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Teacher htquiry: 
Spelling Matters 

The Elementary Section of the National Council of Teachers of English and 

the Whole Language Umbrella invite those who wish to investigate the role 

of spelling in the curriculum to form local study groups and become part of a 

national conversation . 

lfho should be in,ulve,l? 

Teachers, administrators. parents, interested citizens: anyone wishing to 

engage in an extended conversation about the topic of spelling. 

\\'hat will each study group do? 

1 . Identify important questions about spelling. 

2. Draw on a variety of resources to investigate their questions. 

3. Communicate with other interested educators around the country who 
share similar questions and concerns. 

4. Summarize their investigation at year's end. 

l\1hat resources are a,ailablc? 

Each study group can choose from a variety of resources including: 

• guidelines for forming and conducting a study group 

• relevant articles from NCTE publications 

• copies of School Talk and Primary Voices K-6 that focus on spelling 

• Lester Laminack and Katie Wood's new book on spelling, due out in 
November 

• bibliographies on teacher research and spelling 

• access to a listserv dedicated to this topic 

• two video conferences which will feature teacher educators, classroom 
teachers, and video clips from classrooms (see opposite.page) 

If you are interested in forming a study group, 
contact NCTE to receive information: 

1-800-369-6283, ext. 271 
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Why We Need Cross-Cultural Differences in the 
Writing Class 

Sarah Coprich Johnson 

How did Billy pass EH 101? 

This question was scrawled on a 
short note that I found in my mailbox one 
afternoon as I rushed to class. I looked at 
the note for some time. I was surprised 
and troubled by it. 

Although Billy's 102 teacher stated 
that she only asked a question about 
Billy's performance in 101 because she 
was concerned about how she should 
instruct him in her class, I found the 
whole matter upsetting. Did this teacher 
consider a passing 101 grade for Billy 
inappropriate, inaccurate or unfair? 

Comments that followed when 
she poked her head into my office one 
afternoon after she submitted the note 
were even more disturbing. "People like 
Billy usually know not to enroll in my 
class. They know that I have very high 
standards, " she said. "Billy is sort of like 
a foreigner without a passport. He won't 
pass my course." 

Billy was just an ordinary student 
in terms of the students that I teach each 
term. He was the son of working class 
parents, a member of the university 
soccer team, and a friendly young man 
who seemed committed to succeeding at 
the university on and off the soc~er field. 

Writing, however, did not come 
very naturally or very easily for Billy. He 

seemed happy, however, to be at the 
university and he evidenced a great 
motivation in my class to overcome his 
writing problems. 

Determined to succeed in EH 101, Billy 
revised several drafts and regularly 
received assistance at the departmental 
Writing Center. After much personal 
effort and much instruction Billy's writing 
improved and he earned the grade of "C." 

To me there was nothing 
particularly significant about Billy or the 
grade that he earned. I had taught several 
such students. 

Billy's 102 teacher, however, was 
determined to make a point to me as well 
as to Billy about how she felt about his 
inability to function within her class. She 
met with Billy early in the term and let 
him know that she did not feel that he 
would pass the course. She also made it 
clear that she had very high standards and 
he simply did not fit. 

Discouraged and confused, Billy 
dropped by my office one afternoon to let 
me know that he was not doing very well 
in 102 and that he had withdrawn and 
enrolled in another 102 class. At the end 
of the term he returned to report that he 
had passed the course. 

The dilemma was over for Billy, 
but not for me. I was still puzzled. Why 
did I see so much potential in Billy in the 
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101 class when his 102 teacher saw 
absolutely no hope for him in "her" class? 
Why did this happen? What did it all 
mean? 

Kurt Spellmeyer defines this sort 
of dilemma as a cultural rather than an 
individual one. He argues that some 
freshman writing teachers are committed 
to a kind of radical cultural politics that 
too often serves to transform them into 
"therapeutic critics" who serve rather 
"harsh medicine" (qtd. in Trimbur 115). 
Rather than inviting students to enter the 
conversation of professional and 
academic discourse as recommended by 
some compos1t1on researchers, 
Spellmeyer suggests that writing teachers 
should "reimagine" the conversation in 
the classroom as an encounter between 
the two cultures and "life-worlds'' that 
populate writing classes, those of 
specialized practit10ners ("us" the 
teachers) and ordinary people ("them" the 
students). 

