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Somewhere from the recesses of my mind comes occasionally a 

line from Strindberg. "It's hard to be human." I am depending 

upon a translator, but I think in the context it means that it is 

both difficult and painful to be truly human--whatever that is. 

The character who speaks the line as a theme throughout A Dream 

Play is the lawyer, who seems to be an advocate for all those who 

make mistakes. He is terribly conscious of the burden of trouble 

he bears for other people. You might think him masochistic, or 

self-pitying, or excessively talky, or even Christ-like, and I may 

remember him for arty of those qualities. Still, the memory per

sists; somehow this lawyer makes an image I relate to. I think, 

maybe, he is really an English teacher--an Anguish teacher. 

Don't misunderstand me, now. I too think luck's a chance and 

trouble's sure, so I'd prepare for life as a wise man would, for 

evil, not for good. If way to the better there be, it does exact 

a full look at the worst. If you wish to sell me an ounce of civet 

to sweeten my imagination, I will give you my hand which smells of 

humanity. Doubtless the universal darkness will bury us all as the 

dread empire of chaos is restored, but those old Chinese men at the 

half way house will have glittering eyes as they rejoice in their 

anguish depicted in the fall of a thousand scenes. And we anguish 
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teachers perhaps are the blinded birds which sing of joys unknown 

by people with ordinary sight. 

Forgive me such a pastiche. I wanted to establish my creden

tials as one who can wail with the best of those at the wall. My 

Joycean title is to invite you to rejoice, for nothing so becomes 

us as the eloquence with which we express pain, doom, and the loss 

of the standards in our high arts. We are like those beautiful 

people who ineffectually disappear at the end of The Cherry Orchard 

while the ugly new commercial people take over. Or as Northrup 

Frye observed the other day, we in the humanities are victims of 

analogous sexism, for in a world of technology we are seen as 

pleasant, soft, alluring, quite decorative, and rather incapable 

of serious purpose. 

In fact, our anguish is rather good stuff, essential humanity. 

We suffer because we know that choices are not self-evident, that 

life rarely gives a choice between good and evil, but rather be

tween more or less evil or good, probably with all confusingly 

mixed. If at times we indulge in a rapture of unsuccess, it is 

because we recognize ambiguity and irony and counterpoint. Our 

artful illusions are designed to help people discover how human 

value and perception interact with external objects and other 

people in ways so complex that computers cannot define them. The 

difficulty of our task is enormous-no wonder I hear in my mind's 

ear that it is hard to be human-and it leaves us in anguish quite 
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beyond expression. 

Nor do I limit h tis kind of anguish to lit erature, for anguish 
is basic t 

o composition and to English teaching 
in general. Our 

task is to show people how language in all i 
ts forms defines a per-

son. You may, if you like, translate 
my statement into a notion 

that the use of language makes 
separate humans into a . society, 

turns the separate visions of reality 
into the common truth. In 

language we struggle to find 
our place among our fellows and to 

discover what sort of world we live 
in. And yet however much we 

succeed in the task, we still fail. 

for us mortal creatures 
trying to hold our attention to such 

What can there be but anguish 

astonishing processes? 

After I have made such 
an outrageous claim for our painful 

place in society, I suppose 

to bear. 

and then 

of the inordinate amount of 
time we spend confessi·ng to crimes we 

have not co · d mmitte, apparently eager to find a 
little more guilt 

~e allow our main functions in 
society to be trivialized 

accept judgments ~f the public based 
on our success in 

dealing with minor responsibilities rather 
than with major ones. 

That, I think, is simple pain, not genuine 
anguish. 

that it seems ungracious h t at I complain 

This leads us to "correctitude," 
You recognize the attitude 

of righteousness implied in that 
portemanteau word. C i erta n of the 

clergy are called at times "rectors" 
rather than "pastors" or 

II i i II m n sters or even "priests." 
Not celebration, nor servi· ce, nor 
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care is the implied mission, but correction, setting right, recti

fying. To be fair, I have observed in practice that many rectors 

suffer the anguish caused by the ambivalent acts and mixed motives 

of ordinary people. They are not stiff-necked finger-pointers. 

