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suppose my qualifications for expressing myself on this topic are 

twofold: (1) I am more than half way through my 26th year of teaching English, 

and (2) I am an inveterate seeker after the ideal English curriculum. One of 

my former students said it succinctly. "Mrs. Ramsell ," he pronounced, "the 

trouble with you is that you believe in Utopia .• " My talk today may give you a 

microcosmic glimpse of the ordinary classroom teacher in search of English "its." 

Incidentally, I am sub-titling my remarks "True Grr It." 

Back in 1952, newly arrived in Cambridge, Minnesota High School after 

shepherding 40 seniors in a small classroom in Onamia, Minnesota, through the 

trials of the Harcourt Brace Adventures l!!. English Literature and the Essentials 

j!!_ English workbook, I met our new, visionary superintendent. I happened to 

mention the "cover to cover in the book, cover to cover in the workbook" 

philosophy. He raised his eyes toward the ceiling murmuring, "What would 

Dora v. think?N That set me on my search of a better way -- the "it" of 

"getting it all together." I remember the shock with which Dora V. Smith's 

question hit me. "When you ask students to 'characterize' have you ever 

inquired to find out what they think you mean by the term?" 

A few years and several courses later, my principal asked me, "When are 

you going to do something about the English department?" It was a mark of my 

naivet~ as a searcher for "its" that I assumed (1) something needed to be 
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done about the English department, and (2) I was the one to do it. 

Armed with what seems to me now an alarming degree of innocence, I 

embarked on my first effort to "get it a 11 together." We conned the English 

department members into engaging in an inventory of what we actually were 

teaching. One year we engaged housewives with degrees to take over classes 

as study halls for a few hours so that we might work. Another year we worked 

Saturdays and were paid for our time. In an attempt to find out where there 

were holes in our teaching, we plastered sheets of newsprint on walls of the 

workroom marked 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 and covered these, like some huge gene

alogy chart, with literary selections and grarrmatical usage topics. The only 

big discovery that I remember we made was that "Stopping by the Woods of a 

Snowy Evening" was being taught in three different years. 

About this time sunmer sessions were be1ng offered at the University of 

Minnesota, powered by the shriveling searchlight of Sputnik. Need you ask? 

An inveterate "it" seeker, I enrolled. 

I shall always personally be grateful for the doors which opened to me 

that surrmer: linguistics and the fascination of realizing one could study what 

people were actually doing with their language; anthropology and the insights 

word usage gives to the study of a culture; the varieties of literary criticism, 

each one a different way of looking at the same work; rhetoric, the modes of 

making a message understood. I came back to my school, armed with ideolect forms, 

speech levels, one hundred different ways of identifying the same object and two 

sayings my students began to identify with me: "You don't blame a giraffe for 
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not being an elephant" and "Let's see how it patterns." 

Several years and failures later I was told, "Mrs. Ramsell, you're too 

enthusiastic." I guess I was. Plagued with copywright difficulties, the 

University of Minnesota's Project English became an embarrassment, and even the 

University was branding the hanger's-on as "too enthusiastic." Our Cambridge 

junior high school English teachers never could accept Neil Postman's Discov

ering Your Language and the whole project folded like a burst bag of salt. 

I changed schools, as so many Project English fellows did after finding 

they could not navigate the educational waters in the boats that they were 

rocking. 

I found White Bear Lake an oasis. There were courses being offered on the 

graduate level in Human Relations, Teacher Effectiveness Training, Hilda Taba 

discussion methods, Human Potentials. We were designing electives, afloat on the 

dream boat of the self motivated student. Teaching teams were carefully 

chosen to reflect youth and experience, and when well done, displayed a depth 

of approach that I found truly admirable. One could schedule tutorials, 

small groups, project time blocks and reach students formerly swallowed in 

the anonymity of large class size and frantic time schedules. I knew my 

students' names within the first month and developed lasting relationships. 

