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LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT 

MCTE begins its twenty-•sixth year as a strong professional 

organization, and it is well that this is so. Following a spate 

of controversial reports, education is inching up on the national 

and state agendas, The universal call for excellence has put the 

spotlight on us in education, on our schools, and on our students, 

and the public seems in no mood for business as usual. In 

Minnesota, much of the rhetoric of the past two years seems 

likely to be translated into reality--and as professionals, we 

should have a say in that translation, Collectively we have 

power, and a strong MCTE can blend our many voices into one. 

In these critical times of change we must guard against 

the cynical and simplistic assumptions that improvements in the 

classroom can be imposed from the outside, or that excellence 

can be legislated and then enforced. As teachers who care about 

language and about students, we know better. We know that 

mandates, heavy-handed management systems, and overzealous 

testing do more to stifle than to stimulate learning. As an 

organization, we must press for informed alternatives grounded 

in theory, research, and classroom experience, Both the stakes 

and the issues facing us are big enough to challenge every mem

ber of the Council. We need to be united, informed, committed, 

and willing to take part in the changes to come, for we have 

much to give. We have the resources and knowledge to recommend 

actions which represent the best of educational research and 

theory; we can make a significant impact on what happens to 

schools--especially to .English classrooms. We can help make 

excellence more than the current buzzword. 

Having had the distinct advantage of being active in MCTE 

for the past four years, and having worked with elementary, 

secondary, and college teachers throughout our state in com

mittees, conferences, and workshops, t know full well the 

commitment and expertise of our membership. I urge you all to 

become more vocal and active. Share your Newsletters and 

Journals with nonmembers and encourage them to join our group, 

attend our conferences and workshops, write for our excellent 
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publications, and voice your opinions to our legislators to 

ensure that quality instruction is the focus of any change, 

Through MCTE we have the mechanism to get our messages to the 

educators and our public. 

Our Minnesota English Newsletter carries details of the 

recent activities of your Executive Board, such as our MCTE 

Position statement on Legislation, news of our six state-wide 

technology workshops on using computers in English, our new 

mini conference in October, and plans for our Spring Conference 

at Cragun' s in Brainerd in April, 

We are facing an exciting year, and I extend my best 

wishes to all of you, 

Shirley Vaux 
President, MCTE 
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POLITICS AND TEACHING THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

by Tilly Warnock 

"George Orwell had big feet." 

That was my son's reply one cold, January Wyoming morning 

when I asked what he would say about George Orwell to English 

teachers in Minnesota in May. The time was 5:JO a.m., and I was 

driving Walter to morning swim practice in the dark, with a 

wind chill factor of far below zero. His response surprised me, 

probably as much as my question surprised him. Walter is a 

ninth grader; he read 12§~ in English class this year, but we 

did not talk much about it, certainly not about the size of 

Orwell's feet. Several times before, however, Walter had given 

me~ perspective for a talk or paper, and so instead of dis

missing his response as early morning madness, I turned to him 

with a puzzled look. 

"He did , He did have big feet, And he took a giant step 

for mankind, but his steps were too big. You see, he thought 

that technology and computers were all bad." 

I understood. The big feet idea appealed to me because I 

have worn size ten since I was ten. I also liked the technology 

topic, although I still feel uncomfortable with machines, even 

dishwashers, although my children seem to understand them by 

osmosis. 

But what intrigued me most that morning, and still does, 

is not what Walter said but how he spoke--with confidence, 

seriousness, intelligence, and humor. He knew I had asked a 

real question, unlike my daily questions about how was school? 

how was work-out? did you make your bed? Walter spoke with 

authority. 

I was reminded that January morning of another time Walter 

had spoken in a similar voice, ani again it was when he had 

been asked a real question. After dinner as we were all talking 

about how we write, Walter was trying to exit unnoticed. with 

three oranges and ice cream sandwiches for his after-dinner 

snack, We asked how he wrote; he stopped and said, "I listen 

to the voices," indicating the general area behind and between 




