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It seems pretty obvious that the public, or the vocal portion 

of it, has a very imperfect understanding of what good English 

teaching is, and what good English teachers are trying to do. Some 

of that confusion is our own fault, or the fault of our predecessors. 

People remember what went on in their o~n classes, a long time 

ago, and though they didn't like it then, and don't remember it 

now, we do seem to have convinced them that all that error-chasing 

was somehow "good for them" -- and it ought to be good for today's 

kids too, by golly . Our efforts may not have taught much grammar, 

but it did teach a lot of guilt. 

Teaching has changed for the better, I hope, but public atti

tudes toward what English teaching ought to be have changed very 

little. In fact, all the hullabaloo we've been getting in the last 

few y~ars about account~bility and back-to-the-basics and competency 
' . 

te'St'ing is fairly sound evidence that. public attitudes are· moving 

backwarg instead of forward. For a profession whose main business 

is s~p~osed to be communication, we've been doing a prett~ lousy 

job. 

if we'd been communicating successfully, it would have been 

harder for the media to create the present so-called "literacy 

crisfs." I know, of course, that manufacturing a crisis makes good 
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newspaper copy. When there wasn't a political scandal or a mass 

murder or a new threat of nuclear devastation, there was always 

the schools to write about. And in a country that thinks everything 

can be measured and reduced to a set of figures, it was easy to 

pick up some statistics and go on from there. If the SAT scores 

were gradually going down -- and they undoubtedly have heen for 

about 14 years -- it's s impler to indulge in a lot of hand-wringing 

about the deplorable st ate of education than it is to explain what 

those tests actually measure, who took them, and what the decline 

means . As I'm sure you all know, the SAT was never intended as a 

measure of language com petence; it was designed to predict the 

chances for suct~ss of traditional students in their first year of 

a traditional college. To use the scores for anything else is 

misleading -- and it is, by implication, at least, to tell lies. 

But the furore over the scores was so great that the College 

Board appointed a panel of experts to figure out why the scores 

had gone down, and the report they produced last August was, at 

best, inconclusive. As you probably also know, the verbal section 

of SAT has four kinds of items: antonyms, analogy, sentence com

pletion, and reading comprehension. The content of the questions 

is not confined to English: content comes from social, political, 

scientific, artistic, and philosophical writing, as well as litera

ture. The test, in other words, measures background and experience . 

It's not surprising that the panel found that the initial decline, 
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the one that began in the sixties, resulted mostly from keeping 

a promise -- from making ~igher education available to more 

people from all kinds of backgrounds. More students took the SAT, 

students from groups previously shut out of college: minorities, 

women, the poor. These weren't students with lower abilities or 

even, necessarily, lower achievement, but they were students whose 

experiences were dffferertt from the experiences the test was 

designed to measure. 

The panel was careful to say that reasons for the continued 

decline of the scores in the last ~ix or seven years are only guess

work. Maybe, the panel said, students· have a tendency to choose 

cou·rses they think will demand less effort, and !!l_a.ll!, therefore, 

electives have something to do with the decline; nevertheless, 

the panel found no significant relat-ionships .between electives and 

declining scores. That didn't keep newspapers from reporting 

"Electives force scores down'." and editorial writers from pro

claiming that electives and variety must go -- interpretations that 

I would consider at least half lies. The panel tried, too, to 

discover whether experimental teaching methods, open classrooms, 

non-graded courses, had contributed to the decline; they found no 

evidence that any of those innovative methods were the culprits. 

It had been suggested that experience training -- letting students 

spend some of their time out of the classroom and on the job -

might be to blame, but the panel found that those students tended 

to get higher scores than the students who stayed glued to Jheir 
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desks. 

What the panel found does not support a back-to-basics 

movement, as most ~f the public and press understand basics . The 

report, in fact, warns against a return to "uniform drills and 

exer c ises commended only by a traditional pedagogy" and argues 

for "a larger emphasis on the fundamentals of learning that can 

be identified as strengthening the base on h' w 1ch all students can 
build." The report stresses the need for careful writing and 

critical reading·, it f1"nds th 1 · ere ,ance on tests which require 

little or no writing "unfortunate." The panel found, in fact, 

that the causes for the decline are t i no s mple, and neither are 
the solutions. People who imply that more mechanical drill, and 

more mechanical testing, will raise those scores are, unintentionally 
probably, telling lies. 

