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Challenging Students to Interact with 

Their Discourse Communities 
by 

Ann Hill Duin 
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In the past decade we have examined the writer's sense of audience, voice, and 
purpose and how these influence the features of a text (Rubin & Piche, 1979; Crowhurst 
& Piche, 1979), and we have examined the composing process (Flower & Hayes, 1980; 
Matsuhashi, 1981). According to Odell (1981; 1985) we have also begun to realize that 
an awareness of rhetorical context influences our evaluation of texts, or we have begun 
to look beyond the written text to the larger contexts in which writing is done 
(Bartholomae, 1985; Bazerman, 1983; Clark & Florio, 1983; Herrington, 1985). Look
ing at these broader writing contexts requires one to look at the discourse communities 
which influence writers' attempts to formulate and express their ideas. We need to 
consider the relationships between the composing process and the knowledge, values, 
and experiences that writers share with others in their discourse communities. 

According to Faigley (1985), approaching the writing process from a social perspec
tive forces one to understand the writing process in much larger terms than from 
starting with "prewriting" and stopping with "revising:' When viewed from a social 
perspective, texts are not detached objects possessing meaning on their own, but are 
links in communicative chains, their meanings "emerging from their relationships to 
previous texts and the present context" (p. 235) . Members within a discourse commun
ity, or members who are literate in the language of their discipline, know what is worth 
communicating, how it can be communicated, what other members of the community 
are likely to believe or not believe, and how other members can be persuaded. And in 
the case of the social sciences, journal articles serve the discourse community as both a 
means of communication and as a means of earning rewards (Merton, 1957). 

Advanced writing courses can serve as a way to teach students the intellectual and 
social conventions of their discourse communities (Bazerman, 1981; Kinneavy, 1983; 
Maimon, 1983). These conventions include the issues which a discipline considers 
important to resolve, the lines of reasoning used to resolve the issues, and shared 
assumptions about the audience's role, the writer's role, and the social purposes for 
communicating (Toulmin, Ricke, & Janik, 1979). Advanced writing courses can serve as 
a way of teaching these intellectual and social conventions because they "can give 
students the occasion to use the lines of reasoning of a disciplinary forum to resolve 
issues important to that forum and to assume the role of a participant in that forum" 
(Herrington, 1985, p . 405). 

As teachers we can therefore ask ourselves, how can students learn the conventions 
of their discourse communities or their disciplines when as students they are, in fact, 
writing in an advanced composition course? Or, more specifically, what assignments 
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Students then begin to form statements about their interests. I ask students to look at 
their background knowledge in an area and then generate lists of interests. Students 
draw links from these lists to articles they've seen, heard about, or perhaps read for 
other courses. I then ask students to choose one article and to read critically and react 
to that article, writing up their critique in any format they wish. We discuss ways to 
summarize, paraphrase, and quote the work of others, and how, amid such summariz
ing, to integrate one's agreement or disagreement, to describe the links between this 
research with past research, to critique the procedures followed or the results given, 
and to pose alternative results or conclusions. I ask students to challenge the choices 
which other researchers have made, and I ask them to note the overall structure which 
the authors have followed in designing, implementing, and documenting their research. 

Faigley (1985) proposes the following suggestion for teaching: "Instead of teaching 
students a generalized analytic procedure, we need to help them understand the specific 
questions that can help them explore the topics [studies] they must write about" 
(p . 277). Based on this suggestion, I have developed the following set of questions: 

QUESTIONS CONCERNING REVIEWS OF LITERATURE 

1. Does the author convince the reader of the importance of the research? 
2. Has the author drawn a clear ring around the problem so that it is clear as to 

what is included and what is left out? 

3. Can you easily find a succinct statement of the purpose of the research? What is 
it? Is it convincing? 

4. ls it clear how the author's study relates to previous and on-going research? Does 
it show a cumulative and systematic approach? 

5. Is it clear how this study extends the body of knowledge about the topic? 
6. If there is a theoretical base for the study, is it stated? 

7. Has the author summarized the studies so that a reader who does not know the 
particular area of research will still sense its significance? 

8. Has the author critically reviewed past research as well as given hints as to how 
future studies might avoid their flaws? 

9. If there is little or no literature which relates to the problem, has the author 
researched studies "closest" to the problem and indicated why they fell short? 

10.ln short, has the author made a scholarly attempt to find precursors in this field? 

QUESTIONS CONCERNING METHODS OR PROCEDURES 

1. ls there mention of how the sample was obtained? 
2. Has the investigator tried to control for sampling differences? 
3. How are the instruments described? Clearly? 

4. Does the method or do the procedures seem reasonable? If not, what is the 
investigator hiding? 

5. Are the analysis procedures consistent with the objectives, design, and method? 
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QUESTIONS CONCERNING RESULTS 

1. Is the data summarized in tables, graphs, or figures? Are these easy to under
stand? Are they referred to in the text? 

2. Are the statistics interpreted according to what is currently accepted in your 
field? 

3. Have all possible interpretations of the data been presented? Has the investigator 
examined the data from many angles and tried to extract all possible meanings? 

QUESTIONS CONCERNING DISCUSSIONS 

1. Have clear conclusions been reached? 
2. If the results are negative, have these conclusions been "faced?" 
3. Does the author bring in any new "unrelated" elements not previously men

tioned? 
4. Does the author extrapolate the findings to situations / populations not repre

sented in the study? 
5. Is the significance of the study clearly described? 

A second suggestion which Faigley (1985) makes is that: "We need to give students 
frequent opportunities to practice the interpersonal skills that will enable them to 
function effectively in a dialogue or in a group discussion" (p. 278). Based on this 
suggestion and because the diverse majors mentioned above often require collaborative 
writing, I next ask students to work together, through conference groups, on a survey 
project. This is a small research study in which students gain quick experience in 
collaboratively developing a research question, making a survey, and collecting and 
analyzing data. Because this research is done in groups, students can easily share their 
questions and frustrations about conducting their first actual research. When docu
menting their group's survey, I ask each student to accept the constraints implied in the 
context of survey studies recorded in his/her discipline. By this I mean that each student 
writes up the same results in a format which is appropriate to his/her field of work. 
Therefore, the psychology student may document the results in APA style; the journal
ism student may write a newspaper article, and the business student may write an 
extended memo. 

Following this survey assignment, I again ask students to explore their own research 
interests, and to begin forming possible research questions. Students are introduced to 
online computer search services and social science indexes which can aid them in their 
search for information. I model my own research strategies and how researchers in my 
field begin forming research questions . I ask them to then write me a memo in which 
they detail the research interest(s), specifically telling me why and how they are 
genuinely interested in this question. Based on their chosen research questions, they 
search for past work related to their topics and begin prewriting and talking with other 
students about their research interests. According to Faigley (1985), "We need to help 
students make the process of inquiry a social process, one that begins well before 
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students have written a draft" (p. 278). In order to guide students' comments and to 
help make the process of inquiry more social by including personal reactions to 
research questions, I give students the following set of questions to use when writing 
comments concerning their conference members' prewriting for a review of literature 
paper: 

1. What is the research question? 

2. Does it seem or look researchable? Is it specific enough? Narrow enough? 
3. Where has the author looked for information? Reliable sources? Journals? 

General-audience literature? Primary sources? What other places could this 
person look for information on this topic / research question.? 

4. What possible organizations could this review take? Chronological? Specific 
bodies/camps/ schools of thought? Pitting theory against theory? Tree some 
possibilities. 

5. What would YOU really want to know about this topic? What would YOU really 
want researched? Why? 

6. What is the most important part of the prewriting? Why? Star it. 
7. Where are potential problems / weaknesses? Why? Where are potential 

strengths? Why? 

8. What do you think the investigator is REALLY searching for? . . .Really wants 
to find out? 

9. What might be this investigator's Purpose / Audience / Effect? 

Following more research and much discussion, students write a review of past studies 
which have focused on their research question, critiquing these studies and listing 
directions for future studies. I ask students to use the following questions when reading 
and reacting to their own and their conference members' rough drafts: 

1. FOCUS 

Write a summary in a sentence or two. 
What is this paper's "center of gravity?" 
Is there more than one focus? Why? How? 

2. AUDIENCE 

Who is the intended audience(s) for this paper? 
What have you done to meet these readers' needs? 
What level of background information have you assumed? 
What background information have you provided? 

3. THESIS = PURPOSE = GOAL 
What is the purpose of this paper (study)? 
Where is this purpose explicitly stated? 
Is it in the best place(s)? 

Does it need to be repeated elsewhere? If so, why? 
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When others read your paper, did they get your point? Did they reach the same 
conclusions? Or did they think of other conclusions / links / future studies? 

4. SUPPORT 
What specific studies do you discuss? List them. 
In what order do you present them? Why? 
Have you described too many studies? Not enough? 
Are some studies irrelevant? 

5. TRANSITION DEVICES 
List the kinds of transition devices you have used (first, second, ... on the other 
hand, consequently, in contrast to, similarly, in addition to, ... ). 
Have you provided enough transitions? 
Have you used too many? 
Will the reader be able to follow your thoughts, that is, will the reader be able to 
understand why you are describing a particular study first (second, or third ... ) to 
support your research question? 