Still, we know that in the presence of a rector we must watch our 

behavior. No sly stories, no bragging about wheeling and dealing, 

no suggestions of animal appetites. Maybe we fear that we will 

shock the righteous ones although I'm not sure who is supposed to 

know more about sin than the clergy. In sound circumstances that 

knowledge means not approval of sin, but awareness of ethical 

complications. 

But I'm not here to worry about the anguish of the priestly 

classes. I am more concerned with us and the people who think 

they must watch their speech when we come in, as though we were 

nice nellies who knew little of the range of human language. Some

thing about our correctitude has made us alien from the very people 

we need to serve, to care for, to celebrate with. 

Long before I read A Dream Play I spent one April and May, 

first hour, memorizing the names of English authors and their best 

known works. We did not in that senior English class even mention 

what kinds of works the names represented, and although the teacher 

alleged that the works were very important, I know that more than 

30 years later I have not read many of them-or even other _samples 

by many of the authors. I don't recall minding the task very much, 
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for I didn't associate English teachers with anything I might want 

to read or write, so I was protected from damage, and I had plenty 

of interesting things to do. It was a bore to fill in the blanks 

on her tests, but it also killed time and it didn't raise awkward 

questions. No anguish for us, just anesthetic, and I don't know 

whether she cared that we neither wrote nor read, although I imag

ine that she did. I think she was trying to make us more acceptable 

socially by knowing what names to drop, and perhaps she thought 

we'd someday stumble on one of those titles and be inclined to 

read. Quite possibly in some dark moments of realization she knew 

we left her class almost exactly as we came in. Quite possibly 

those whp memorized titles less readily than I acquired a permanent 

uneasiness about referring to anything literary and doubtless had 

a peculiar experiential definition of the nature of literature. 

Even if my high school was extreme, how much better, really, 

are the multiple choice or fill-the-blank tests which can be 

answered on the basis of the superficial facts? What was the name 

of David Copperfield's first wife? Or even, how old was Juliet? 

(At least that question can be followed up with some challenging 

issues about maturity.) That a student should be required to 

observe facts is evident, but we ought not like old McChoakumchild 

or Gradgrind in Dickens' Hard Times let the issue stop there. The 

fact should serve an interpretation, which in turn explores some 

value. Otherwise we are dealing in mere correctitude. 
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The more evident horrors of this kind of trivializing are 

related to composition. We hear it said there is a crisis in 

writing skills, and the anguish teachers are out there ready to 

take the blame. I submit that the situation is badly described-

a problem, surely, crisis no. No one~ writes well enough, but 

that does not mean that our writing in general is remarkably worse 

or that our society has a sudden increase in the need for good 

writing. I also submit that anguish teachers have had little to 

do with the problem, one way or the other, and that.!.§. a matter of 

some culpability and is worth a little confession. Language Arts 

teachers generally have brought youngsters to a decent level of 

survival competence despite the sensations of a few horror stories 

to the contrary. I know some people cannot fill our employment 

forms, but that inability is part of the more inclusive problems 

of people not able to cope in the society. Some schools have 

probably been notably bad, but most testl3 reputed to show failure 

have been over-read. Still, anguish teachers have often been 

guilty of not developing writers of high competency. The chief 

sins of commission are that we have been too busy chastizing sur

face errors, by omission we have often failed to help students 

explore their world by means of writing and thus bec'ome generally 

more effective as users of the language. 

Do not willfully misinterpret me. I think folks ought to 

acquire the knowledge which will permit them to become decent copy-
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editors. Like memorizing titles, it doesn't engage much mind, but 

it has social value. Copy errors distress or at least delay read

ers, distract them from the main task. By all means, let's stick 

to the ordinary conventions of writing. But to call copy editing 

basic is like calling housepainting basic to human shelter. I 

also like housepainting, but even more I like strong joints and 

well caulked windows. 

I'm implying, of course, that much of the media attack on the 

writing of Americans is based on this preoccupation with surfaces, 

and with the related preoccupation of some teachers to prettify 

the surface without considering what errors of structure may lie 

beneath. Or, importantly, to consider what glimmers of insight 

are worth supporting. 

