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Often, when I mention the Achievement Awards in Writinq 

Program, teachers respond with quizzical looks or "What's that?" 

Since it appears that the program suffers from a lack of publicity, 

a brief description may be in order. 

The program, sponsored annually by the National Council of 

Teachers of English, has two main objectives: "to encourage 

student writers and to recognize publicly some of the best writers 

in the nation." Eligible are high school juniors from public, 

private, and parochial schools in the United States and Canada 

as well as from American schools abroad, who are nominated by their 

English departments. Each student submits two wri~ten compositions: 

a sample of "best writing" and an impromptu theme on a topic 

designated by NCTE. Teams, of two judges each, recommend finalists 

(a maximum number of 876 is possible). Each state is allowed 

finalists, the specific number being proportionate to the state's 

population (for Minnesota the allotment is 16). The District of 

Columbia is allowed four finalists; the Canadian and American 

schools abroad two. The number of nominees depends on the school's 

current total enrollment in grades 10,11, and 12. Selection is not 

made by an individual teacher but is agreed upon by the English 

department often a group of teachers or a committee of high school 
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teachers and students -- in a preliminary contest . 

Standards for submission are set forth in the information 

sheet for schools : "The student should write clearly and effec

tively, revealing the ability to think for oneself and demonstrating 

competence in a wide range of writing skills. This may, but does 

nbt necessarily, imply excellence in what is usually called 'cre

ative' writing; the judginq committees may be as favorablv im

pressed by a good expository article as by a good poem, for example. 

A prospective nominee need not express a desire to major in English . " 

Names and addresses of all finalists are printed in a booklet 

which is mailed in October to directors of adr:,issions and to English 

dep1rtment ht ~ds in 3000 colleges, universit i es and junior colleges 

in the Ur 1 ~2d States. A letter recommending these students for 

scholarship s and financial assistance, if needed, accompanies the 

booklet. Governors, state superintendents of education, members of 

Congress, NCTE affiliate organizations, winners and their high 

school principals also receive the announcement. 

In each state a coordinator administers the program and is 

responsible for selection of judqes; a flow of correspondence, 

nomination blanks, entries, tabulations, and other documents 

between schools, judges, NCTE, and the coordinator; check i ng and 

double checking each step in the 8-month process, and in r~se of 

judges' disagreements, making the final-decision or appo in ting a 

team to do so . 



Qualifications for judges can best be presented by quoting 

from "Procedures for Judging the Achievement Awards in Writing 

Competition, 1978": 

In evaluating the two pieces of writing, the judges should 
consider the effectiveness of each piece in terms of its own 
purpose. They should answer for themselves such questions as, 
Do the students show some depth of thought in the quality and 
presentation of ideas? Even if the thought is relatively 
commonplace, do the students show that they have made it their 
own? Are the writers clear about who they are in relation to 
their subject and audience? In their exposition do they show 
that they can think logically? Do the students guide their 
readers through the main points of the paper with appropriate 
transitions and illustrations? Do they provide sufficient 
detail and examples to convince the reader to believe them? 
In more imaginative writing, do they maintain consistent 
patte-rns of detail? Do they suggest ramifications of simple 
ideas or the simple structure of complex ideas? Do they show 
a range of command in vocabulary and sentence patterns? Does 
the diction reveal specificity, aptness, and freshness in the 
use of the language? 

Those are but sample questions a judge might ask. The com
prehensive question is whether or not the writer exhibits 
power to inform and move an audience by means of control of 
a large range of the English language. If the student does 
not show an inquiring mind coping with real issues, the verdict 
should almost certainly be 'No.' But 'fuzziness' should not be 
mistaken for profundity, nor mechanical sloppiness for orig
inality. Furthermore, although editorial and mechanical 
correctness is a virtue, meaningful variations should be 
allowed and the mere absence of mechanical error should not 
be overvalued. Excellent writers may blunder under the con
ditions of impromptu writing even when they have a brief 
period of proofreading; in those cases some mechanical or 
spelling errors should be overlooked. 

It is possible that you will select a finalist who is not 
equally good on both samples of writing. As a rule, flawed 
brilliance is to be preferred over correct dullness. 

fn judging the impromptu, "to demand elegance or startling orig

inality is probably unreasonable, but one can ask for honesty, 
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clarity, and efficient organization." 

Is the program alive in Minnesota? Indeed it is, but it 

can and should be stronger. Last year I received approximately 

75 nominations, and considering the number of juniors in public, 

private and parochial hiqh schools, seventy-five could never 

equal the total number of excellent writers in the entire state . 

Teachers, discuss the nrogram with your department heads, 

principals, and excellent student writers. Contact NCTF for 

details and pertinent forms. Nominate juniors who meet NCTE 

standards and as many as the guidelines will allow, if possible. 

In other words, participate. r,ive these students the opportunity 

to compete with other outstanding writers, to be recognized as 

"some of the best in the nation." Help to elevate writing to the 

level it deserves after all, it is not only a skill, it is also 

a craft and an art. 

I stand ready to help in whatever way I can . Time permitting, 

offer my services as speaker, consultant -- whatever role you may 

wish me to take. Please contact me at the Department of English, 

University of Minnesota, 2D7 Church Street S. E. ~inneapolis, 

Minnesota 55455. 

All of us have a stake in the success of the Achievement 

Awards in Writing Program. 
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