6. EFFECTIVENESS OF STYLE 
Have you tried to use action verbs whenever possible? Have you stated who's 
doing what in the subject of your sentence, and then stated what "who" is doing 
in your verb? 
Have you tried to avoid using the passive voice? 
Have you used inclusive language? 
Have you used the first person? Why or why not? 
Have you avoided nominalizations? 
Are things in a logical order? 
Have you eliminated all wordiness? Have you broken up sentences that are too 
long and combined sentences that are too short? 

After reviewing past studies in their fields, students then propose their own research 
studies, prewrite, discuss options in conference groups, decide on research designs, 
conduct their research, and document their findings. Throughout this research process, 
students pause numerous times, questioning the contents and formats of both the 
studies they review and their own work . It is through this constant critical reading, 
exploring, questioning, writing, revising, designing, reformulating, etc ., that students 
begin to understand the conventions of their discourse communities and their own 
entrance into these communities. 

The last assignment in this course is not a written assignment but rather an oral 
presentation. Students give an oral presentation of their research as if they are giving a 
presentation to a national conference or meeting in their discipline. Because I limit the 
length of the presentation to 10 minutes, students must choose what part or parts of 
their research to present as they have written much more than they could possibly 
present. From this assignment, students gain experience not only in presenting research 
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before a group, but also in determining what is most important to present, what visuals 
or graphics to use to better emphasize key points, etc. 

Conclusions 

When developing an advanced composition course, we need to consider the disci
plinary conventions we want our students to learn, and how we can create classroom 
situations that will enable students to learn those conventions and explore their own 
ideas. According to Herrington (1985), we should consider the intellectual conventions 
we want students to learn, asking questions such as: 

What characteristic issues do members of this discipline try to resolve? That is, 
what do they consider to be important problems or questions? 

What lines of reasoning are used to explore these issues and develop arguments to 
resolve them? Most important, what count as good reasons? (p. 411). 

If the aim of your class is for students also to learn the social conventions of their 
discourse communities, the following questions might serve as a guide in identifying 
these social conventions: 

In what social forum are particular issues addressed and lines of reasoning used? 
... (e.g., an academic journal, popular magazine, newspaper) or a place (e.g., 
Congress, a research laboratory in a company, a social service agency). 

In a given forum, what is the social purpose for trying to resolve a given issue? 
Is it, for instance, to advance the community's knowledge of some phenome
non? ... 

What roles are assumed for both writers and readers? Most important, what are 
the characteristic expectations of readers and what ethos is valued in writers? 
(Herrington, 1985, p.412). 

We need to ask ourselves the questions, "Do we as teachers create situations in which 
students must find issues for themselves?" And, "Do our assignments encourage stu
dents to become active participants in the social forum by which their disciplines 
thrive?" By creating courses which are forums for students' exploring and researching 
processes, by creating courses in which students can deliberate about issues of concern 
to their discourse communities, we can teach students to go beyond just reading the 
writing in their disciplines; we can teach students how to become active members! 
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Ask your students sometime what a metaphor is, and you may discover, as I did, that 
they first look horror-struck, then strain to remember just what the difference was 
between synecdoche and metonymy. Metaphor-an umbrella term I use to cover 
figurative language in general-has most often been presented to students as one in a 
series of tropes that must be defined, differentiated, and finally memorized. This 
pedagogical approach persists although there is good reason for us to find alternatives. 
As James Moffett (1968) points out, the information we present in the English class
room is not really a body of knowledge, but is instead a symbol system. In this respect 
our subject has more in com~on with mathematics than with history. As a result 
students profit more from actually using parts of that system, than they would from 
simply studying those parts as objects. Thus students who only learn to match exam
ples of metaphor with their memorized definition may not come to understand it as a 
technique for making meaning. 

Fortunately we are changing our traditional approach and are beginning to explore 
alternative ways to teach metaphor. Both the Making It Strange series for children and 
young people and the book Writing the Natural Way by Gabriele Rico for adults 
provide a wealth of suggestions for teaching metaphor as a heuristic-as a way of 
conceptualizing, making connections between ideas, and even structuring writing. But 
our field is not alone in reconsidering metaphor. In the last fifteen years studies from 
fields as diverse as philosophy, psychology, and linguistics have contributed to a 
growing accumulation of knowledge on the subject. Metaphor appears to be in its 
renaissance. We are discovering that it is not enough to settle for that basic definition 
we ask our students to memorize: metaphor is an expression that says one thing in 
terms of another. As studies show that stopping point is really only a point of 
departure. And what we are learning has implications for the teaching of metaphor. My 
purpose here then is to consider some of those implications and to recount my own 
experience and method of teaching students to compose with metaphor. 

To account for how metaphor says one thing in terms of another we must start with 
the working labels provided by I. A. Richards (1936): the tenor is what is being 
compared, while the vehicle is what it is compared to. Thus in the stock metaphor, 
"That man is a fox;' the tenor is the word "man" and the vehicle is the word "fox:' 
These two roles must remain constant for a metaphor to be judged a metaphor, though 
in some kinds of figurative language, such as literary allusions, either the tenor or the 
vehicle may be implicit. A third component the metaphor must have is a ground-the 
connection between tenor and vehicle'. The ground must be clear enough for the reader 
(or listener) to grasp the association and thus comprehend the metaphor. 

Yet even within this basic analysis of parts and within the general definition we see a 
variety in what we can call metaphor. In the stock metaphor (or cliche) "She was as 



12 

good as gold" the ground between "good" and "gold" is an obvious one. With cliches, 
we can understand the metaphor as quickly as any literal expression (Swinney & 

Cutler, 1979). At the other extreme, the famous conceit of John Donne (a kind of novel 
metaphor) comparing the souls of two lovers to the legs of a compass stretches the 
ground connection to such extremes that we can comprehend its meaning best within 
the context of the whole poem. 

Explaining how metaphor works using the labels of Richards is, of course, important 
in teaching metaphor. But students also need to grasp the range of possible metaphors. 
In my experience the majority of students will produce stock metaphors, with the novel 
metaphor occurring only rarely. This trend in the classroom reflects the outcome of 
much research in which stock metaphors are most often produced; ability to produce 
novel metaphor is, in fact, one measure of verbal creativity found in numerous 
creativity tests. So students can be made aware of these differences and encouraged to 
explore the possibilities of both. 

While the stock and novel metaphors demonstrate extremes of distance in the 
ground, we also find that some metaphors can be more easily paraphrased than others. 
The ground of the stock metaphor "That man is a fox" can be broken down into 
features that describe the qualities the man has-"sly" "clever," "careful," and so on. 
However as Andrew Ortony (1975) points out, other metaphors cannot be 
paraphrased, and these may actually create a new concept. An example that comes to 
mind here is a metaphor a friend spontaneously produced once when we were stuck in a 
traffic jam in New Orleans. He remarked, ''living in New Orleans is like living in the 
mind of a demented person:' While we could attempt paraphrase with adjectives such 
as "chaotic," "unusual;' "dangerous," or "interesting," in the end, the whole of the 
metaphor seems to be more than the sum of its parts. As many residents of the city can 
probably testify, the concept is apropos! This principle comes into play when teaching 
students to produce their own metaphors. They need to understand that through 
metaphor they can actually create new concepts through a playful process similar to 
wit. 

Many students find it far easier to produce analogies than metaphors. As we look at 
metaphor from yet another perspective, we can view it as similar to an analogy, but 
multi-faceted and more complex. Consider the analogy "A bee in a hive is like a person 
in a stadium:' In it we might focus primarily on visual similarities of size, shape, and 
proportion. Or we might describe the analog as "animate creatures within an inanimate 
structure." Then compare the metaphor 'That cat is a powder puff." It suggests not only 
something about the way the cat looks, but something about its personality, and 
possibly something of the cosmetic function of a cat-and it communicates all these 
facets simultaneously. 

While the metaphor may be the more evocative of the two, having students practice 
creating analogies can be a useful stepping-stone to learning metaphor later. It can 
provide practice in seeing one thing in terms of another. As this excerpt from an 
analogy one of my students wrote shows the analogy also suggests to her how to 
structure her text: 

Taking care of a plant is a lot like ra1smg an adopted child. Once you've 
purchased your plant and have it back home, you have to decide what kind of 
environment is best for it. Where will you set up the "nursery?" Most parents 
select a sunny, bright room for their infant to grow up in. Children seem to thrive 
in colorful environments. The same is true for most plants . A majority of plants 
flourish in bright environments, like areca palms, sheffleras, and dieffenbachias. 
However, direct sunlight, as it can burn delicate newborn skin, will also burn 
most leaves, so make sure the light isn't too intense. 
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She shifts back and forth between the two concepts, comparing, contrasting, and 
providing support for each feature the two have in common. 

Both the analogy and the metaphor we just looked at use images to convey meaning. 
In this they reflect the commonplace that metaphor works by producing pictures in the 
mind. Studies from psychology over the last decade have attempted to determine more 
precisely just what the role of image in metaphor is. They agree that metaphor appears 
to work both verbally and visually. Thus in our metaphor "That man is a fox" we focus 
on the verbal proposition "man is fox;' and therefore the implied qualities "sly;' 
"crafty;' or "careful:' Yet we probably also visualize the vehicle or the "fox" and 
through this process instantly transfer those visual qualities into words. It appears that 
metaphors vary in their reliance on imagery to convey meaning (Verbrugge, 1977): 

some metaphors produce a vivid image that seems more important than the verbal 
proposition, while others contain a clear proposition with little imagery at all. 