Consider what we are willing to accept as evidence of weak 

writing. Hardly any of the Jeremiads begins without a reference 

to test scores. The actual report of the people who examined in 

detail the decline in SAT scores is far less certain about what 

the decline means than are the press accounts, but certainly the 

SAT or ACT scores do not mean anything about writing because the 

tests are not tests of writing. They are predictors of success in 

college. Even the parts which come closest to dealing with writing 

measure vocabulary and usage in isolation, details which are often 

used in making error counts but are far from certain indicators 

of writing. Even those tests which require writing samples are 
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not controlled over extended periods of time and thus are useless 

for making comments on changes in quality. Furthermore, even 

writing samples are far from perfect guides to competence in 

writing. All one can say is that prophets of doom arrive at their 

vision of a crisis by reading occult signs and then, searching for 

something persuasive, misuse test scores to argue a case. Clearly 

i h Case based on details of language about they are happy wt a 

which one can say "correct" or "incorrect" and not about large 

hi h require real choices to reveal a conpatterns of discourse w c 

1 i hi between language, reality, and people. cern with the re at ons ps 

And our anguish teachers abet this movement. 

Not long ago I attended a conference on writing at which at 

least some of the speakers associated their perception of decline 

of writing skills with the rise of rock music, the decline of the 

i ft 1 Vision These presumed causes family, and the incurs ons o e e • 

are outside of the purview of the schools, even if you accept the 

diagnosis. Still, such social critics of the-world-is-going-to-

i t 11 g They build their attacks the-dogs variety have an anc en nea e. 

exploit t he vague and nameless fears of the multitude primarily to 

that somehow human problems are too big to manage. Even talking 

about the quality of writing is too complicated-most folks never 

learned the vocabulary with which to discuss rhetoric. 

treat to remarks about spelling, punctuation, and usage. 

They re-

After 

all, we believe in the spelling bee, and we know folks from the 
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wrong side of the tracks don't talk so good. Just as test makers 

test for what they can define, so people in general recognize 

problems they have names for. What is not listed in your philosophy, 

Horatio, does not exist at all. We know how to resent loud music, 

and we can blame our loneliness and our fears of violence on the 

loss of family ties. We are a little vague about what really is 

wrong with TV, but it doesn't even stop those who view constantly 

from deploring it. In short, these are understandable problems, 

things that can be talked about. We need not blame the public for 

their anxieties caused by the mutability and transience and crowding 

of our times, but we need not--ought not--merely accept the pre

scriptions of a troubled public. Patients may know where they 

hurt, but they do not necessarily know the cause of the pain or 

how to treat it. 

Let me turn to some manifestations of correctitude and the 

pain it causes. Take the rage for competency testing. Underlying 

is public suspicion of the schools. Having heard that graduates 

can't fill out employment forms, and having little first hand 

experience with the schools, the citizen demands an accounting, a 

checking up to make sure that real educational service is delivered 

for tax money. Mr. Gallup reports that parents are much more 

satisfied with the schools than are non-parents; to me that sug

gests that close observation reveals the presence of responsible 

teachers. Even parents, though, often prefer irrelevant test 
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b i Now the movement has started, scores over their own o servat ons . 

1 h 11 Often little infor-it has moved from the schoo s tote co eges. 

mation to challenge the systems of observation is provided by 

ildl t someone else's correctitude. anguish teachers; we m y accep 

The competency movement promotes incompetency-or at best dull 

submediocrity--by drawing attention from excellence to merely getting 

Instead of viewing writing (or literature) as liberating, as by. 

a means of making sense to one's companions on this earth, we are 

asked to label--often in the narrowest behavioral way--the small 

bits of knowledge one is said to need for survival. The high 

school competency tests I've heard of have had ludicrously low 

standards--apparently survival requires little-and yet people 

fail. Some fail because they flutter at tests, or are ill, or 

f 1 Some Simply have learned other things, have 
slow, or resent u. 

marched to other drummers, or have minds which work in different 

ways. No question that some people fail ludicrously simple tests, 

but it is not necessarily true that all of these people are either 

simple or ignorant. 