I was feasting at a smorgasboard of "its." True, there were alarming echoes 

which I ignored. A class I designed for the struggling student writer met 

with a c011111ent that I wish I had examined more closely. "Let's have everyone 

take it!" It was the forerunner of the force brigade. "Let's require it." 
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I had produced an "it"! Frankenstein's cheeks were quivering. About 

that time read David Holbrook's English !2!_ the Rejected. Old volcanoes 

rumbled. I saw visions of the English teacher as facilitator rather than 

an instructor. A new ideal English curriculum or "it" loomed before my eyes . 

"Oh," said Jim Squires, Executive Secretary of the NCTE and executive of 

the Ginn Publishing Company, "if you are interested in that, you should be with 

Jimmy Britton at the University of London." When James Britton, John Dixon 

and Les Strata brought a seminar on the "British Approach to Teaching English" 

to the University of Connecticut in the summer of 1971, I applied and was 

accepted. There were only 35 of us, so the relationships with the leaders of 

the seminar became tutorial. 

In sp_ite of the grumblings of some members that they had paid their money 

and expected the great ones to talk, the leaders resolutely refused to do much 

lecturing. Their goal was our experiencing the theories they espoused. I wrote 

as I had never written before. We responded to movies, role playing, games, 

observational tours, acting out cuttings of dramas, and poetry. We discussed 

in sma 11 groups. We kept journals. I found that when I wrote expressively 

regularly, I did indeed begin zooming back and forth on Jimmy Brittan's 

continuum, from poems to short stories to plays to reports and back again. It 

was an exciting five weeks for me. Others were responding with an enthusiasm 

unequalled in my experience of English methods courses. Our latent creativity 

had been tapped, not as teachers of a new method, but as persons with something 

unique to say. We liked it. We didn't want to stop. I felt it was the greatest 
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tribute which could have been given to the British trio. To so excite a 

group of English teachers is no mean feat. It wasn't hard for us to transfer 

the excitement we felt to the excitement we wished for the students in our 

classrooms. 

Back at my school, I found myself in the position of a jigsaw puzzle fan 

with forty pieces of a one hundred piece jigsaw puzzle. I knew what we did fn 

the seminar, but I knew ft would take much more study to know why. So last year 

after the required seven years of teaching experience fn our district, I went 

on sabbatical leave to the University of Toronto where Jimmy Britton would be 

spending the year as professor emeritus after hfs retirement from the University 

of London. 

The sixty missing pieces of the jigsaw puzzle began fitting in one by one. 

Michael Polanyf's "passionate intellectual and his desire to know," Cassirer's 

reflective thinking capacity of man, Vygotski's belief that we internalize 

speech even as we talk, to supply a later wellspring for our talking and writing, 

Gusdorf's belief that we focus our understanding of ourselves through speaking, 

George Kelly's concept of the impermeable construct and our need to open it up 

and at least reflect upon it. 

I found myself "wanting to know" through 600 pages of a personal journal, 

reflecting upon former perceptions, gaining new insights in talk sessions at the 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, focussing some badly needed under

standings of myself and others and finally, once again traveling the Britton 

Continuum from poetry to drama through short stories, essays, papers and reports. 
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Since then I have seen some students experience the same release. There 

seems to be a direct relationship between the number of pages of a personal 

journal begun in a real desire to know and the number and variety of public 

writings the student writer produces. 

But things are changing at our school once again. 

We are being told, "Students are not mature enough to make wise educational 

choices." Because students are perceived to be wasting time talking to each 

other, a perception with which I violently disagree, they are being forced into 

unwilling choices and are required to be in the classroom a greater number of 

mods. The Back To Basics banner is being unfurled. The good old days are 

eulogized with an ardour which makes those of us who had lived through those 

"good old days" smile in irony. Once again the philosophy, "One student in one 

desk for one hour five days a week equals education," is becoming favorable 

currency. 

The "it" is changing before our eyes and as Weingartner has so graphically 

put it, "MacNamara's Band is leading a parade of educational Edsels backward into 

the future." 