What bearing does this finding have on teaching students to understand and produce 
their own metaphors? You may find that students do well at producing metaphors that 
start with an abstract tenor, one that is verbal rather than visual. So they might find 
metaphors for "friendship" or "school life:' Or you might use as tenor inner states such 
as "contentment" or "sadness" which are so intangible that we can know them only 
through metaphor. For example, one student of mine developed an extended metaphor 
beginning, "Depression is a heavy weight on my chest:' However, metaphors anchored 
in the visual are more difficult for them: asking them to find a metaphor for "the 
atmosphere of a restaurant" or "a walk in the woods" may prove more difficult. 

This contrast between the verbal and the visual components is nowhere more 
apparent than in the mixed metaphor. Consider the metaphor "Kansas is the heart of 
the bread basket:' Often the incongruity of the mixed metaphor- and thus the humor 
we find in it-is the result of it making sense as a verbal proposition, though the image 
it produces is preposterous. We might paraphrase this metaphor as "Kansas is the most 
important state of the wheat producing region:' As a verbal proposition this interpreta
tion of the metaphor makes sense. But the image this metaphor creates is a human heart 
in a basket of bread! So it is the image that is incongruous and therefore humorous. 

Here too your students may fail to see the humor in mixed metaphors you show 
them. They may also produce mixed metaphors themselves. It is important here to 
understand why this might happen and not to impose our stringent literary standards 
that downgrade the mixed metaphor. As a metaphor it is as serviceable as any other, 
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and for the students it may be a way they choose to express themselves through 
metaphor. 

This current research has been refining and redefining our understanding of meta
phor, and its main implication for the classroom is that we can increase student 
understanding of metaphor well beyond our pat definition that "it says one thing in 
terms of another:' We can combine this information with opportunities for students to 
identify metaphor in a broad range of contexts and to produce their own metaphors. 
Among books I recommend are Teaching for the Two-Sided Mind by Linda Williams 
and Metaphors and Symbols by Roland Bartel. Several books are also available 
through SES Associates (121 Brattle Street, Cambridge, MA 02138) including the 
Making It Strange and the Strange and Familiar series for elementary and secondary 
students and The Metaphorical Way of Learning and Knowing, an all-purpose intro
duction to metaphorical teaching. 

In my own work teaching students in college-level composition classes to compose 
with metaphor I have developed some techniques for teaching them both to compre
hend and create metaphors. Generally I begin by bringing in examples of metaphor 
from a variety of common sources-advertisements, history books, accounts of scien
tific discoveries, speeches, and newspaper articles. These are non-literary sources, so 
this selection helps to make the point that metaphor is not just a stylistic device 
confined to literature, but is instead a common means of conceptualizing and communi
cating. Students might also be asked to bring in their own examples. We arrive at a 
common definition of metaphor and then consider the following questions : 'Where is 
the metaphor?" "What is it doing in the text?": and "What does it mean?" 

Through this process we begin to focus on the larger conceptual value of metaphor in 
different written contexts. This method contrasts with the more traditional approach 
that presents metaphors in isolation and trains students to discern the minute dif
ferences between metonymy and synecdoche. In addition, this part of the process 
enables students to see the pervasiveness of metaphor as a conceptual device in our 
culture and helps build confidence in their ability to understand metaphor. 

In the second stage each student creates her own metaphor and then uses it as the 
controlling metaphor for an essay. Here we practice by using a collaborative brain
storming technique borrowed from the book Writing the Natural Way by Gabriele 
Rico. For example, I might write the topic "dorm life" on the blackboard. Then we 
brainstorm qualities associated with dorm life: making friends, sharing clothes, lack of 
privacy, junk food, freedom from rules, self-discipline, doing laundry, and so on. Then 

the class begins to create metaphors for dorm life: survival training, a never-ending 
party, a madhouse, living in a heavy metal concert, backstage at a Miss America 
pageant, the real education, and so on. The qualities we generate during the first part of 
the brainstorm help students focus on the multiple aspects of dorm life; they work with 

it broken down into many components instead of trying to extrapolate from the 
undifferentiated term "dorm life." This initial brainstorm lays the groundwork for the 
variety of metaphorical concepts that follows . 

Results from pedagogical applications and metaphor research suggest that metaphor 
is a valuable heuristic for student writing. It provides a means of conceptualizing and 
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gammg control of a topic. Here often students feel they are unqualified or have 
insufficient facts to speak knowledgeably about a subject. Yet through metaphor they 
discover an alternate mode of knowing, through which they know more than they 
think they know. My students, for example, found metaphors for the aging process, a 

topic remote to most of them. 
They may also learn to explore a concept, to find out what they think about a topic 

through extending a metaphor. One student explored the problem of artist's block 

through metaphor:. 

The blank page; the white canvas; the empty void ... all of these are phrases used 
to describe the problem that plagues most artists. Where does one start is the 
question that comes forth . What does an artist do when faced with an undefin
able wall? It is a common thing for an artist to at some point be unable to 
produce. Because she or he will meet up with the "wall:' Ideas run out, nothing is 
new, and the doldrums get in the way .... A blank page can cause a blank 
mind. . . and the wall can seem to go up and on forever. . . . The wall is her 
lack of practice and fear of failure .... Another wall is the artist's audience. 

They may learn that any topic can be viewed through many perspectives. My class 
discovered that views of dorm life may vary from a madhouse to a Miss America 
pageant to an educational experience. Or they may form a new concept as my friend 
did about living in New Orleans. At the very least they should discover that making 
connections requires imagination as much as reason. Composing with metaphor will 
move them beyond simply memorizing a definition and give them instead a technique 

for making meaning. 
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This past summer I did some serious thinking about a common lament of English 
teachers at all levels: Whatever happened to the skill of proofreading? Why do we keep 
seeing the same kinds of simple (yes, most of them really are simple) errors in st.udents' 
writing assignments? More importantly, could anything be done during the upcoming 
school year in my classroom to improve the situation? 

Through the years I have had many of my junior high school students say, "If my 
ideas are good, why does all this other stuff matter?" My customary reply has been to 
try to explain that there are real differences between spoken and written language, and 
that "all this other stuff" can sometimes detract greatly from good ideas in writing. I 
know that there are English teachers who have discontinued teaching spelling, punctua
tion, and grammar (at least in a direct way), but I am not one of them. I do not believe 
that most students will learn these things through an osmosis-like exposure to the 
printed word. 

Nevertheless, I was still faced with the dilemma of proofreading - or rather the lack 
of it - by my students. Was it happening because they really didn't have a good 
understanding of how to go about it, or was it because they simply weren't taking the 
time to do it? I suspected that it was probably a combination of both. Therefore, I had 
to come up with an idea that would provide for the direct application of previously 
learned (7) skills on a regular basis. 

As I considered the matter further, several points about any activity I might decide 
upon came quickly to the forefront. First, it had to be something that could easily be 
incorporated into an already overloaded curriculum. Second, it had to provide students 
with practice aimed at improving the · kinds of errors I was tired of seeing in their 
writing. Third, it had to be something all of us could live with for an entire school year, 
allowing for minor adjustments if necessary. I wanted my students to view this as a 
meaningful activity and one that could help them gain points (both literally and figura
tively) with other teachers who also require them to write, I am happy to say, on a 
regular basis. In addition, from a purely selfish standpoint, anyone who teaches six 
classes a day and has four preparations is not looking for a big increase in terms of 
paper work, so the activity had to also be wo.rkable for me. 

I next made a list of the kinds of writing errors I felt my students should be able to 
eliminate between the rough and final draft stages if they were willing to take the time 
to do it. My list contained the following: 
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spelling in general 
homonyms - to / too/ two, there / their / they're, and other culprits 
capitalization - not a big problem at the jr. high level; but not something to 

ignore, either 
punctuation 
sentence fragments and run-ons 
sentences that don't make sense because of awkward phrasing, words left out, 
etc. 

With this list in mind, I devised The Weekly Edit. I realize that this is probably not 
the most exciting title in the world, but it does have a certain journalistic flavor, and it 
definitely beats The Weekly Proofreading. Each Monday my students receive a Weekly 
Edit paragraph. It is their job to correct all the errors - using the original sheet, which 

is triple-spaced, as their rough draft - and then to hand in a perfectly edited version -
written in ink on their own paper - by Wednesday. I read them, circle any remaining 
errors, assign a number grade (explained below), and return their papers to them on 
Friday. Using an overhead projector, I then spend about five minutes of class time to 
explain, reinforce, and answer any questions (or gripes) students may have about that 
week's assignment. The following Monday we begin again with a new paragraph. 

I try to prepare about eight weeks' worth of paragraphs at a time (roughly enough for 
one grading period) , since there is usually at least one "short" week per quarter because 
of vacation breaks of various sorts. I cleverly decided to use different paragraphs for 
my eighth and ninth grade classes, figuring that if the activity is one I decide to continue 
using next year, I won't have to scramble for other sets of paragraphs at that time. 
Occasionally the examples I use are entirely of my own creation, but most of the time I 
simply "borrow" paragraphs found in the . many textbook examination copies I've 
accumulated over the past fifteen years of teaching. I do have to insert the errors, of 
course, but that isn't difficult, and sometimes my less-than-perfect typing invents a few 
for me as well. I always include a variety of mistakes in each paragraph. They range 
from the very simple (a leap-off-the-page mis- spelled word, a sentence not beginning 
with a capital letter, or a question mark where a period obviously belongs) to the more 
complex (a word left out of a sentence, an introductory adverb clause masquerading as 
a complete sentence, or half a set of quotation marks). Sometimes I include a sentence 
that really doesn't have much to do with the rest of the paragraph just to see if they're 
paying attention. I am very deliberate about my choice of errors, an_d I especially try to 
incorpo'rate examples of mistakes that have appeared in other writing assignments done 
during the course of the year. 