All English teachers should be familiar with that report, 

published in August 1977. It' 11 do s ca e _!!_ Further Examination and 

can be obtained from College Board Publications in Princeton. If 

you don't want to spend the $4, your library ought to have it 

anyway. As Arthur Applebee pointed out in summarizing thaf- report, 

"We are likely to suffer the consequences if we allow others to 

draw the inferences for us." 

If lying is too harsh a term for the impression the press has 

created, perhaps distortion would be better. c t · er ainly the results 
o~ the National Assessment of Educat,·onal p rogress were distorted . 

5 



NAEP did report that 13-year-olds and 17-year-olds appeared to be 

writing less well 9-year-olds were writing a little better 

but it wasn't the spelling and punctuation that had gotten 

worse it was the ideas and the communication. Richard Lloyd-

Jones of Iowa and Ross Winterowd of Southern California did a 

careful analysis of those assessment results, and what they found 

was not exactly what the papers had been publishing. When the 

public and the press use NAEP as a reason for demanding more 
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drill and more drudgery, we should be reminding them that diagraming 

won't increasr creativity, and it may very well decrease it. 

I don't believe we have a literacy crisis. According to 

DATABANK, in 19DO, 11% of Americans were illiterate; only 1% are 

illiterate now. Of course I'm not sure what definition of literacy 

· in 1900, but then I'm not sure what definition they were -us1ng 

the crisis-makers are using in 1970 either. 

ht th . so-called crisis because their own People have boug 1s 

knowledge about language and writing is fuzzy and inaccurate, and 

because we English teachers haven't been doing much to defend our

selves. have one interesting -- and appalling -- example of how 

quiet we keep. A w~iter named Jim Quinn wrote an article called 

"Grammarians are Killing the English Language," published by the 

Washin gton Post in December 1977. The article was picked up on 

i Service an d printed,in parts at least, the Washington Post w re 
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in various papers across t e coun r . h t Y The Part I saw seemed mild • 
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enc ugh -- it was a clev er a t ta c k on the li nguist ic pre judices of 

peo pl e like Edwin Ne wm an, Theo dore Ber n~tein , and John Simon; it 

la i d a lot of blame on the Wonderful English Teacher -- that 

ste r eotype that used to tell people that the sentence "Lincoln 

wr0t e the Gettysburg address while riding on a train on the back 

of an enve l ope" would confuse all those people who don ' t know 

th at a train is bigg er th an an envelope. It said things like 

"T here 's probab ly a need for books that help people recognize 

[lang uage] prejudices like there is for books that help people 

recognize the equally imp ortant prejudices against eating soup 

with a dessert spoon or wearing brown shoes with a blue suit" -

a position that seems to me perfectly accurate and also perfectly 

obvious . It ended by commenting on Edwin Newman's statement, in 

St rict_lt_ Sp ea king, that America will be the death of English: 

Quinn disa~reed. "English is unkillable," he said. "If it could 

be killed, people like Newman and Bernstein and the Wonderful English 

Teacher would have killed it long ago." 

The point to this story -- and it does have a point -- is that 

when Charley Suhor, the Deputy Executive Director of NCTE, saw the 

article, he sat down and wrote Quinn a congratulatory letter, thank

ing him for the good sense of the article and telling him that it was 

"a welcome voice in the wilderness of mass media commentaries about 

t he so-called decline of language." Quinn was so grateful for 

Chs rley's letter that he s a t dcwn and wrote a 6-p ag e response . 
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He had been receiving floods of mail, but the Suhor letter~ 

the~~ that su pp orted his position. The letters were full of 

all kinds of abuse. One supporter of elegant English simply wrote 

across the article, "Bite it, Asshole," and sent it back. 

We ought to know, even if we sometimes forget it, that language 

in America is a highly emotional issue. Quinn said in the letter 

that if he had written an article in favor of child abuse or 

bestialism, he would have gotten letter after letter saying that 

he was not evil but merely mistaken, or thanking the Post for 

printing such a heartfelt plea for understanding -- or if he'd 

written an article saying he couldn't do the most elementary 

kind of arithmetic, he'd have gotten letters joining him in bragging 

about problems with checkbooks and tipping. Language, he said, is 

obvi~usly different . He also said he'd like to do another articl~, 

attacking the attackers, saying he was wrong in thinking the 

Wonderful English Teacher was the problem, and winding up full of 

hope about the future of teaching. I hope you agree with me that 

it's scandalous that only one person bothered to support Quinn's 

point of view. If we don't defend ourselves, few other people are 

going to. 

