social obstacles and survived. The Kyle essay 
usually leads to a good discussion of prejudice, past and present, and the 
progress, or lack of it, our society has made to this day. 

For me our move to Portland Avenue became an emblem of the 
despera;ion-in both black and white America-to become Dick 
and Jane. We live under the delusion that at the end of Hom~ of t~e 
Brave white Mingo will ask black Peter Moss to become his bu~1-
ness partner and that we will all live happily after. But even m 
Minnesota-this northern utopia-life goes on below the surface of 
what most people are willing to see. 

A writing assignment could easily accompany each of these essays ~lt~ough 
I usually have students write one formal essay at the end (they wnte mf?r
mally for and during class). Assignments coul~ have t~emes concernmg 
weather, geography, prejudice, pollution, urban hfe, rural hfe, etc. Also, the 
book was made for discussions of the uses in writing of description and 
narration. Some of the essays are more tightly organized than others, and this 
can be discussed and pointed out. 

I assign students to write their own growing up essay, remembering to have 
a thesis, to not ramble on or try to tell every detail of their lives. I tell them_ I 
don't want too many autobiographical facts, unless those facts add to the1r 
story or description. Most students find it easy and enjoyable to write abo~t 
themselves, but they do have trouble narrowing their focus. This, however, 1s 
one of the reasons the assignment is worthwhile. 

Students like Growing Up in Minnesota; they like reading about their state 
and thinking about the comparisons to their own li~es. The ten writ_ers offer 
different backgrounds, different writing styles-a literary potpourn from a 
state that can be rightfully proud of its thinkers and writers. 
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Appendix: The table of contents is reprinted here to give the 
titles of the essays and their correct order. 

Growing Up in Minnesota: 

Ten Writers Remember Their Childhoods 

Introduction: From Tepee to Ax and · Stump 

The Ancient People and the Newly Come 

The Victorian City in the Midwest 

I Know What You Mean, Erdupps MacChurbbs: 
Autobiographical Myths and Metaphors 

A Portrait of my State as a Dogless Young Boy's 
Apartment 

Route 1, Box 111, Aurora 

Minnesota Black, Minnesota Blue 

Being a Lutheran Boy - God in Minnesota 

Remembering is a Forward Movement 

by Chester G. Anderson 

by Meridel LeSueur 

by Harrison Salisbury 

by Gerald Vizenor 

by Keith Gunderson 

by Shirley Schoonover 

by Toyse Kyle 

by Robert Bly 

by Howard and Edna Hong and 
Mary Hong Loe 

Biographical Notes 

BOOK REVIEW 
On Literacy: The Politics of the Word from Homer to 

the Age of Rock, Robert Pattison 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1982. 

by 
John Rylander 
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No doubt it is both presumptuous and trite to say about a book on the 
English language: "Everyone whose teaching involves language concepts ought 
to read it." But I will; everyone should. 

The reasons for my saying that are several. First ON LITERACY is written 
in a lively engaging manner; second, it offers a healthy corrective to some of 
the mistaken and prejudiced views of what language is or ought to be of people 
like John Simon, Edwin Newman, and William Safire. Third, it offers solid, 
scholarly arguments for confronting the simple-minded "back to the basics" 
adherents. And finally, it develops for the reader a coherent definition of the 
concept of literacy in its historical, political, and social dimensions. 

In his preface to ON LITERACY Pattison claims that it is a "radical critique 
of the term literacy and its popular uses" (VII). It is radical, he asserts, both in 
the sense that it "confounds" current notions about literacy, and in the sense 
that he has pushed his investigation to the historical roots of literacy and ideas 
about literacy. 

It is those early roots of literacy that begin the challenge to our easy and 
comfortable notions about literacy. For instance, Homer, of 4th c. B.C. Athens 
was, by today's definition, probably illiterate. The Emperor Augustus, who 
once fired a consular governor for improper spelling, was himself at best an 
eccentric speller. The early Christian Church avoided putting the gospel into 
print for several decades, at least partially because it distrusted formal literacy 
represented by writing and perhaps because Christ himself preferred the power 
of the spoken word to that of the written word. 