I had insisted to myself from the outset that I was going to keep this activity as simple 
as possible for all of us, and that had to include grading. At the beginning of the year I 
provided my students with what I thought was a fair rationale for The Weekly Edit, and 
they seemed to buy it. I explained that each week's assignment would be worth ten 
points . After all, this wasn't to be a major creative endeavor on their part. A perfectly 
edited paragraph would earn them ten points, a paragraph containing one to five errors 
would earn five points, and if they handed in something still containing more than five 
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mistakes, they'd get a zero on the assignment for that week. We were working for 
accuracy - right? 

About three weeks into the school year I detected definite rumblings in the ranks (jr. 
high students are not very subtle) concerning my "simplified" grading system. Those 
who had made only one mistake, for example, considered themselves above those who 
had made five. One student, who had received a "0" two weeks in a row for six 
mistakes, stated flatly: "At least I did my assignment! Shouldn't that be worth some
thing? Maybe I'll just quit doing these dumb things if I'm not going to get any credit for 
trying!" I told them that I'd do some thinking about it over the weekend because I could 
see their point of view (and I really could). 

The following Monday I announced these revisions in the grading system for The 
Weekly Edit assignments : 

Points Earned 
10 

8 

5 

2 

0 

If 
perfect 
1 error 
2-5 errors 
more than 5 errors but submitted on time 
not turned in 

I am still using these guidelines and will continue to do so for the rest of the year. My 
students, for the most part, are also satisfied. The correcting takes less time than I 
thought it might, since all I do is read, circle, and score. Comments are made when 
papers are returned on Friday. This activity is, it must be remembered, only a very 
small part of the curriculum I cover. 

My main objective for trying this activity, of course, was to improve students' 
proofreading skills. Has it? My answer as I write this mid-way through the school year 
is an unqualified "Maybe:' There still aren't very many l0's earned each week, but there 
are more than when we started. Several students who used to get S's are earning S's, and 
not many only get a 2 anymore. I do have one ninth-grader who has yet to turn in a 
paragraph, but then he hasn't bothered to submit much else this year, either. As far as 
noticeable improvement in their other regular writing assignments, I have seen some. I 
hope it will continue. I am not expecting an overnight success. 

Two very good things have resulted from this endeavor, however. Parental support 
has been great, and what teacher can't use that these days? One mother commented at 
conference time: "So this is what my daughter has been complaining about! She's not 
getting any more sympathy from me. This is a good idea. Keep it up:' More impor
tantly, though, I think my students do have a clearer understanding of what proofread
ing involves. It does not replace any of the other steps in the writing process, nor can it 
cover up poorly developed ideas. It does take time, and it is picky work. I am quite sure 
that not one of them is even remotely considering a future as a professional proof
reader, but my hope is that they will continue to use some of the techniques learned in 
my classroom in the years to come. 
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Over the past fifteen to twenty years, scholars have begun an intensive re
examination of the lives of women. Autobiographical works by women, past and 
present, have become a central part of this re-examination because women's stories, 
recorded in a variety of forms, provide the most accurate assessment of what women's 
lives were and are like. 

As a teacher of courses on autobiography, I have done extensive reading of autobio
graphical works by women: diaries and journals, letters, memoirs, and formal autobi
ographies. My current research involves the study of unpublished diaries and journals 
written by nineteenth-century women in Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin. Funded by a 
grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities, I am completing a book
length critical study of the private texts of approximately 100 of these women; and I am 
preparing the diary of one woman, Caroline Seabury of St. Paul, for publication by the 
University of Wisconsin press in 1988. 

My research and reading have shown me that women did not write their autobiogra
phies in any one form. In fact, relatively few women have written an "autobiography 
proper;' defined by critic Roy Pascal as a narrative which "involves the reconstruction 
of the movement of a life, or part of a life, in the actual circumstances in which it was 
lived" and which accurately renders a "coherent shaping of the past;' establishing a 
"consistency of relationship between the self and the outside world" (5-9). Many more 
women have written in what have been termed "nontraditional" autobiographical 
forms-the diary or journal, the letter, the oral autobiography, the memoir, and the 
daybook. Once we begin to study the splendid variety of stories written by women 
about their lives, we realize that Pascal's definition of autobiography (formulated 
almost exclusively on autobiographical forms used by men) needs to be expanded. 
Emphasis needs to be shifted away from "autobiography proper" toward a continuum 
of forms of autobiography, each characterized by its own aspects and all included under 
the genre's umbrella. 

Such a shift in emphasis will help us to account for the existence of tens of thousands 
of autobiographical materials, many written day by day with no editor except the 
writer herself or himself, many written without explicit statements regarding purpose 
or intended audience, many written without the author's assumption that the finished 
text would reflect a comprehensive account of one's life. 

Like many other scholars, teachers, and readers of autobiography, I am involved in 
efforts to decanonize the genre and to bring relatively unstudied forms of autobiogra
phy to our attention. Our growing awareness of the context surrounding the creation of 
each autobiographical text (i. e., the writer's experience of sex, race, ethnicity, class, 
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age, sexual preference, geographical location, era) is an integral part of our ability to 
read the work thoughtfully and carefully, appreciative of the story that unfolds. With 
these thoughts in mind, I would like to share the following bibliography of primary 
sources on forms of women's autobiography. 

I would note that this bibliography is selective, not comprehensive, and that it 
reflects my own reading experiences and, to some degree, my research specialization. 
This bibliography is not intended to assess the relative literary merits of any of the 
entries included, nor is it intended to assert that any work not included is unworthy of 
consideration as a form of women's autobiography. Rather, this is a selective list of 
primary sources, compiled at a particular time and place by an individual with specific 
interests and experiences in the field of women's autobiography. It is my hope that this 
bibliography will prove useful to scholars, teachers, students, and readers of autobiog
raphy. 
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With increasing awareness about China generally, American interest in its literature 
becomes more pronounced as well. Among the greatest of twentieth-century Chinese 
novelists, Lau She published his masterpiece,Rickshaw, serially in 1937. The novel is 
the story of Hsiang Tzu, a young man who moves from his rural village to Peking after 
the death of his parents . Having no marketable assets other than his strength, Hsiang 
Tzu decides to support himself by becoming a rickshaw puller, for he admires the style 
and endurance of the pullers he has observed. Hsiang Tzu initially assumes that his 
strength and enthusiasm are all that are needed to assure success in Peking of the mid-
1930s. But he soon learns differently; the city's institutions and people seem created to 
take advantage of him, especially since his provincial background makes him unaware 
of the complexities of city life, and his wish to earn a satisfying living through 
possessing a rickshaw is constantly thwarted. He does, occasionally, own a rickshaw; 
at other times he rents one from the Jen Ho Agency, run by Old Liu and his daughter, 
Hu Niu, who soon manipulates him into marrying her. Although he does meet people 
who deal kindly with him-the Ts'ao family is an example here-more often he finds 
himself victimized. After the death of Hu Niu in childbirth, he denies himself marriage 
to Hsiao Fu Tzu, a young woman who has prostituted herself to support her father and 
two younger brothers, because he feels he does not have the means to care for her 
family. Both Hsiang Tzu and Hsiao Fu Tzu recognize their need for each other, but 
Hsiang Tzu nevertheless abandons her. Later, when he learns that he may be re
employed by the compassionate Ts'ao family will also take in Hsiao Fu Tzu, he searches 
for her but learns she has hanged herself in shame after resuming her prostitution. 
Hsiang Tzu then loses interest in himself and in his life, deteriorates rapidly, and 
disappears among the impoverished masses of Peking. Though his focus is on Hsiang 
Tzu, Lao She attempts to clarify the obstacles faced by an impoverished but able
bodied person in urban Chinese society of the 1930s. Primarily, Lao suggests that self
centeredness-what he calls "individualism" -is the major vice of the society. Concern 
for the self distorts humane impulses which may otherwise be present in the individual. 
It also assures that people of kindly intent are used to advantage by others. Although 
most readers recognize that Hsiang Tzu must be understood in the context of his 
society, the relatively limited number of English critics who have commented on the 
novel have varying reactions to Hsiang Tzu. Jean M. James asserts that "Hsiang Tzu is 
the offspring of the womb of a diseased society: its product, not its victim. Hsiang Tzu 
is victimized only once, by the detective who shakes him down. In other instances he 
has a choice and always, whether out of fear for his own selfish interest or out of pride 
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or greed, he chooses badly" (x-xi). But Ranbir Vohra asserts "the story of Hsiang-Tzu is 
a description of the process whereby a 'good' man becomes 'evil' .... He is destroyed 
by the moral sickness which pervades society" (100). My own view is closer to Vohra's 
than to James'. For the most part, I believe Hsiang Tzu's moral decline occurs primarily 
because of factors beyond his control. Due to his provincial background, his inherent 
lack of vision, and his niavete, Hsiang Tzu is largely unable to understand the 
situations he encounters in Peking and thus cannot assess them as a more sophisticated 
person might. The callous society he lives in soon discovers Hsiang Tzu to be a gullible 
victim. To understand Hsiang Tzu, one must then examine these inherent, inescapable 
qualities in him and see how they contribute to his moral decline. 