I know it isn't ea~y to get rational responses printed. 

Quinn said the Washin gton Post's letters-to-the-editor column was 

full of scurrilous attacks on him, and contained nothing in defense 

,:: \<' ha t he said. That may have been because nobody tried to defend 
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him. When Newsweek came out with that screaming cover a year or so 

ago, proclaiming loudly "why Johnny can't write," you would have 

thought their correspondents were unanimous in denouncing schools, 

teachers, books and students. Actually I know several people 

personally who did write careful, well-reasoned explnnations of 

the way Newsweek had twisted the situation. None of the letters got 

into print. Maybe the letters were too rational and too well

documented to make exciting reading. 

But if it's hard to break into mass circulation magazines, 

it's not as hard t · o get into the large number of what are being 

called "alternate newspapers," or into your own local paper. Some 

answers were printed there -- and we have to keep trying. 

I don't think we have a literacy crisis; I do think we have 

a crisis of control. We ought to be worried about who decides 

what's taught in English classes. A public caught up in its own 

prejudices? A group of legislators whose ignorance is even 

scarier because they have the power to force that ignorance on the 

schools? The testmakers who sound very scientific when they deal 

in norms and deviations and rel1'ab1·11·ty d 1·d· an va 1 1ty and computer-

ized scores? Or English teachers who are supposed, at least, to be 

the professionals? 

Unless we do a better job of explaining ourselves, we're 

likely to lose that control. Three weeks ago in St. Louis, a 

candidate for the Board of Trustees campaigned on the printed 

9 



/ 

statement: "Keep the faculty association from taking over the Junior 

College District board to obtain its every wish and desire at the 

cost of the local taxpayers and students. Vote for -- out of sheer 

kindn~ss I'm omitting the name -- to keep the highest level of 

h 1 t "ble cost" That statement has education we have at t e owes poss, . 

two implications. First, and most frightening, it implies that if 

teachers are allowed to influence things, the level of education 

will go down. And second, it makes pretty clear that his real 

· t d ti b t economy I'm sorry to say that he got concern ,s no e uca on u . 

elected; the margin was narrow, but he won. 

And it doesn't do us much good to know that often the clamor for• 

competency testing is a thin disguise for cost-cutting . 

Let's not kid ourselves about control, either. When the 

competency tests arrive, what the tests cover will control what 

w~ teach. If our students are being judged -- ff they're being 

penalized -- by the scores they get on the competency tests, we'll 

teach them to~ the tests, whether or not that means reading and 

writing better. And if we're being judged by how many of our students 

pass the test -- and that's one of the major dangers of competency 

testing -- we'll work ev&n harder to make sure that none of .Q.!!!. 

students fail. 

Another thing we'd better communica•te -- in speeches, letters 

to the editor, appearances at PTA and school board meetings-· fs 

the stand that NCTE has taken on those tests. It's almost too late 
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already. Between April 1976 and November 1977, the number of 

states that had mandated minimum competency testing increased 

from 8 to 31. Minnesota doesn't have such a regulation -- yet. 

(Maybe there's one underway by now my latest information is 

last November.) If you don't want it to happen here, now's the 

time to begin. I know of at least one state -- ~ontana -- where 

such a proposal was successfully fouqht by English teachers who 

did communicate. They showed up at hearings, presented research 

and testimony, and convinced the legislators that what they were 

about to do was not in the best interests of the students of that 

state. 

NCTE, as a professional organization, has been deeply concerned 

about those tests for the last two years. Maybe it should have 

been concerned sooner. A resolution passed in 1~7E was fairly 

gentle. The background statement said: 

We believe English teachers must be accountable both to their 
students and to the public for the progress individual students 
make in their ability to use the language. We believe further 
that standardized tests of language ability yield limited 
information about aspects of the language process, but do not 
always give a sense of the total quality of communication. 
Sufficient research data, such as the descriptive criteria 
and approach suggested in Paul Oiederich's Measurin g Growth 
~ English, indicate that the development of alternative 
models for assessin9 the quality

0
of language growth is both 

possible and practical. 

The resolution itself said: 

Be it therefore resolved that NCTE encouraqe and support the 
development and dissemination of alternatives to standardized 
testing for the assessment of student growth in language processes. 