But even if we were to concede they were, that would not ex-

cuse our directing the attention of teachers to the minimally 

competent. What is deemed appropriate as a minimum draws our care 

d fi iti 1 h an The tests for the from the nurture of what is e n ve Y um • 

most part deal with surface features of language, items which can 

be isolated and put into forms to be graded by machines. These 
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items can also be machine taught. That is, the issue is "correct" 

or "incorrect," not "better" and "best." Teachers who know where 

their salaries come from also know that their time is most profitably 

spent teaching to the test even if the best students are bored, 

even if such students become restive discipline problems. High 

pay goes to those who have few rejects on the assembly line. The 

real pity is that the significant human problems of co11DDunication 

exist in a world of free will, of genuine rhetorical choice, in·

formed choice, and entering that world requires both instruction 

and hard work of a sophisticated kind. Not correctitude, but 

intellectual virtue. Frequently we are dealing with tacit knowl

edge, the kind one doesn't bring up for overt generalization, 

rather the kind one learns while working in the presence of an 

expert. Here is the essence of our professional craft-what the 

novice seeks from the master--and we allow it to be defined out of 

existence by the rage for correctitude. 

At the college level the ploy is a little different. We have 

junior or senior competency exams. If writing really is needed 

for success in college, and if good chemists or sociologists or 

accountants are good writers, then a college in which writing is 

part of every discipline will automatically provide the best test 

of competence. That is, students will be able to pass courses in 

their majors--whatever those may be. If a college has to have a 

competency test to discover whether its graduates write adequately, 
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the trouble lies not in the Department of English, but in the 

school as a whole. 

Even without the external pressure of testing programs, we 

suffer the effects of correctitude as a result of our national 

history. When we tried to naturalize a large foreign population, 

and thus confer higher social status on the children of immigrants, 

we stressed details of usage--discrete items to be marked right or 

Dialects 
wrong. We wanted to communicate manners more than ideas. 

identified the second class citizens. Furthermore, the ambiguous 

status of teachers as servants and governesses and schoolmarms, 

the desire to keep the costs of education low by the mass pro

cessing of students, and the assumption that subjects taught in 

gratmnar school were perforce simple generally meant that teachers 

were overloaded·and underprepared. Anyone who could speak English 

could teach it, and correctitude provides an easy way of coping 

with an excessive burden of papers. Now union contracts or school 

custom often set class size without regard to the kind of work 

required. So English teachers find loads impossible. Efficiency 

requires that a teacher work on papers without fully engaging the 

mind. How else is one to read a hundred paragraphs in an evening? 

Simple pain is easier to bear than anguish, so we mark mainly the 

errors, but one of the results is that the public we once taught 

thinks that correctitude is all there is to the problem of writing 

well. We really got that point across. 
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I could dwell on the negative at greater length, but I see 

little point in it. Host people who see students every day sense 

the problems of concentrating on error even when they simply sur

render to circumstances. I suppose that some folks are eager to 

teach literature instead of composition precisely because it is 

easier in literature to focus on discovery, on emerging wisdom, 

on emotional refinement. To be sure, some people have occasionally 

taught tedious or trivial literature out of a sense of duty or a 

desire for cheap popularity, but on the whole we have been true to 

anguish in literature, when we haven't been cowed by local pressures 

to avoid upsetting questions. Our problem is that alternatives which 

might lead to the joyful anguish of composition are not part of our 

tradition. We throw in a few random lively assignments and grimly 

do our duty to pain the rest of the time. In my closing moments 

I want to suggest a few ways we can be true to anguish. No one can 

in a minute tell others how to be masters, but perhaps I can identify 

some of the moves made by masters I have known. 

First, they write. I don't mean that they all appear in the 

New Yorker every week, or even in the local paper, but they write 

for a variety of purposes to several different audiences--letters, 

reports, news releases, diaries, what-have-you. In the best of 

worlds their pupils see some of the writing, or at least observe 

it happening. How can one be a master of a craft one doesn't 

practice? Anyway to engage others in the anguish of finding what 
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one wants to say, one must experience that anguish regularly--the 

frustration and triumph mixed, the sense of risk, the joy of 

crafting. 

Second, teachers of anguish like the language. That breeds 

a useful fussiness--not the kind that gets stuck on correctness, 

but the kind that pursues meaning to the roots, that plays word 

games and puzzles, that dabbles in light verse, that experiments 

with flights of oratory. In a way that is to relive the child's 

first experience with language, but more importantly such fond 

companionship with language engenders ideas. The grammar of lan

guage forces us to conunit ourselves to attitudes and tones; ex

ploring tenses may reveal a peculiar tension between space and 

time. 