Hsiang Tzu's provincial background hinders his social development in Peking in two 
significant ways. He suffers from both a verbal deficiency-his inability to express 
himself clearly-and a social confusion-his inability to respond to the people he 
meets. Both problems arise from the fact that the skills needed to correct them were not 
valued in the village in which he grew up. But they are desperately needed in the 
socially complex society of Peking. At first, Hsiang Tzu believes that he need rely on 
nothing more than his strength and determination for success. Almost immediately, 
though, he finds that his limited verbal abilities hinder him. When he is first renting a 
rickshaw, for instance, he initially loses customers because, out of eagerness to secure a 
fare, he speaks abruptly, stammering and blurting out his words. And after his mar
riage to Hu Niu, he discovers, to his frustraton, that he cannot effectively convey his 
annoyance with Hu Niu's habits. Later in the novel, when he works for the Hsia family, 
he is disturbed by the disputes between the family and its servants, yet he "never tried 
to make peace. He didn't know the right words . . :' (205) . Hsiang Tzu does think, he 
does feel , but he cannot bring his impressions to the surface and verbalize them. If he 
could, his existence would not frustrate him to the extent that it does . 

Because of his verbal ineptitude, Hsiang Tzu finds himself in a general social isolation 
which he would like to breech but cannot . He wishes to relate to others but has no idea 
how to do so. When he first works as a rickshaw puller for the difficult Yang family, he 
does not know how to respond to their conflicting demands and is baffled by the 
animosities within the family. Should he try to make peace between them? Recognizing, 
too, that the family exploits him, he has no idea of how to deal with his frustration . He 
finally explodes, throwing back Mrs . Yang's insultingly small tip and leaving the house. 
His anger stems in part from the fact that he wishes for some connection with the family 
but cannot establish it. 

The fact that Hsiang Tzu desires to reach out to others, to communicate with them
yet lacks the skill to do so-also explains why he succumbs so easily to Hu Niu's wiles. 

He responds gratefully to her interest in him even while feeling there is something 
vaguely suspicious about it . He even senses he would like to pour out his heart to her 
but he is too restrained to do so. Instead, he allows himself to be led by Hu Niu, 
offering ineffectual resistance all the time. 

Finally, although he is not particularly intelligent, Hsiang Tzu is perceptive enough to 
realize he is missing something in his relations with others. When he works for the 
kindly Ts'aos, for instance, they give him small tips. Lao states that "these bits of 
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money didn't add up to much but they made him aware of the sort of human 
relationships and consideration that made a person pleased at heart" (59). Hsiang Tzu 
immediately recognizes kindness and would like to respond similarly if circumstances 
and his own circumscribed experience would allow it. 

Hsiang Tzu suffers, then, because his provincial inexperience with social relation
ships precludes his forming important bonds with others. This lack of communicative 
ability increases his sense of isolation, for he sees himself cut off from others and finds 
himself ill-treated by them. When he agonizes over Hu Niu's supposed pregnancy, Lao 
writes 

What made him even more upset was that there was no place he could go to 
complain of his wrongs . He had no parents, no brothers, no sisters, no friends . 
Ordinarily he thought of himself as a fine fellow without ties or hindrances . His 
head reached the sky and his feet pressed the earth. He was involved in nothing 
and entrapped in nothing . Now he realized how wrong he was; men cannot exist 
by themselves (88-89). 

After he is robbed by the corrupt Detective Sun of the secret police, he cries, "What did 
I ever do to anyone?" (105). A short time later, after he learns that the Ts'ao family has 
fled to Shanghai leaving him behind, he realizes he can only return to the Jen Ho 
Agency and, consequently, to Hu Niu. "There's no otmir place I can go;' he concludes 
(120). Lao adds, "This one sentence expressed all the grievance, mortification, and 
helplessness in Hsiang Tzu's heart" (120). 

Thus, Hsiang Tzu never breaks through the ring of social isolation around himself. If 
he could have expressed himself to others, opened himself to them, he would not have 
become so self-absorbed and the course of his life might have been different. But he 
cannot be other than he is. 

Hsiang Tzu'.s naivete grows directly out of his limited social awareness and it works 
hand in hand with his rapacious desire for a rickshaw. When the Japanese armies are 
near the city, a customer offers him a sizable amount of money for taking him outside 
the city walls . Hsiang Tzu debates only briefly before accepting, for the fare will pay 
him two dollars instead of the usual thirty cents . A short distance out of the city, 
Chinese soldiers arrest Hsiang Tzu and confiscate his beloved rickshaw. When he 
eventually escapes from the soldiers, he takes with him three army camels as compensa
tion for his loss. But his frustration with caring for the camels and his awareness that 
their sale could provide money toward another rickshaw leads him to sell them quickly. 
Later he discovers they would have brought much more in the city. Obviously, Hsiang 
Tzu's innocence about practical matters limits his opportunities. 

His naivete about women also handicaps him. He hardly understands the desire he 
feels when Hu Niu pays attention to him. Ultimately, he is seduced because he does not 
grasp his own sensual nature, and he suffers greatly when he must admit that he has not 
lived up to the image he has had of himself . 

Also limiting for Hsiang Tzu is his lack of vision, his lack of imagination. This sense 
has never been cultivated in him. In his early years, he was simply preoccupied with 
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staying alive, and once in Peking, he sees ownership of a rickshaw as the only thing 
necessary for security and satisfaction in life. Initially, his strength and enthusiasm 
carry him along, and he feels considerable pride in his work, but his work soon 
becomes a limiting obsession: nothing is important but his rickshaw. 

This obsession underscores how very practically Hsiang Tzu responds to life. He's 
strong; therefore, he feels he will do well as a rickshaw puller. So intrigued is he with 
owning the rickshaw that he does not consider that his strength must be nurtured. He 
pushes himself too hard to earn money and is even careless with the rickshaws he rents. 
In his naivete he assumes that hard work and dedication will enable him to succeed. Lao 
writes, "All he was concerned about was his rickshaw; his rickshaw could produce 
wheat cakes and everything else he ate. It was an all-powerful field which followed 
obediently after him, a piece of animated, precious earth" (13). His own health, the 
approaching Japanese army, his relationships with other people-all are ignored. After 
a bout of illness, he goes back to work before he is well and then denies himself good 
quality food so he can save more money. Even after his marriage to Hu Niu he really 
finds identity only in his work. After abusing himself in the heat and sudden cold of a 
summer day, he is sick in bed for days, ignoring the gradual destruction of his one asset, 
his strength. 

But Hsiang Tzu's lack of vision goes beyond his failure to recognize that he must care 
for his physical needs. His most serious oversight comes toward the end of the novel 
when he fails to recognize that he should nurture his own feelings of compassion and 
love, qualities which could give him self respect and personal happiness. Specifically, he 
stoically represses his love for Hsiao Fu Tzu because he feels that to marry her would 
further burden him financially because he must then care for her family. His lack of 
imagination blinds him to the renewal which could come through marriage to Hsiao Fu 
Tzu and thus prepares for his further moral deterioration. 

Gradually Hsiang Tzu begins to doubt the likelihood of his making anything of his 
life. Even early in the novel he fluctuates between hope and despair. Soon after his 
seduction by Hu Niu, he decides that "he knew that he was a good man. There was 
nothing to fear, nothing to worry about. He was bound to make it as long as he worked 
hard" (54). But a short time later, he feels he will never amount to anything: "Never 
mind how ambitious he was, it was all futile" (58). He continues to fluctuate between 
these two views, finally coming to believe that he has little to hope for. His pessimism 
increases his sense that life is fated. Trying to find money for a rickshaw, he reflects, "A 
hero never asks for help. Obviously, if it's in my destiny to buy a rickshaw, I'll buy one. 
I won't beg from others" (72). Later, deciding that he should perhaps marry Hu Niu, he 
thinks, "Not to give into your fate is suicidal!" (85) and when he accepts an invitation 
from Hu Niu to attend her father's birthday party, he decides "he recognized his fate 
when he saw it" (121). As he sees himself exerting significant effort but getting no 
benefits, he begins to lose confidence in his moral code and deteriorates. 

One may even see hints of Hsiang Tzu's moral deterioration early in the novel. 
Perhaps one could even trace his decline to his stealing of the army's camels, but this act 
does not really undermine his value system, for no one else is affected by the theft, an 
important consideration within the Confucian value system in which Hsiang Tzu has 
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been raised. One might also cite his preoccupation with the money his rickshaw brings 
in, but again this does not affect his moral code. But perhaps it does. After he loses the 
rickshaw to the army, he must go back to Old Liu at the Jen Ho Agency. He's now only 
concerned with saving money for a new rickshaw, refusing to polish the rickshaws and 
even stealing passengers from other pullers. As he becomes more mercenary, he no 
longer shows pride in his work. 