11 



Even before that, in November 1975, the Executive Committee of 

NCTE had endorsed a series of statements on standardized achieve

ment tests drafted at a conference called by the National Associ

ation of Elementary School Principals and the North Dakota Study 

Group on Evaluation. Among the statements endorsed were these: 

1. The profession needs to place a high priority on developing 
and putting into wide use new processes of assess~ent that 
are more fair and effective than those currently in use and 
that more adequately consider the diverse talents, abilities, 
and cultural backgrounds of children. 

2. Parents and educators need to be much more actively involved 
fn the planning and processes of assessment. 

3. Any assessment results reporte~ to the ~u~lic_must_include 
explanatory material that details the limitations inherent in 
the assessment instruments used. 

4. Educational achievement must be reported in terms broader than 
single-score national norms, which can b~ misleading. 

5. Information about assessment processes should be shared amonq 
the relevant professions, policy makers, and.the public so that 
appropriate improvements and reform can be discussed by all 
parties. 

6. Every standardized test administered to a child should be 
returned to t~e school for analysis by the teachers, parents, 
and child. 

7. Further~ the stanQardized tests used in any give~ commun~ty 
shoultl be made publicly available to that com~unity to give_ 
citizens an opportunity to understand and review the tests in 
use. 

Maybe we should be urging parents to demand to see those 

tests; maybe they'd like to see how well they could do themselves. 

By November of last year, NCTE's position had become more 

forthright. Of the seven resolutions passed at the business 
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meeting, four had to do with testing. I'd like to quote two of 

them. The first resolution said, in three parts: 

Resolved t~at NCT~ oppose )egislatively mandated competency
based testing until such time as it is determined to be socially 
and educationally beneficial. 

Resolved that NCTE work with legislators and other policy makers 
to determine how languaqe competence can be best assured. 

And resolved that appropriate NCTE standing committees and 
co~missions ~x~mine alternative ways of assuring competence 
while determining throuah practice, theory, and research if 
competency-based education is in the best interests of all 
members of the educational community. 

The second 1977 resolution had four parts: 

Resolved that NCTE condemn the transformation of the English 
Language Arts Curriculum from a holistic concern for lanquage 
development to sequenced but isolated and often unrelated sets 
of reading and writing skills; 

Resolved that NCTE oppose as educationally unsound the use of 
mandated performance assessments as criteria for promotion and/or 
graduation of students; 

Resolved that NCTE oppose as educationally unsound the use of 
narrow assessments of student skill as criteria for the hiring 
and firing of teachers; and · 

Resolved that NCTE actively campaign against testing practices 
an~ programs which, masquerading as improved education for all 
children, actually result in the segregation and tracking of 
students, thus denying them equal eduational opportunity. 

The 1977 resolutions called for two kinds of action; letters 

and copies of each resolution were to be officially sent to the 

appropriate people or groups of people; and members were to send 

their own letters related to these concerns to the same appropriate 

people -- names and addresses were supplied. I'm pretty sure that 

NCTE headquarters sent all the official letters. I'd be curious 
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to know how many NCTE members followed up on their part of it . 

Neither NCTE's objections -- nor mine and yours -- may do much 

toward stopping the rush toward competence tests or the prolif

eration of standardized objective tests and the publicity given 

Even l.f we can't stop them, it seems to me their results. 

essential that everybody who sees those scores, or even hears 

about them, be familiar with the testmakers' terminology. At the 

already know, I'd like to remind you risk of repeating things you 

that the term "objective" simply means multiple-choice questions 

with a single right answer; it does not mean that the questions 

are fair, or important, or even unambiguous. 

Tests are "standardized" if norms have been established, but 

there is no guarantee that the norms are genuinely representative 

of all groups in American society. 

"Rel iabi'l ity" means only that if the same person takes the 

test at two different times, or takes two different versions of 

the same test, the scores will be approximately the same. What we 

a Very bad t est can be reliable in this sense; might consider 
, mean that a test purporting to measure writing "reliability" doesn t 

in terms Of predicting whether a student can ability is ~reliable" 

write well. 