Faced with dropping enrollments, and the need for budget cuts, all teachers 

with under five years' experience are losing jobs, and teachers wander the halls 

with red rimmed eyes. Gloom is descending as courses are cut and class sizes 

increased to unmanageable proportions. Supportive teachers find themselves 

becoming class wardens. Individual student help is becoming a fond memory. 

Part of what is happening to us is our own fault. We have behaved as an 
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elitist group. In our school system it was suggested to a teachers' public 

relations group that we infonn the public of the good things going on in the 

school system. The suggestion was met with the corrment, "The public would 

never understand ft." So we put our faith in sponsoring a beauty queen in the 

sunmer parade and taking golden age citizens to dinner at Christmas time to 

advance teacher-c0111Tiunity rapport. 

I have always been a proponent of citizens' participation in educational 

endeavors, but when citizens are clamoring for their children to be taught as they 

themselves were taught twenty years before by a teacher who was usiryg a model 

of his own teacher twenty years before that, professional people must.voice 

their objections. If we are asking for infonned decisions, then the respo~sibility 

for the dispersal of the necessary information rests with us. In this sense, 

we do need to get it all together again. 

We need to present, straight forwardly and without jargon, the facts of 

the complexity of modern English education, so that c0111Tiunity decisions may be 

made from infonnation, from trust in professionals who are trained in the 

field, not from belief in mythology and a nostalgic view of a defectively remem-

bered past. 
If it seems that I am addressing my remarks to much more than English curric-

ulum per se, this is no accident. English teaching today is much more than 

substantiating theories learned in the college classroom. The biggest struggle 

we face is how to survive in the political educational arena and keep those 

classroom visions and dreams alive. 
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I guess what I am saying is that I don't believe that English teaching 

can be subsumed under an "it." It seems to me that English teaching is a 

combination of human relations and chance as well as the choice and change of 

curriculum. 

I remember in Toronto, where I was conducting a research project in 

the use of unguided group discussion, the enormity of the task of assessing 

what was going on in the English classroom came home to me. The students 

were given the task of writing about a poem, then discussing the poem in 

small groups in which a teacher was not present. They were to write about 

the poem again after the discussion. I was attempting to determine changes 

in writing which might be traced to insights from the discussion. Their ten 

minute discussion was recorded into a tape recorder. Later I transcribed the 

discussion and looked for evidence of the kinds of hypothetical language and 

group discovery advanced by Douglas Barnes in his book, From Corrmunicatfon 

to Curriculum. I found the evidence. However, I soon discovered that 

observing and reporting on one ten minute discussion is a little like 

reporting on the growth of a tree. To really try to observe the process, 

one would need to cover the tree as it grows, and even when one reached the 

top, or end of the discussion, the trunk, or beginning of the discussion 

would have changed in perception. Later I found out that hidden roots also 

affected the process. One student, who had received a mark of 7 on a 1-9 scale 

by composite grading of 5 markers, changed his approach entirely on his second 

writing and dropped four points on the subsequent ranking. 
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In a later discussion with the teacher, I learned that the student had, 

the week before, discussed with the teacher his inability to get along with 

some members of the class. One girl in particular seemed to be giving him 

trouble. She was a member of the discussion group and had disagreed with 

his interpretation of the poem during the course of the discussion. He 

had over reacted and adopted another view which hadn't even convinced him. 

These variables became evident in~ small ten minute discussion in 

one classroom of one teacher in the hundreds of thousands of samples going - -
on every day all over the North American continent! 

And so I ask you,"What the hell is "it"? How do we define "it" 

much less get "it" all together -- again? 

' hi k I h right to ask. 1·n the "What's My As a seeker of "its' I t n ave a 

Line" style, "Will the true (Grrr) It please stand up?" I dare you: 

Before I give you the impression that my perception of the complexity 

of defining "it" has made me give up in despair, let me state that it is 

this very inability to define, pinpoint, verbalize and eventually regiment 

"it" that is keeping me in the teaching of English. "It" refers to a thing. 