Eventually, he becomes increasingly convinced that it is not important how he lives, 
only that he acquire money, the one means of his again owning a rickshaw. After Kao 
Ma, the Ts'aos' servant, tells him he need not feel shame over a rickshaw accident he 
has had, Lao declares that Hsiang Tzu "recalculated everything. He knew Kao Ma's 
words were reasonable. Everything was false. Only money was real. Save your money 
and buy a rickshaw" (67). Still, he relinquishes his traditional values only gradually. 
When he stays next door to the Ts'aos after he has been robbed of his savings of thirty 
dollars by the Detective Sun, he momentarily thinks of stealing something from the 
Ts'aos' house as a recompense. But immediately, "his heart jumped. No. No, it was 
impossible to be a thief. Impossible!" (115). 

His decline resumes after the unfortunate marriage to Hu Niu. Again and again,. the 
marriage affronts his dignity and self respect, for he must acknowledge that he was 
deceived into thinking that Hu Niu was pregnant. He is further repulsed by her sexual 
demands and even finds his own body revolting. His financial dependence on Hu Niu 
also disturbs him. "Now you can accept money when someone gives it to you but 
there's absolutely no way to regard yourself as a man afterwards," he despairs (149). 
When Hu Niu does actually become pregnant later on, Hsiang Tzu is pleased, believing 
that his life will no longer be empty. But both Hu Niu and the child eventually die. 

After the death of Hu Niu and the resultant funeral expenses, Hsiang Tzu's moral 
decline continues precipitously with only one momentary pause. Forced to admit that 
he will never really amount to anything, he has little concern for what others think of 
him or even for what he thinks of himself. When he works for the Hsias, he does not 
avoid the inviting glances of Mrs. Hsia and eventually is willingly seduced by her. After 
he leaves her employ he discovers he has venereal disease and uncharacteristically jokes 
about it with other pullers. Losing his self respect, he argues that "the poisonous boil of 
life [can] be numbed for a while only by using tobacco, drink, and women" (212). He 
becomes profane, provokes fights, is rude to police and passengers. Reviving when he 
bitingly tells Old Liu what he thinks of him, he locates the Ts'aos and finds they will 
accept him back into their employ. He now decides that he can marry Hsiao Fu Tzu 
only to discover that she has hanged herself in despair. 

Hsiang Tzu now gives up and his moral deterioration becomes complete. He indulges 
himself, takes advantage of others, borrows money and does not pay it back. His 
increasing self-centeredness-his "individualism" -finishes his decline. He eventually 
informs on the official Yuan Ming, who is then executed. Hsiang Tzu receives a 
significant amount of money for his information, but he nevertheless fades into 
oblivion among the masses of Peking. 

Thus, Lao concludes his tale of Hsiang Tzu. Lao obviously views Chinese society of 
the 1930s as controlled by erratic bureaucratic forces which reach into the lives of those 
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who have no idea of how the society is structured. Lao largely pictures the society 
objectively, despairing of it and offering little in the way of hope . Even Mr. Ts'ao is 
relatively impotent in his efforts to improve matters. Hsiang Tzu and others like him 
can do nothing to save themselves from despair since they in turn have been shaped by 
the society. For Lao, most Chinese of the 1930s seem destined to disintegrate in a society 
which cares nothing for them. 
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(Note: The material for this article was originally presented as personal testimony 
against Minnesota's English Language Bill HF 173 and SF 222 in a hearing before the 
House Committee on General Legislation, Veterans Affairs, and Gaming on March 24, 
1987. The bill was tabled in committee, an action which permits continued activity in 
the second year of the session. 

Many of the facts presented here are elaborated in greater detail in the author's 
forthcoming dissertation, which examines the 1980s movement in the context of histori
cal precedents of language control.) 

Language rights on non-English speaking minorities in the United States has become 
more hotly contested in this decade than ever before in our history. Current battles can 
be viewed as a reaction to the three prior decades (1950-1979) during which a complex 
interaction of linguistic research, civil rights legislation, and legal decisions created 
minority language rights with respect to voting, education, and health and safety 
issues. The 1980s reaction focuses on bilingual ballots, bilingual education, and bilin
gual social programs created in the 1970s, particularly as these programs seek explicitly 
to maintain native cultures . The confrontation has provoked a political response 
determined to "protect" English by declaring it the official language of local, state, and 
federal governments as the following table reveals: 

DATE 

1980 
Florida 

1981 
97th 
Congress 

ENGLISH-ONLY LEGISLATIVE ATTEMPTS IN THE 19805 

LEGISLATIVE ATTEMPT 

Ordinance requiring English 
to be the official language 
of Dade County 

English Language Amendment 
(ELA) to the Constitution 
proposed in Senate by 
Hayakawa 

OUTCOME 

Passed with 3-2 margin 

Politely ignored 



40 

1982 Hayakawa offers amendment to 
Aug. Senate Immigration Bill, de

claring the sense of the 
Congress that English is of
ficial language of country. 

November Proposition O (San Francisco); 
1983 voters approve local advisory 
Calif. 

November 
1984 
Calif. 

1983-4 
Congress 
98th 
Congress 

1985-6 
99th 
Congress 

November 
1986 

1987 
100th 
Congress 

measure to send a message to 
Washington to abolish bilingual 
ballots 

Proposition 38, California; 
proponents collect 626,000 
signatures to bring to ballot 
a statewide advisory measure 
opposing bilingual voting. 

One ELA proposed 
in both House and Senate 
(Total = 2 bills) 

One ELA proposed in both 
House and Senate; one concurrent 
resolution in both House and 
Senate (Total = 4 bills) 

California Proposition 63: 
English will be the official 
language of the State of 
California 

Four ELAs proposed in House 
plus one concurrent resolu
tion in the House; one 
ELA in Senate 
Total = 6 bills 

Amendment passes, 
73-21 

60-40 % in favor 

71 to 29 % in favor 
statewide; 
56 to 44 % in San 
Francisco 

Cosponsored by 22; no 
vote 

Cosponsored by 109 
No vote 

Passed by 73.2% 

Cosponsored by 88 
No vote yet (100th 
Congress is only 
nine months old) 

Much rhetoric swirls around the issues and many ironies have surfaced. This article 
will address a few of the ironies and the realities often concealed by the rhetorical 
debate and will place the issues in historical perspective. 

In the beginning, English itself was once a minority language. For example, Robert 
Pattison tells us that medieval Europe was basically bilingual: 

The whole population was constantly reminded that no one language sufficed for 
the business of life or embodied the whole culture. Latin prevailed in the Church 
and in the official documents. Traders and businessmen used a pidgin Latin as the 
lingua franca of their transactions. The native languages were used in daily 
affairs and had literatures of their own .. .It is no exaggeration to say that every 
educated man of the Middle Ages was at least bilingual, and as time went on 
there were more and more educated men, so that a very large fraction of the 
whole population was familiar with two or more languages. (Pattison 92-93) 

41 

English (and French and Italian and Spanish) were originally vernaculars, regarded as 
inferior and substandard languages by the power structure of the time. The reality is 
that the written dialect of Latin, like Egyptian hieroglyphics before it, was so rigidly 
controlled that it disappeared from common use in spite of its promotion by those in 
power. Excessive zeal in mandating the use of one language over another may ironically 
produce the opposite effect. 

A similar irony relates to the growth and history of English after its triumph as a 
vernacular. Over the past 300 years, our lexicon eventually absorbed the vocabulary of 
contact languages until eventually, 80 percent of English words have foreign roots 
(McBee 53). Most native speakers of English don't realize that words like cannibal, 
cigar, mosquito, tornado, and vanilla have come directly from the Spanish language, 
for example. How ironic to declare English, the most "kleptomaniac "language in the 
world, as our "official" language. 

The underlying implication of the English-only lobbying effort is that the English 
language is somehow so fragile that it needs protection from harsh blasts by other 
languages (Nunberg) . This assumption about the fragility of English must appear 
bizarre to the French, for example, who have a 350-year-old Academy dedicated to 
weeding out foreign words from the French language. A great deal of time and money is 
spent trying to purge their language of English words such as "weekend" or "drugstore:' 
It is generally agreed that their paranoid policy of rigid control is not successful: they 
have recently admitted the English words "holdup" and "gadget" to their dictionary. 
(US NEWS 52). To others, English needs about as much protection as crabgrass. 

English-only leaders capitalize on the theme that immigrants are refusing to assimi
late. They cite S.I. Hayakawa, the founder of U.S. English and the author of the first 
English Language Amendment, as the model assimilated immigrant. For example, 
Frank Hill, a California assemblyman who sponsored Proposition 63 to make English 
the official language of California, wrote to his constituents: 

Hayakawa, not born in this country and of Japanese ancestry, assimilated and 
epitomizes the successful product of a melting pot society. Hayakawa becomes a 
distinguished author, a college professor, a university president, a United States 
Senator , and one of the foremost experts in the world on the English Language. 
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Hill's rhetoric is quite persuasive, but it conflicts with reality: 
1. Hayakawa was born in Vancouver, Canada, in 1906, to parents of Japanese surna

mes . He was educated in the public schools of Calgary, Alberta and Winnipeg, 
Manitoba, which used English as the primary language of instruction. 

2. Assimilation into the American culture couldn't have been too hard for Hayakawa, 
since English was his primary language. According to his biography in 20th Century 
Authors, "he speaks Japanese only with difficulty, and cannot read or write it" 
(Kunitz 422) . Hayakawa himself admits he does not speak Japanese (Cong. Rec.). 