"Validity" means __ and here I'm actually quoting from a very 

valuable little pamphlet by Vito Perrone, called "The Abuses of 

Standardized Testing," published by the Phi Delta Kappa Educational 
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Foundation -- "the deqree to which a test measures what it is 

supposed to measure and/or the degree to which the scores derived 

from a particular test can be related to what the test is supposed 

to be measuring." Validity, you'll hardly be surprised to hear, 

is difficult to establish; it's usually done by asking a group of 

experts whether they thi!!!_ that's what the test really measures. 

People who suggest that some tests are biased are really questioning 

the validity of the test; they're sayina that the content of the 

test doesn't represent the socio-educational experiences of many 

minority people. 

That's another one of my objections; I think most stan~ardized 

objective tests do discriminate against some students, although 

their defenders will argue that they don't. Phi Delta Kappa is an 

impartial organization; it followed Perrone's pamphlet with another 

one called "The Uses of Standardized Testing." I'd recommend 

readin~ this pamphlet on the qoad old rhetorical principle that 

we should be familiar with t~e arguments of the other side, just 

so we can show what's wrong with them. I mention it here, however, 

because the method he uses to show that standardized tests are not 

biased is one of the most fascinating circular arguments I've seen 

in a long time. He says a test is not biased just because cultural 

minorities get lower scores -- the lower scores only mean they don't 

know as much. To prove bias, he says, you'd have to have both a 

biased and an unbiased test and then compare the scores. But you 
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can't have a biased test that covers the same items without its 

being the same as the unbiased test. Therefore you can't demon

strate bias, and if you can't demonstrate bias, it doesn't exist. 

QED. He seems to be saying that you can't have a biased test 

because you can't make a biased test, and if you can't make one, 

then the test you have isn't biased. 

The questions that go into a standardized objective test are 

tried out in various schools and the questions most people .[tl 

right,~ well~ those most people get wrong,~ thrown out. 

They have to be, if the test is to result in a "normal distribution," 

that is, if it is to produce scores rangiAg fro~ very low to very 

high, with most people scoring somewhere in the middle. But the 

questions that are thrown out may cover most of the important things 

we've been successfully teaching. The tests deliberately exclude 

a great many questions mcist of our students could answer. That's 

why it matters that the test be made publicly available so that 

citizens -- and teachers -- can know what the questions actually 

cover. 

And finally, the terms "norm" and "percentile" should be 

clearly explained. Very few tests are reported in absolutes; that 

is, they don't tell how many questions a student got right ac

cording to the answer key. They tell, instead, how a student did 

in relation to other students who took the same test. They're 

exercises in competition, not learning. A percentile score is no-t 
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a percentage; it's a comparison. Nevertheless, the St . Louis 

papers had headlines not long ago bewailing the fact that scores 

in some of the city's schools were below the city's norm, and 

parents got upset about it. Half the city's students will always 

be below the city's norm. Half of them will always be in the lowest 

percentile, because that's what norm and percentile mean. 

We need to keep reminding outselves -- and other people 

that tests aren't sacred. 4t best, they provide only a tentative 

report on a very narrow portion of a human being's abilities. But 

even a journal as reputable as the Mew Re public was horrified last 

fall at the notion that somebody might "fiddle with the tests 
might, presumably, change the questions so that they better represent 
human capabilities and needs. The New Re public arti1:le was referring 
to the pre-med i cal scores used by the llniversity of California at 
Davis in connection with the Bakke case, but the comment is unfor

tu1ately typical of t he way too many people regard tests and test 
.; cc r es. 

A lot of the questions ought - to be fiddled with; in English, 

a t least, we should insist on some fiddling. 

Teachers should have written to the New Re public protesting 

the assumption that test questions are sacred, just as we ought to 

write to our local papers when their news reports give simple

minded ex~lanations for complex problems, or their editorial 

writers demand a return to drills and diagraming. We ought to show 

up at town coundls, church socials, and civic study groups 
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any place that will let us in --and convince discontented parents 

and worried voters that all of us want the same thing: students who 

are better readers, better writers, better language-users, better 

citizens. The disagreement is only whether English professionals 

that's us -- are better judges of how to do it than the legislatures, 

the testing companies, or the national press. 