But the principle emphasis of ON LITERACY is on the mischief and damage 
caused by too narrow a notion of what literacy is-what Pattison sees as the 
self-serving Standard Edited English which emphasizes middle class values. In 
place of this Pattison advocates a variety of usages instead of this middle-class 
norm "that has become an intimidating, humiliating medium that stifles ex
pression" (166). But Pattison does not totally reject the teaching of Standard 
Edited English. Rather, he says it should be taught as a "practical tool of social 
advantage" (167) and taught as a second language which differs markedly 
from the language of our daily lives. But above all, those teaching language 
arts concepts must encourage honest, probing expression, not artificial corre
ctness as defined by Standard Edited English, which too often results only in a 
manipulative awareness of the language. 
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To achieve such goals, Pattison says that we must stress as our primary goal 
the development in our students of a critical awareness of language. This, he 
maintains, is the basis of true literacy. Central to achieving this foundation is a 
steady diet throughout the school years of language and literature, far more 
extensive and intensive than currently practiced. Such a program, Pattison 
believes, might achieve a literacy within our culture which would "sweep 
away the power of specially trained elites everywhere and give to the mass of 
men a power over their lives that might as easily induce anxiety as elation" 
(212). Despite the uncertain outcome, Pattison urges us not to settle for the 
bliss of ignorance. 

Book Review 

Thinking through Language, Book One . Dan Kirby and Carol Kuykendall . 
Urbana, IL: NCTE, 1985. 114 pages. 
Thinking through Language, Book Two. Barbara Dodds Stanford and Gene 
Stanford. Urbana, IL: NCTE, 1985. 104 pages . 

by 
Richard Butler 

In 1983 NCTE asked readers of the English Journal which kinds of instruc
tional materials were needed and not currently available from commercial 
publishers. When readers indicated a preference for materials on thinking 
skills, NCTE, traditionally publishers only of professional books, responded 
with its first venture into textbook publishing, a two volume papertext set 
entitled Thinking through Language. 

Book One of this set, for middle and junior high schools, was written by 
Dan Kirby and Carol Kuykendall. Book Two, for senior high, was authored 
by Barbara Dodds Stanford and Gene Stanford. The texts are designed to help 
teachers accomplish what the authors see as the primary goals of the English 
program-more lucid writing, a deeper understanding of literature, and more 
efficient use of language. The premise of the program is that all of these goals 
proceed from the same source, sound thinking. 

Book One is divided into four units. The first, "Experiencing the Arts," 
focuses on perception and challenges students to think like artists. Students 
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take part in individual, small-group, and whole-class activities calling for 
creating collages, selecting and arranging materials, making associations, and 
interpreting. The unit culminates with a class "arts festival" and the writing of 
personal reflections on thinking like an artist . Unit Two, "Exploring Possibili
ties," encourages speculative and imaginative thinking about technology and 
its future applications. In his role as inventor, the student engages in activities 
focusing on brainstorming, investigating, identifying and solving problems, 
and inventing solutions. Then he takes part in an "inventors fair." The third 
unit, "Investigating the Issues," challenges the student to think like a resear
cher. He tracks down trivia about his school, develops and conducts a survey, 
compiles and interprets information, and prepares a research report, which is 
"published" and shared at the the end of the unit. The last unit, "Probing the 
Future," invites students to think like futurists using their imaginations to 
predict what life might be like in the future. Activities include inventing 
metaphors for the future, sequencing forecasts on a time line, writing future 
autobiographies, making "future wheels," mapping possible consequencies of 
change, and scenario writing. This unit closes with a "futurists' forum," in 
which predicted changes are presented and discussed. 

Book Two is also divided into four units, roughly comparable to those in 
Book One: "Perception," "Relationships and Connections," "Problem Solving," 
and 'The Creative Imagination." The first unit is designed to help the student 
use his senses more effectively and to recognize and overcome many of the 
problems that distort perceptions. The second unit explores three different 
kinds of connections, (1) the way the mind makes comparisons, (2) the way it 
perceives relationships between wholes and parts, and (3) the way it perceives 
possibilities for creating new connections. Unit Three is designed to help 
students refine and improve problem solving skills and learn to distinguish 
between scientific problems and the more complex interpersonal problems. In 
the last unit students explore creative aspects of the thinking process and take 
part ·in activities designed to stimulate their own creative powers. 