3. Hayakawa's education and cultural background was remarkably similar to Ameri
can standards, as indicated on the book cover of his Language in Thought and 
Action: 

His education was typically American: he studied at the University of Manitoba 
and McGill in Canada, and tried his hand at such various jobs as delivery boy, 
traveling salesman, taxi-driver and advertising copy writer. 

To hold Hayakawa up as a perfectly assimilated immigrant cruelly denies the reality of 
refugees' and immigrants' struggles with a language, culture, and society much different 
than those they have left. 

Hayakawa actually encountered a great deal of racial prejudice when he emigrated to 

the United States. He was denied citizenship from 1939 to 1954 because of anti-Japanese 
hysteria at the time. "I was advised in my youth that there were many jobs and careers I 
could not hope to aspire to because of my race," he once wrote (Moritz 194) . 

Racial discrimination has affected other leaders of the movement as well . Gerda 
Bikales, executive secretary of U.S. English until mid-1987, had fled Nazi Germany in 
the 1940s and eventually settled in the United States. Emmy Shafer, who led the 
successful Dade County drive to make English official in 1980, also escaped the Nazis in 
the 1940s. After the Mariel boatlift in 1980, she wanted the Cubans to go home: "I love 
Miami-the way it was at the time ... Unbelievable . Friendly, no problems. You didn't 
feel you were in a foreign country. [I want Miami back] the way it used to be" (Thomas 
26) . Thus three leaders of the movement to make English the official language have 
experienced racial discrimination themselves. (A full analysis of the phenomena is 
beyond the scope of this article but would make a fascinating study.) 

The leader of the English-only movement in Minnesota, Paul Thiede (IR-Pequot 
Lakes) , provides several ironies. Thiede, who proposed Minnesota's English-only bill in 
early 1987, is second-generation German and admits that he speaks no German. 
However, he insists upon the German pronunciation of his name: 'Teedy:' English 
speakers would pronounce it 'Theedy;' like "theatre" and "third" and "thesis"; in fact, 
most English speakers at hearings and debates pronounce it that way and are duly 
corrected by Thiede. It seems ironic that Thiede, who swears by English as a tool for 
assimilating immigrants, still asserts his cultural heritage in the German pronunciation 
of his name. 

In Thiede's press release announcing the filing of Minnesota's English-only bill, he 
pulled a penny out of his pocket and invoked our national motto, "E Pluribus Unum" -
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"From many, one:' His rhetorical selection is ironic, for of course, the "E Pluribus 
Unum" inscription is a Latin phrase. If English becomes our official language, must we 
reject all the Latin phrases on our coins and in our courts and official documents? 
Should we follow the French Academy's lead and purge English of the 80 percent of our 

lexicon that is of foreign origin? 
The widespread perception underlying Thiede's rhetoric is that previous immigrants 

immediately rejected their native tongues to embrace English and melt into the Ameri
can culture. However, the reality is that enough immigrants to Minnesota retained for
eign monolingualism that many of Minnesota's official documents in the 19th century 
were published simultaneously in English and Finnish, Swedish, German, French, or 
Norwegian . For example, Governor Horace Austin's annual message in 1872 was 
published in English, French and German; Governor Pillsbury's annual 1877 message 
was printed in English, Swedish, and French (Checklist of Minnesota Documents , 58-
59). No permanent harm seems to have accrued to individuals or to the state as a result 

of Minnesota's official multilingualism. 
The final irony of declaring English the official language of Minnesota involves the 

World Trade Center in St. Paul. How ironic it would be to build a world-class office 
building to attract international · tenants, and then be forced to remind them that 
English-only is the official Minnesota policy. Other international cities have at least 
multilingual street signs, and most international manufacturers print multilingual pack
ages and instructions (hockey equipment, for example, is bilingual in French and 
English). If such legislation passes in Minnesota, we will seem impossibly insular and 

backward, if not paranoid, to our world traders, who already joke: 

What do you call a person who speaks three languages? 
. . . (Trilingual) 

What do you call a person who speaks two languages? 
. . . (Bilingual) 

What do you call a person who speaks one language? 
. . . (American) 
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Writing Groups: History, Theory, and Implications, 
Anne Ruggles Gere. 

Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1987 
by 

Deanna Delmar Evans 
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Everything you've ever wanted to know about writing groups can be found in this 
new volume in the Studies in Writing and Rhetoric Series published for the Conference 
on College Composition and Communication. In Writing Groups Anne Ruggles Gere, a 
professor at the University of Washington, investigates archival material and historical 
accounts to make a strong case for incorporating writing groups into the composition 
classroom and, in the process, dispels the popular myth that such groups are new
fangled classroom diversions designed by overworked or lazy teachers . Gere shows 
that writing groups have existed for centuries, both within and outside of the academic 
community, and have contributed to the development of literacy by enabling writers to 
communicate with one another about their writing. Underlying her conviction about 
the value of writing groups is the assumption that writing is a social activity. 

Gere establishes the legitimacy of writing groups by tracing their history in the U.S., 
both within and outside of the academic setting. Writing groups existed in Colonial 
America as university literary societies, such as Harvard's Spy Club, and outside the 
academic community as self-improvement groups, Ben Franklin's Junto for example. 
Writing groups also have a special place in the history of education for women; such 
groups as the Female Mutual Improvement Society provided an intellectual forum for 
women deprived of more than a rudimentary education. Throughout the nineteenth 
century writing groups of various types and sizes flourished; there were the Lyceum 
groups, the Chautauqua circles, the women's clubs, and the university literary clubs. 
The success of university-sponsored writing groups led to the establishment of "experi
mental" writing groups in high schools by the turn of the century. Research of the day, 
virtually ignored by recent scholars, corroborates contemporary studies which show 
that composition students who participate in writing groups show greater improvement 
in essay writing than their peers in traditional classes. Clear gains are found in the areas 
of student motivation toward writing and revising, audience awareness, critical think
ing skills, and enhanced self-image. 

After establishing that writing groups have historical precedent, Gere considers their 
I 
theoretical basis . She summarizes the positions of several prominent contemporary 
composition theorists (Bruffee, Elbow, Moffett, Macrorie, Murray) who advocate 
writing groups. Gere indicates that theories of language development have affected 
approaches to teaching writing. While Piaget's assumption that language is egocentric 
reinforces the attitude that writing is a solo activity, Vygotsky's theory of language 
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development h · h " 
d 

.' _w ic assumes a social genesis for language," has influenced thos h 
a vacate wntmg groups. e w o 

In her fi~al _two chapters Gere considers the implications of her study and provides 
general guidelmes for the teacher interested in establi"sh· 1 . . 
Sh h . mg c assroom wntmg groups 
de_ em~ as1zes that a non-threatening classroom environment is essential. Acknowl~ 

;h g:ng \.at some teachers have "tried" writing groups without success Gere contends 
~ wn mg groups usually fail because teachers were not committed t~ th 

failed to d e concept or 
. prepare stu ents adequately for group activities . The teacher is "not to 

abdicate responsibility but to assume it differently" (106) G 1 d h . . 
. . ere cone u es t at wntmg 

groups contribute to the development of literacy within a social commun·t 

Th~ b~ok conclude~ with a two-part, forty-page bibliography. The an~;ated first 
part lists m chronological order pertinent relevant studies· the second part . t f 
"W k c d" r , consis s o a 
t or s ite. i~t 0

~ approximately 400 entries. Gere's lucid discussion of the histor 
;etyi-va~~ implications of writing groups together with her extensive bibliograp~ 

af e rztmg Groups a valuable reference tool for any composition teacher and ·n ·t 
so t cover, one that all can afford . ' i i s 

Book Review 

In the Middle 
Nancie Atwell. 

Portsmouth, New Hampshire: 
Boynton/ Cook, 1987 

by 
Margaret A. Reed 
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Nancie Atwell has taught junior high school English in Boothbay Harbor, Maine, 
since 1975. In The Middle is her description of how she teaches reading and writing to 
eighth graders and of the evolution in her thinking that has led her to these practices. 
Although her situation may differ from that of many English teachers-Boothbay 
Harbor is a small, all white community-her approach to teaching and her understand
ing of adolescents have much to offer secondary teachers in any setting. For junior high 
school lauguage arts teachers in particular, this is an important book, one to add to 
their own professional libraries and read soon. 

One of its striking features is that it shows how the ideas of Donald Graves and his 
associates can function in a junior high school setting. A major point Atwell makes is 
that such an approach not only works at this level, but that it is the most sensible way 
to teach a junior high school language arts class. She explains her rationale in an early 
chapter, "Making the Best of Adolescence," where her description of the special charac
teristics of this age group has a ring of accuracy any junior high teacher will recognize. 
Atwell's experience is that the ideas of Graves (and other writing teachers she admires
Susan Sowers, Lucy Calkins, Dixie Goswami, and Donald Murray) succeed best in a 
workshop setting. And she believes that such a setting capitalizes on the special 
characteristics of junior-high-aged students . 