We ought, in fact,to join SLATE and become thoroughly familiar 

with its publications. SLATE, as I hope you know, is an acronym 

for Support for the Learning and Teaching of English. It's the 

social and political action wing of NCTE, organized in the belief 

that the English profession can't survive by merely bemoaning the 

terrible things that have happened; we can only survive by infu

encing public attitudes before deplorable events do occur. The 

1976 SLATE Starter Sheets concentrated on back-to-the-basics and 

tried to explain, in ordinary lan~age, what the basics in English 

really are. The 1977 Starter Sheets concentrated on testing; they 

contain some clear and useful information on all the things I've 

been talking about. The first 1978 issue is Kenneth Goodman's 

open letter to President Carter, in which he points out, among 

other things, that "the real crisis in American education ... is 

not a lack of concern for the basics but . ... a conflict over what 

is bisic" and says that "science and humanism are on one side while 

mindless technology and behavior management are on the other . " 
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The older Starter Sheets are available from NC 7E for a dollar a 

set; if you want to find . out what's going on this year, ~nd help 

SLATE try to influence public attitudes and policy, send $5 to 

SLATE/NCH . 

If SLATE had a hundred times as many contributors as it has 

now, however, I don't think we could qet rid of the tests the 

competency tests, the achievement tests, the intelliqence tests, 

the placement tests -- but we can work a good deal harder at 

interpreting what they measure and what they mean. We can explain 

the ways in which test results can be misused and abused, and the 

way students can be damaged by those abuses . We can show that 

standardiz ed tests are a move toward the mechanization, the dehuman

ization of education, and we can demonstrate that, i~ Enqlish at 

least, tests measure only the most mechanical and the least impor

tant pa r ts of how people use their lanquage. There's no way that 

multiple-choice questions, qraded and reported bv machines, can make 

fair judgments about how well students talk or write. And even if 

we insist, as I think we must, that to test writing we need a 

writing sample, the situation doesn't qet much better. I'd hate 

to have unalterable decisions made about my competence, about my 

future -- in effect, about me -- on the basis of what I produced in 

forty minutes on a topic somebod y else had chosen. Writing sam?les 

at least, single writing samples -- are another way of k' rr.a 1 n CJ 

a mechanical act -- words ground out in response to an artificial 
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situation -- instead of what writing shou1d be: an act of commu

nication in which somebody who has something to say says it because 

it 11eeds saying. 

Among the things that desperately need saying right now are 

what good Engl is~ departments are trying to do. Some of the things 

we know about learn;ng to read and learning to write -- about what 

real people do with a living language -- remain a pretty well-kept 

secret. The public won't find out much honest, up-to-date knowl

edge about language and how people learn it, or change it, unless 

we keep trying to tell them. 

Good English departments remember that language changes, 

slowly but inevitably, and that what was a solecism a century ago -

splitting an infinitive, for instance 

among our best writers and speakers. 

is now common practice 

Good English departments recognize that everybody speaks a 

dialect -- there's nothing pejorative about the term. Dialects 

can be regional or socio-economic, and include pronunciation, 

vocabulary, and syntax . All children master the basic elements 

of their own dialect before they start to school, and speakers of 

one American dialect can understand speakers of other American 

dialects, if they want to. 

Good English departments realize that people learn the lan-

guage they hear spoken. Young children have an enormous capacity 

to absorb language, an ability that begins to diminish with ado-
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lescence and has diminished so much by adulthood that changing 

ingrained patterns is a slow and often painful process. w k e now, too, 

that schools can supply 

that goes on. Children 

days a week; the rest of 

with language that seems 

hear in the classroom . 

only a small 

spend only 7 

their waking 

more real to 

part of the language learning 

hours a day in school for 5 

hours they ~re bombarded 

them than the language they 

Good English departments know that there's no such thing as 

an absolute standard of correctness. w'hat' s right for one s1tu

a""tion may be quite "wrong" or unsuitable in a different situation. 

Language choices cannot be measured by "right" or "wrong" fn the 

wa y that yardsticks can be checked to see whether thefr inches are 

the proper length. 

Good English departments know that everybody adjusts their 

l anguage choices to the situation they ffnd themselves in. Students 

don't talk on the playground the way they talk fn the classroom, or 

speak to their friends as they speak to thefr teachers. This 

ability to shift styles shows a genuine skill in using language 

the same skill that adults use in adapting to the requirements of 

the job, the cocktail ba~, or a funeral service. 

Good English departments know that people, young and old, do 

ma e those changes make changes in their language habits, but they k 

only when they get an immediate benef,·t. H" h 19 grades, or high 

scores on a test, are often not enough to provide the motivatio~ 
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they need. 

Good English departments know that peopie think in language. 

and that people ~an think logically or illogically in any dialect . 