Third, the good teachers listen. When careless, we often 

think we know what people will say before they say it, or we make 

an assignment with our minds focussed on the only response we can 

imagine, or we take literally what is written without considering 

whether the context creates counter-statements. Some teachers may 

even think that pupils can not possibly have anything to say, 

especially those people who slip in the admissions open door. 

But the masters read the surface message and hear as well the 

struggle to say more--or to conceal feelings still inchoate but 

somewhat feared. Such listening requires an effort of the spirit 

as well as of the mind. One gets closer to Strindberg's lawyer . 
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Fourth, the master knows that one master, however wise, is not 

a sufficient audience for writers. Just as too large a class in

hibits the instruction in writing, so a class too small or too 

These little participating in the reacting to writing is a waste. 

other apprentice writers validate and challenge the instructor's 

reactions, can sometimes hear what the instructor is deaf to. 

Granted, accepting colleagues in a classroom may be threatening to 

the inept teacher or to the person who confuses telling and teach•· 

ing, but cooperative readings not only open the pleasures of 

sharing ideas but increase the number of minds which may offer 

solutions to the writing problems. Sometimes in solving the prob

lems of others, one finds solutions to one's own. And the context 

of such a class teaches constantly that the hard parts of writing 

are not issues of correctitude, but of free choice within .an 

orderly society. 

Let me stop arbitrarily with a fifth mark of the master. 

This person knows that the first use of language is to bring order 

to the chaos of one's perceptions, to capture that order and the 

details which flesh it out in the memory so that it becomes the 

material that makes one's self. That is evident to us as we watch 

the pre-schooler acquire language, but somehow it is easy to forget 

when we approach the forms of language which are larger than sen

tences. If young people read silly stories, limit themselves to 

gossip and TV potboilers, they will organize their experiences by 
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potboiler rules. If they substitute self-indulgent advertising or 

political half truth for argument or scientific discourse, they will 

be pawns to be moved by the unscrupulous. If they live forever in 

the limits of the five paragraph theme, they will mistake the 

ambience of a motel for home. The master teacher wants each stu-

dent to engage the world as complexly as possible by means of lan

guage. That is what Sapir's expressive writing is all about and 

why Britton and others argue that meaningful instruction begins 

with it. But the master teacher also knows that humans are social, 

that language is social, and that a mature person must engage in 

transactions. In a profound sense we only learn who we are as we 

discover who other people are. That is part of the reason teachers 

must listen, must risk themselves in class, must draw the class 

into dialogue, for the transaction in the class is a model for the 

student to observe and learn from. 

Perhaps now it is clear why I deny that correctitude leads to 

anguish. Correctitude is merely the uncomfortable armor which some 

people wear painfully to avoid real transactions, any real revela

tion of self to their juniors. It is essentially a denial of human

ity by diverting attention from the significance of language. 

Anguish-the state of being which is concealed in our teacherly 

name--is price of being human, but it is not really something to 

be avoided. Our anguish is survival in the spirit. 
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PARENTS AS PARTNERS: THE POWER AND THE POTENTIAL 
Lynette Y. C. Char 
St. Cloud State University 
St. Cloud, Minnesota 

Introduction. First, let me extend a personal welcome to all 

of you who have chosen to attend the Annual Spring Conference of 

the Minnesota Council of Teachers of English. Second, I offer you 

my congratulations for having had the resolve to arise early enough 

to make this breakfast session. Third, allow me to begin by expli·

cating what is intended in my title, "Parents as Partners: The 

Power and the Potential." I wish to detail the challenge of 

Joseph Featherstone, teacher at the Harvard University Graduate 

School of Education, who states: 

" ••. the challenge for parent and citizen groups ••• is to 
redirect the priorities and allegiances ·of the two key 
sets of practitioners in schools: principals and class
room teachers. What the politics of education badly 
lacks is coalitions of parents and practitioners." 1 

Imagine, if you will, three concentric circles. The public 

comprises the largest circle, encompassing the second circle which 

is composed of parents, a large segment of the public. At the 

core, place the professionals, who, serving in loco parentis, 

would be the only group whose membership intersects all three 

groups. Embattled as some school systems have been in the troubled 

7O's, one wonders why the challenge Featherstone poses has not as 

yet been sufficiently prized as a goal to weld together the most 

powerful potential that exists in the nation. 

Three ancedotes may serve to illustrate how it is that the 
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