Of the two texts, Book One appears more likely to stimulate and challenge 
the students it was designed for. One reason for this is the authors' approach, 
noted earlier, in which each unit is organized around a particular role-playing 
situation. This is not only a novel and engaging approach, but it is also one 
that gives each section in Book One a sense of unity and interest that is absent 
from Book Two, where the organization and some of the activities may strike 
the user as cold and "textbookish." 

A similar contrast can be drawn between the way the two texts employ 
journal writing as an instructional device. The senior high text calls for 
students to keep a journal called "Reflections" in which they respond to 
questions raised by the authors following key lessons in the text. The teacher 
collects and examines these periodically and provides feedback. Pretty con
ventional. With the junior high text, the journal keeping task is fitted to the 
role adopted by the student in the particular unit. In the first unit, for example, 
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where the student is asked to think like an artist, he makes and keeps his own 
"sketchbook" and "portfolio" to log his observations and record ideas. The 
second unit calls for the student to keep an "inventor's notebook" as a place to 
collect ideas and "then follow them and see where they lead:' In Unit Three he 
makes a "researcher's file" and keeps an "investigator's log," and in the final 
unit, as a "working futurist," the student keeps a "futures file" in which he 
collects newspaper and magazine articles about the future and completes 
activities designed to help him shape and present his own view of the future in 
a scenario. Thus, presented with a variety of fresh and engaging jounal writing 
situations, the student is motivated to accept the journal as a useful and 
practical place to do some of his thinking. 

Book Two is not without merit, but your students may find it uneven in its 
challenge and interest. Certainly the lesson on identifying problems and the 
one on the role of the emotions in problem solving will engage and stimulate 
students. However, activities in other units are sometimes overly simple, such 
as the exercise on solving analogy problems in Unit Two; sometimes complex 
or vague, such as the exercise on page 44 calling for students to "Discuss the 
changing relationships between a piece of paper and human beings from the 
growth of a tree until the remains of the paper turn back into carbon, oxygen, 
and other elements:' 

Perhaps the unit most likely to succeed with senior high students is the unit 
on the creative imagination, which emphasizes alpha and beta brain wave 
theory. Lessons in this unit encourage students to identify alpha and beta states 
in their own thinking and explore ways of improving the quality of their 
thinking in the alpha state and even use it in writing and problem solving. 

If these textbooks are adopted for use by a school system, the work on 
thinking should be integrated with other work in the language arts curriculum. 
The authors want Thinking through Language to blend in with what you are 
already doing and to enhance it. To accomplish this and to sustain the empha
sis on thinking over a long period of time, the authors recommend that the 
units be interspersed throughout the year, rather than taught in one block of 
time. How this integration is accomplished will depend, of course, on the 
teacher, the grade level at which the texts are employed, and the literature and 
composition textbooks the teacher is using 

The books in this set, though paperbound, appear quite durable. The 
type is easy to read; the paper of good quality; the pages not crowded or 
cluttered; the illustrations pleasant and functional, albeit simple. The 
texts come with a 57-page Teacher's Guide which gives an instructional 
overview of each book and presents the premises and theories on which 
the authors based their work. It includes objectives for each unit, teach
ing suggestions, strategies for evaluation (for Book One), and a list of 
resources for the teacher. 

All things considered, Thinking through Language is quite impressive 
and will be hailed by many English teachers as long overdue. 

BOOK REVIEW 
The Versatile Writer. Donald C. Stewart. 

Lexington, MA: D.C. Heath and Company, 1986. 
391 pages including prefatory material and index. 

by 
Nancy MacKenzie 
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Donald Stewart's latest composition text, The Versatile Writer, is quite 
attractive in format and cover design . It is also eminently applicable to the 
standard composition course or perhaps an advanced writing course; it is n9t, 
however, appropriate as a remedial text. 

The stated goal of the text is to help students become "versatile and authen
tic writers." The book is also designed to provide students with techniques to 
discover material to write about, to control organization, and to develop a 
variety of styles. 