Spellmeyer helps me see more 
clearly what happened between Billy and 
his first 102 teacher. Two unlike life
worlds and cultures collided in the writing 
class when Billy · and the 102 teacher 
encountered each other. The teacher 
immediately recognized the division and 
"unlikeness" of the worlds as indicative of 
the fact that Billy would not be able to 
easily "enter the conversation." This 
situation created tension. How would 
such a student be taught? Who placed her 
in this uncomfortable position? What 
strategy could she use to move Billy from 
what Spellmeyer calls "general 
citizenship" to the commmunity of the 
"academically" competent? (qtd. m 
Trimbur 113). 

Recognizing that the writing class 
is often a site where two cultures collide 
and where seemingly incommensurable 
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discourses encounter each other, 
Spellmeyer says that the task of teaching 
writing is often difficult and painful. He 
likens the process to that of childbirth, but 
boldly asserts that as a teacher he wants to 
"assist at delivery," and t};lat he is "not 
afraid of hard labor" (Trimbur 115). 

David Bartolomae describes the 
cross-cultural conflict that often occurs 
between teachers and students in writing 
classes as "inventing the university." 
Explaining the struggle that students 
experience, he says: 

Every time a students sits down to 
write for us, he has to invent the 
university for the occasion-
invent the university, that is, or a 
branch of it ... to speak as we do, 
to try on the peculiar ways of 
knowing, selecting, evaluating, 
reporting, concluding, and arguing 
that define the discourse of our 
community. . . . They must learn 
to speak our language. Or they 
must dare to speak it, or to carry 
off the bluff, since speaking 
and writing will most certainly be 
required long before the skill is 
"learned." And this, under
standably, causes problems. 
(273) 

Patricia Bizzel says that there is a 
need for the academic discourse 
community to broaden its boundaries so 
that more people will be able to benefit 
from becoming part1c1pants in its 
conversations. To reinforce her idea she 
criticizes E. D. Hirsch's notion of cultural 
literacy by suggesting that any "unitary 
national discourse" will limit the group of 
people who will have access to it in terms 
ofrace, sex, and social class (663). 

I strongly believe that we must 
give all of our students an opportunity to 
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learn from us, and we must also give 
ourselves an opportunity to learn from all 
of our students. When we spend · time 
deploring the great number of students 
who come to writing classes with social 
experiences and linguistic habits that are 
unlike our own, and engage in wringing 
our hands in self-righteous anguish about 
how little students know and fit into our 
modes of understanding with regard to 
language and writing, we deny ourselves 
the opportunity to experiment and to learn 
more about how to teach writing to such 
students, and we deny ourselves the 
opportunity to learn more about students, 
ourselves and the world around us. 

I am encouraged as a teacher by 
such writers as Shirley Brice Heath, 
Donald Murray, and Paulo Freire who 
challenge me to learn from students who 
represent social and cultural worlds 
unknown to me and to work toward 
empowering such students to reach 
beyond the boundaries of their discourse 
communities to join a larger one. Heath, 
writing about the value of cultural and 
linguistic experiences, for example, 
encourages me to explore and create 
conditions within the classroom that help 
students use their experiences as 
springboards for writing. Murray, in 
sharing his writing stories, challenges me 
to think of ways to use student stories and 
lived experiences as vehicles for building 
on what Mikhail Bakhtin and others 
recognize as the social nature of learning. 
And Freire, in emphasizing the power of 
the oppressed and marginalized, causes 
me to think of how I can move students-
who in many ways represent the margins 
in terms of their familiarity and use of 
academic discourse--closer to the center, 
using student voices and student ways of 
seeing and knowing as useful tools for 
learning. 

As a teacher and as a writer I 

recognize that sometimes writing does not 
come naturally or very easily. I want all 
of my students--weak and strong, 
different and familiar--to recognize, 
however, that it is really possible to make 
it through ,the swamps of pain and 
struggle as beginning writers to the 
clearing--the place and the time when 
writing becomes meaningful and more 
joy than pain, so I grapple constantly for 
ways to avoid negative devices which 
cripple student interest and initiative. 

What does all of this mean in 
terms of the conflict that occurred 
between Billy and his 102 teacher? How 
does this conflict inform our teaching and 
thinking concerning cross-cultural 
differences and the teaching of writing? 