I believe that teaching English is a living, breathing human process which 

illuminates the human spirit in a way few other disciplines can. The day I 

can predict all the human outcomes of the written factual curriculum, is the 

day I will walk into my classroom knowing there will be no chance taking, no 

surprises. That will be the day I quit. 

It is precisely because of the unpredictable human interaction and 
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surprise that I continue to teach English. 

I remember a delightful definition of English teaching given me by a 

remarkable teacher friend. She helped her students create an atmosphere of 

excitement in her classes. "I teach with the ends of my fingertips," she 

said. 

But decisions are being made today about what must be taught in English 

by experts who feel their definition of "it" is the one, true vision to be 

followed in all English classes. We have several impermeable constructs 

which consistently reappear in the English profession. One of these, "Teach 

grammar and you will produce good writers and speakers," has been repeatedly 

refuted by research. Yet changes are being forced on English teachers in 

these areas backed by the irrefutable drop in student test scores in English 

language competency. 

At the same time, massive English research data, such as that in ERIC, 

repeatedly and depressingly affirms that no matter what the program tried, the 

findings reveal no significant difference over other programs. In light of 

this fact, it is altogether remarkable that the public seems to believe us 

solely responsible for the decline in English test scores over the past 

twenty· years! Such a belief in our influence, no matter how negative, is 

likely to become habit forming ! 

How.then, are we to gather together all the claims and counter claims, 

the political pressures, the varying perceptions of the world of English 

teachers and students? If you expect answers, you are not going to get 

them from me. 
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I have found my personal "center that holds" in all the confusion. For 

me, helping students to sing themselves in writing and speaking as well as to 

respond to the urgent messages of the human spirit in literature is the core 

of all my desires in the English classroom. I will use whatever curriculum 

"ft" which proves useful toward that end. 

But I do not feel that my perception should dictate yours. 

Does this mean I have given up completely on my quest of the ideal 

English curriculum, on the "ft" of getting ft all together? 

"Well, uh, not exactly. You see, there's this new program out of 

England -- Nancy Martin, Writing and Learning Across the Curriculum. It's 

really a philosophy thrust. You get teachers from all the secondary 

disciplines together. Of course they have to be willing to cooperate -

They do a survey, see, of what their students are actually writing. Then 

they fit ft to the Britton continuum to see where the holes are. Then they 

try to verbalize their own expectations for these kids as writers and 

talkers fn their own discipline. Then they look for patterns 

Jittle walking music, please --

62 

II A 

Writing with Style, by John R. Trimble (Prentice-Hall, Inc. 143 pages). 

Reviewed by Patricia M. Fergus 
Director, Writing Center 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

In the plethora of books that floods a college English teacher's mail

box each spring, an occasional text demands a second glance. It may be the 

color, or an intriguing design, or the author's name, but with Writing~ 

Style it is the subtitle: Conversations 2.!1 the Art of Writing. 

Art? Conversations? An informal text with advice on how to write 

better? · Yes indeed -- a text, as the author puts it, for "those writers who've 

already been through the textbook mill and who now find themselves hungering 

for helpful tips, inspiration, arid a clear, lively synthesis of the essentials." 

In the 138 pages Trimble stocks a wealth .of information on how skilled 

writers think and write, building a reservoir not only for the advanced 

writer~ but also for the "less advanced writer in need of a quick overview of 

the terrain he's painfully traversing." 

The text is divided into two sections: "Fundamentals" (with such chapter 

titles as Getting Launched, Thinking· Well, How to Write a Critical Analysis, 

Openers, Middles, Closers, Diction), and "Odds and Ends" (Punctuation, 

Conventions Regarding Quotations, Tips on Usage, and Epilog). Although 

the titles may suggest a resemblance to conventional texts, here the 

resemblance ends, as ft fs the f11111edfate practicality of the book, the 

concrete explanations of how experienced writers think, the professional tips 

on writing and the brevity, that makes Writing with Style what ft is: 
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