One of Atwell's considerations is that junior high students need to move, as do real 
writers and readers. Therefore, she arranges her classroom so that students can move 
purposefully among various areas to find books of every kind, writing materials, many 
kinds of references and resources, as well as places for response and solitude. Another 
way the workshops acknowledge the needs of this age group is that they are structured 
to let students assume control and responsibility. In the sessions, eighth graders write 
on topics they have chosen and read books they have selected. Atwell brings social 
relationships, which come first with this age group, into the classroom and puts them to 
work in the kind of on-the-job conversation that happens when students talk to one 
another, one-to-one or in small groups, about their reading and writing. Atwell credits 
Dixie Goswami, a teacher at The Bread Loaf School of English Program in Writing, for 
leading her to an understanding of the three basic principles that underlie the work
shop method and that account for its success: time, ownership, and response. 

Because Atwell's reputation as an innovative teacher has spread, Donald Graves and 
eleven other University of New Hampshire professors visited her classroom in the 
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winter of 1983. At day's end, Graves remarked, "You know what makes you such a 
good writing teacher? You're so damned organized:' Atwell acknowledges the accuracy 
of this description in explaining how her writing workshop is set up. She provides time 
for writers to compose-regular, frequent chunks of in-class writing time that students 
come to depend on and plan for. She arranges for the quiet that writers need both to 
write and to talk about writing. She has developed procedures to help students choose 
their own writing topics. To provide for response to an evolving piece of student 
writing, she organizes the room and the class periods so that she can talk regularly with 
every writer and so that writers can also discuss their drafts with their peers. 

On a typical day she begins the class with a five to ten minute mini-lesson about 
writing, ranging from procedural matters (such as how the workshop functions, what 
happens in various parts of the room, evaluation criteria), to craft-of-writing lessons 
(how to revise, brainstorming techniques, conclusions, etc.) to skills (format concerns, 
punctuation problems, spelling, etc.). This lesson is followed by a quick status-of-the
class check, during which students tell her two things about their current work-their 
topics and their plans for the day's workshop. Next comes the heart of the workshop: at 
least thirty minutes of writing and conferring. A five to seven minute group sharing 
session, during which participation is totally voluntary, ends the day's workshop. 

As Atwell explains how each segment of the day works, readers learn more about 
other distinctive features of her program. One constant for students is that they receive 
immediate response in person from her during their writing, rather than in written 
comments at the end. Her techniques for providing this response, with suggestions for 
readers to follow, are the book's most valuable features. She offers specific ideas about 
how to get around to all students in one class period and for ways to keep the paper's 
ownership in the hands of the writer. For instance, she advises teachers not to write on a 
paper at all until it is turned in as a finished product at which time (because she has 
already given much oral input during conferences) she marks only the kinds of errors 
an editor would mark. She suggests ways to keep the conference short and centered on 
content. She offers her ideas about the kinds of questions to ask, the order a conference 
should follow, and the kinds of pitfalls to guard against (like resisting the urge to talk, 
her notion of the hardest part of conferring). 

Other specific ideas include a plan for setting up writing folders, a method for 
evaluating the term's work, lists of suggestions for mini-lessons, rules for students to 
follow during the half-hour writing period, procedures for running the "group share" 
segments, and techniques for helping students discover their own topics. The book's 
appendix contains other items and strategies useful in operating the workshop. Among 
them are lists of student writing contests and publications that accept student work, the 
writing survey she uses to begin and end the year, and lists of kinds of writing that have 
emerged in Boothbay's writing workshops. 

Some of the features Atwell uses in her writing workshops are also present in the 
reading workshops. She stresses the importance of providing students with in-class 
reading time and of letting them select their own books. Each day's reading workshop 
begins with a mini-lesson (procedures of the workshop, "literature" discussions, or 
skills instruction). As with the writing mini-lessons, these are short, since the major 
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activity is in-class, silent reading. During this period of independent reading, Atwell 
moves among students for the first ten minutes, then sits and reads too. She argues 
persuasively for allowing students to include in their reading young adult books. Her 
point is that some of this work has literary merit, but, even more important, it is 
literature that mirrors and celebrates the emerging power of the adolescent mind. 
Atwell's students read an average of 35 books per student each year, a result she 
believes happens because she gives them so much freedom of choice. 

One of Atwell's most innovative practices is the use of a dialogue journal as a way 
she and her students communicate about their reading. Among the many examples of 
student writing she includes in her book are samples of exchanges with her students 
taken from these journals. Included, too, are principles for responding to student's 
entries, ideas for setting up and monitoring a student-to-student exchange about 
literature, and clearly spelled out procedures for initiating and maintaining dialogue 
journals and for evaluating students' works in the reading workshop. 

In the Middle is a rich resource for teachers. For those who are ready to "dive in" 
totally, there is a great wealth of detailed information to serve as a guide. For teachers 
who are not persuaded to take such a total immersion, there is much to select from as a 
beginning point. And Nancie Atwell would applaud this tentative beginning; she 
describes her own odyssey as one of hesitation and disbelief, and one that is still 
evolving. Her words express this sentiment best: 

All the particular methods of writing and reading workshop grow from my 
particular experience; I'm hoping other teachers, in sharing my experience, 
will grow right along with me. After all, if I've ended tip here, anyone can. 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

1. MCTE Spring Conference. The annual MCTE spring conference will be held on 
April 15 and 16, 1988, at the St . Paul Hotel, St. Paul, MN. MCTE invites proposals 
for twenty-five minute presentations or for sessions of three related presentations as 
a joint proposal. Please send a brief description of your proposed paper or session or 
workshop to the appropriate section chair by January 10, 1988. 

1.. Elementary Sessions - Joan Thames, Chair 
Groveland Park Elementary School 
2045 St. Clair Ave . 
St. Paul, MN 55105 
(612) 293-8760 

2. Secondary Sessions - Jean Vinton, Chair 

3. College Literature -

Wayzata Senior High School 

305 Vicksburg Lane 
Plymouth, MN 55447 
(612) 746-3048 

Douglas Leonard, Chair 
College Literature Section 
Department of English 
Gustavus Adolphus College 
St . Peter, MN 56082 
(507) 931-7396 

4. College Composition - John Schifsky, Chair 
Department of Language and Literature 
College of St. Scholastica 
Duluth, MN 55811 
(218) 723-6096 

5. Community College - Judy Harris, Chair 
2819 34th Avenue S.E. 
Rochester, MN 55904 
(507) 289-6450 

6. Proposals for sessions directly related to community college concerns should be 
sent to Judy Harris. 

2. Minnesota English Journal Awards for Best Articles. Two cash prizes of $75.00 each 
will be awarded for the two best articles of 1987-88. These awards will be presented 
at the annual spring conference. Authors should follow the standard Minnesota 
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English Journal submission rules. All articles published in ME/ will be considered 
eligible, although the publications board reserves the right not to grant an award if, 
in its judgement, none of the published articles meet the Publication Board's criteria 
or its standard of excellence. 

3. Call for Reviewers. HELP! The Minnesota English Journal needs book reviewers. If 
you wish to review one or more books for us, please contact Richard Dillman, 
Editor, Minnesota English Journa1,English Department, St. Cloud State University, 
St. Cloud, MN 56301, (612)255-3188. We would like to receive letters of inquiry 
with proposals for potential reviews. 

4. Literacy Conference. The Right to Literacy, a conference sponsored by the MLA, 
Ohio State University, and the Federation of State Humanities Councils, will take 
place in Columbus, Ohio, on 16-18 September 1988. Members of the teaching 
profession at all levels, as well as others interested in the literacy movement, are 
encouraged to attend, or to propose individual papers or entire sessions devoted to 
one of the following areas of concern: 

The Users of Literacy-explorations of the relations between literacy and 
thinking, literacy and citizenship, and literacy and culture. 

Literacy and Its Enemies, Illiteracy and Its Friends-explorations of the ways 
that social forces and institutions affect literacy, with particular attention to 
the resistance that obstructs, or the "support" that trivializes, the pursuit of 
full literacy. 

Becoming Literate Today-exploration of how children and adults learn to 
read and write in their native tongues or in second languages. 

Struggles for Literacy Today-explorations of attempts to achieve literacy in 
different historical periods and different cultures. 

The deadline for submitting proposals is 15 January 1988. Anyone interested should 
request a proposal form from Robert D. Denham, MLA, 10 Astor Place, New York, 
NY 10003. 
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Editorial Policy: Minnesota English Journal 
The Minnesota English Journal is an official organ of the Minnesota Council of 

Teachers of English. It ordinarily appears twice a year, Fall and Winter / Spring. The 
Minnesota English Journal publishes articles of general interest to its membership, 
teachers K through college. Manuscripts from Minnesota teachers are preferred. The 
Journal is distributed free-of-charge to the membership . Individual issues can be orde

red for $3.50 a copy. 
Manuscripts should be submitted to the editor. Please use an approved style sheet, 

either APA or MLA. Footnotes should be included in the text if possible . Manuscripts 

should be 7-18 pages, typed double-spaced. 
Please consult the calls for papers that appear in each issue. At times, special issues 

will focus on specific themes announced in the Journal and posted at the Minnesota 

English Journal booth during the annual MCTE spring convention. 
The editor will make every effort to acknowledge receipt of a manuscript within two 

weeks and to inform the contributor of its acceptance or rejection within 60 days. 
Include with the manuscript a stamped, self-addressed envelope. 

The editor reserves the right to accept or reject a manuscript. The editor may return a 
manuscript to request its revision, and the editor may make minor changes in the 

manuscript without consulting the contributor. 