Based upon my own experiences 
as a writing teacher in confronting a wide 
variety of students, and based upon the 
information that we now have from 
composition researchers and theorists 
regarding the value of cross cultural 
differences in helping teachers learn more 
about students and about ways to develop 
accommodating pedagogical practices, I 
am more convinced than ever before that 
we need cross cultural differences in our 
classes. Contrary to the belief of some, 
differences do not have to serve as 
barriers within our classes or as signals 
that foreigners are about to invade our 
classroom settings. Cross-cultural 
differences can serve to broaden teacher 
and student knowledge, as both teachers 
and students learn more about each other. 
They can provide a wide experience base 
from which class discussions can grow 
and develop. And they can serve to assist 
students in developing interesting topics 
for papers based upon social and cultural 
experiences, and provide a wealth of 
information regarding which pedagogical 
strategies will best help us achieve our 
goal of producing a rich harvest of clear 
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and meaningful student writing. 
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New Titles Available for Book Reviews 

The editors of MEJ would like to 
have reviews of the following books 
now available from NCTE: 

Electronic Literacies in the Workplace: 
Technologies of Writing edited by 
Patricia Sullivan and Jennie Dauterman. 
Published by NCTE, this book of essays 
focuses on building bridges between 
classroom and workplace notions about 
computers, writing, and literacy. While 
education has largely kept pace with 
demands for technological know-how, 
workplace literacy programs continue to 
focus on function literacy. 
Those Who Do. Can: Teachers Writing, 
Writers Teaching: A Sourcebook by 
Robert L. Root, Jr., and Michael 
Steinberg. Based upon the Traverse Bay 
Writing Workshops for Teachers, this 
NCTE book captures the energy of 
26 Minnesota English Journal 

teachers growing as writers during one
week summer workshops in Traverse 
Bay, Michigan, and offers a variety of 
strategies for teaching and responding to 
writing. 
Teaching the Short Story: A Guide to 
Using Stories from Around the World 
edited by Bonnie H. Neumann and Helen 
M. McDonnell. The editors of this 
anthology have compiled brief author 
biographies, story synopses, and 
thematic comparisons for 175 short 
stories, from such countries as South 
Africa, Japan, Russia, France, Turkey, 
and Cuba 

If you would like to write a 500-
750 word review of one of these books, 
notify the editors. You'll receive a 
complimentary review copy of the book 
and the thanks of your readers! 
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Is It the Teacher or Is It Memorex?: Responding to 
Student Essays Using Audio Cassettes 

Paul Carney 

During the 1994-95 academic 
year, I examined the use of audio 
cassettes as an alternative method for 
responding to stuq.ent writing. While the 
primary focus was on writing assessment 
and student receptivity to instructional 
feedback, I also gained further insight into 
my evaluation tendencies. Ultimately, I 
sought to answer the question: To what 
extent does audio response to 
compositions enhance student receptivity 
to evaluation and thus improve writing 
skills? I conducted this classroom 
research project in five sections of 
freshman composition, with a total of 115 
students participating in the project. 

After responding to student 
writing with the traditional pen for fifteen 
years, I decided to use audio cassettes to 
record and convey my responses to 
students. I anticipated that this method of 
responding to compositions would be 
more efficient as well as more effective 
than written feedback. 

Classroom Assessment Strategy 
At mid-quarter and at quarter's 

end, students completed self-analysis 
surveys which assessed their satisfaction 
level with audio cassette responses to 
their writing. In order to compare the 

effectiveness of the audio response 
method to the traditional written 
feedback, I responded to the first batch of 
essays in writing. Subsequent essays were 
evaluated using audio cassettes to convey 
my comments and suggestions. 

Using Audio Cassettes: Some 
Procedural Issues 

Prior to submitting their essays, 
students were asked to place numbers 
before each sentence so that I could more 
efficiently and more clearly identify the 
location of my focal attention (Note: the 
numbers should appear directly before 
each sentence. not each line). I also asked 
students to highlight each number for 
quicker identification of sentences. The 
highlighted numbers also served as visual 
indicators of the writer's sentence pattern 
habits. Upon submitting their numerically 
highlighted essays, students also provided 
a standard size audio cassette with their 
names and the course number on the 
label. I then stored the cassettes in a 
cassette case. 

To increase the efficiency of the 
actual response process, I used a small 
voice-activated cassette recorder to 
register my comments. The voice 
activation feature freed me from having to 
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