Those departments know that the· ability to think clearly is more 

important than minor usage variations, and suspect that time spent 

on clarity of thought is better spent than time devoted to chasing 

mechanical err.ors. 

Good English departments know that children who read a lot, 

both in and out of school, probably gain m~re syntactic flexibility 

and broader vocabularies than children who roam the playgrounds or 

sit glued to TVs. But they a)so know that growth in language comes 

from a broad variety of experienc~s -- ~aseball as well as books, 

television ~swell as teaching~- from role-playing, from discussions, 

from practice in experimenting. They know that isolated drills are 

more likely to teach nervousness and self-consciousness than anything 

else -- except possibly how to fill in the blanks -- a language 

skill that seldom arises outiide the classroom or the standardized 

tests. 

Good English dep~rtments know th~t what's basic in English is 

the ability to communicate -- and successful communication can take 

place in many different ways, in many different situations. It 

depends on the goodwill of the listener or reader, as well as on the 

skill of the speaker and writer. 

Good English departments know that good writing involves a 
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recognition of purposes, and the way those purposes affect what 

gets written. It involves audiences, and practice in writing f~r 

first one audience and then another . It involves seeinq the 

difference between honest opinion, intended to inform, and deliberate 

slant, intended to deceive . It involves moving from s afe, easy 

generalizations to specific statements and examples, ground in 

knowledge and experience. \It involves respect for accuracy and 

logic. It involves comparing the effectiveness of one way of saying 

something against another way, not because one way is "riqht" and 

the other "wrong, " but because one way is clear and th e other 

vague, because one way is vivid and the other dull. It involves the 

realization that "sounding like 11 textbook" is usually bad ~iriting, 

that sounding like people is often very good . Finally, of course, 

it involves the editing that makes life easier for readers, bu~ the 

editing is an end, not a beqinning . 

Most important of all, good English departments know that 

distortion is a greater crime than "he don't" ; that racist and 

sexist language does far more harm than missing apostrophes and 

missinq "ed's"; and that, although people may regard math as a 

nuisance and history as a bore, they regard language as a personal, 

emotional matter -- it's part of them and who they are. 

We can't afford to react to public pressure by moving back

ward, but if we could, ethically, do that, it wouldn't help much 

anyway. Survival de ~~nds that we do all we can to meet student needs 
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honestly and humanely, but it also demands that most of the public 

be convinced that we really are meeting those needs. We have to 

carry our message outside the classroom, outside the school 

buildings, outside professional meetings such as this one. 

High school and community college teachers have never had 

much chance to live in that famous ivory tower university professors 

are said to hide in. We have, however, shown a tendency to retreat 

to the security of our five-room apartments with the safety lock on 

the door. We've left the community relations staff to explain what 

we're trying to do, and they haven't done a very good job, maybe 

because they don't understand it themselves. If we want to survive 

as reputable teachers in a humane .discipline, we'll have to 

become activists. We'll have to do more than just go to school, 

meet some classes, read some papers, and spend the evening reading 

great books -- or whatever we do with our leisure time. We'll have 

to argue -- hard -- for changes that go beyond getting the cost-of

living added to our own paychecks 

We'll have to communicate with the public. 
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ON SPELLING 
Leroy Jasmer 
Willmar Junior High School 
Willmar, Minnesota 

About a week ago another faculty member and I got into a 

bitter battle in the faculty lounge about spelling. He'll have 

his own story to tell about the fracas, but you know what kind of 

fabricated fiction that'll be. The one who shall remain nameless 

hit me first with a couple of wild verbal swings which had no 

substance behind them whatever. Then I unloaded with my statistics 

and he crumpled. That really made me feel powerful, and if there 

is anything we beleaguered English teachers need right now, it's 

power. 

More times than I can count, I've heard teachers say, "Kids 

can't spell." have said it myself, making the same assumptions 

many of you have made and remembering only the worst spellers I've 

known. With too many things about our schools, we have been our 

own worst detractors, especially when we meekly agree with lay 

persons who criticize schools, students, and teachers without 

knowing the facts. Perhaps we should look at our students' spel

ling more carefully to learn what the facts are and how good it 

really is. 

When my ninth grade students wrote their last three themes, I 

had them count the words and write the totals at the bottoms of their 

papers. I circled the misspelled words as I checked their work . 

Then it was a simple matter to count the circled words and add the 
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