Divided into five parts, The Versatile Writer addresses 1, "Prewriting and 
Invention," incorporating primarily discovery procedures drawn from Young, 
Becker, and Pike's tagmemics, Burke' s pentad, and some topics of classical 
rhetoric; 2, "Arrangement," dealing with both standard and more innovative 
approaches to organization; 3, "Options in Style." treating such topics as 
correctness (distinguishing among "national use," "reputable use," and "present 
use"); 4, 'The Research Paper," covering the whole process from use of 
invention procedures to technical problems and documentation; and 5, "Co
pyreading Skills," treating spelling, punctuation and usage. 

In addition to its useful organization, this text has several special features. 
Among these are sections on the meditation and Winston Weather's Grammar 
B. The meditation approach to writing "approximates the way the mind works 
associationally." It offers a structured-but not restrictive-three-part se
quence to writing a paper: 1, composition of place, 2, internal colloquy, and 3, 
resolution. 

Grammar B offers an alternative to familiar concepts of organization and 
style. There are three main categories: 1, synchronicity, including such tech
niques as double voice, double-column lists, and labyrinthine sentences; 2, 
collage/montage, constituting an effort at synthesis through "patchwork" and 
"hodge-podge;" and 3, crot, using self-contained units of discourse which are 
not logically connected to what precedes or follows them. 

The section on the research paper is well presented. However, the validity of 
assigning what Richard Larson has termed the "generic research paper" is 
questionable. Therefore, even though a text should deal with documentation 
and notetaking, these techniques need not be segregated as applying primarily 
to the research paper as such. Research, and the mechanical and synthesizing 
techniques it employs need to be incorporated into the usual composing 
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process, rather than treated as separate endeavors with special rules and 
procedures for library use. 

Journal writing, on the other hand, is different from formal writing and 
deserves separate treatment. The section on journals in The Versatile Writer is 
quite helpful, answering the same questions students always ask. "What is it?" 
"What shall I write about?" "How neat do I have to be?" "How long is an 
entry?" 

The Versatile Writer is a most pleasing text: attractive, well organized, and 
complete with exercises, writing assignments, and sample papers. Each chaper 
begins with a well-chosen quotation or two and whimsical sketches which are 
quite appropriate. 

Professor Stewart's scholarship, his position at the forefront of composition 
research, and his professional contributions to the Conference on College 
Composition and Communication, as well as his authorship of an earlier text, 
The Authentic Voice, illustrate his credentials. His Versatile Writer is, therefore, 
based on sound theoretical research and pedagogical experience. As a text it 
effectively avoids either prescriptivism or faddism. 
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MCTE AWARDS FOR BEST ARTICLES 

Cash prizes of $75.00 each will be awarded at the Annual Spring Conference to 
the authors of award winning articles in each of the following categories: 

1. Classroom Teaching-a description, explanation, or evaluation of a 
successful method, assignment, or curriculum for teaching English 
language or literature. 

2. Theoretical or Critical-a discussion that advances our understand
ing of the study of language arts (reading, writing, speaking, listen
ing) or literature (or a particular work), or of the teaching of 
language and literature, or of the relationship of the study of lan
guage and literature to life and culture. 

Authors should follow the standard Minnesota English Journal submission 
rules. The MCTE publications board will serve as judges. All articles published 
in ME/ will be considered eligible, although the publications board reserves the 
right not to grant an award if, in its judgment, none of the published articles 
meet the award's criteria or its standard of excellence. 

Notes on Contributors 

RICHARD BUTLER teaches English at Paynesville High School, Paynes
ville, Minnesota. 
JANE HARRED teaches composition at the University of Minnesota and 
is a graduate student in rhetoric and composition there. 
NANCY MacKENZIE teaches in the English Department at Mankato 
State University. 
LINDA MILLER-CLEARY teaches in the English Department at the Uni
versity of Minnesota at Duluth. 
JOHN RYLANDER teaches in the English Department at St. Cloud State 
University .and farms in Grey Eagle, Minnesota. 
CAROL HANSON SIBLEY is a curriculum librarian at Moorhead State 
University in Moorhead, Minnesota. 
TERRI SYMONDS teaches composition and American studies at St. 
Cloud State University and is a graduate student in American studies at 
the University of Minnesota. 
CARMEN WERDER teaches composition at Whatcom Community Col
lege in Bellingham, Washington. 
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