
LINGUISTICS 

by Brother Raphael Erler 

The twenty-five years of the Minnesota Council of Teachers 

of English have seen many changes in interest and emphasis, but 

the one that stands out in the minds of many as probably the most 

significant, and certainly the most interesting, was the attention 

to language and linguistics that crested some time in the sixties. 

The movement was both intellectual and pedagogical, and both 

impinged on the daily life of English teachers. Its influence 

today has waned considerably, 

During the first decade of MCTE, no teacher could entirely 

ignore linguists, nor could a teacher avoid examing the impact of 

linguistic science on all aspects of English study, Obviously, 

it had much to say about the teaching of the language component, 

but it also had influence on composition and literature. It was 

a pervasive influence that could not be ignored no matter what 

one's personal convictions. For some it was the panacea, the 

final solution to all problems of teaching English; for others 

it was a dangerous and subversive effort to destroy what English 

teachers stood for . For many, the defense of their particular 

stand took on a vigor and zeal of almost religious proportions. 

In no other scholarly fields were personal convictions so 

staunchly and uncompromisingly defended. At one session of an 

NCTE Convention in Philadelphia, Alfred Kazin tried to keep 

peace and order in a discussion that rose from three different 

parts of the audience about three different points of view. 

After having exceeded the time allotted for the session, he 

closed the meeting with the suggestion that the solution be 

sought at 12:30 in the middle of Broad Street with pistols, His 

strategy closed the meeting--without bloodshed--and let the 

participants go their separate ways in search of lunch. It is 

not often that one sees scholarly interests defended with such 

intransigence as that which marked different interpretations of 

linguistic ideas. 

Within MCTE itself, an indication of the linguistic interest 

can be seen by making a rough comparison. The 1967 spring con-
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ference in Rochester featured Paul Roberts as banquet speaker. 

His title, "The Return of the Grammarian," grew out of his work 

on several books dealing with the teaching of the language com

ponent. Several of his publications were geared for classroom use 

and were familiar to many of the thousand teachers in the 

audience. The fact that he was invited as principal speaker, and 

the fact that the 1967 spring conference "The World of English" 

drew the largest attendance in MCTE history attest to the impor

tance English professionals placed on linguistics during those 

years. No less than twelve of the fifty-four group sessions 

carried titles reflecting direct attention to questions of 

language and linguistics. 

By the way of contrast, the 1978 spring conference of MCTE 

in Rochester had only one group session out of forty referring 

directly to language, "Language Experience in Reading." (The 

Minnesota English Newsletter, April 1978,) No other title re

ferred immediately to language although linguistic interests may 

have influenced the discussions. By 1978 the conference theme 

had shifted to "The Communication Circle," and the banquet 

speaker, Elisabeth McPherson, addressed the topic "Communicating 

with the Public," The shift in emphasis over eleven years shows 

how the pendulum had swung from the mid-sixties' concern with 

linguistic studies to the almost total neglect of the subject, 

The informal comparison here point s up to the important place 

linguistic studies played during the first decade of MCTE, 

The new emphasis posed a real challenge for English 

teachers and for individuals working in teacher-training pro

grams. Many had no formal . training in the fi eld except for a PhD 

course in Anglo-Saxon required of most doctoral candidates in 

English. In short order, concerned teachers had to learn as 

much about linguistics and its relation to school programs as 

possible. For this, the professional organizations took much 

of the leadership. MCTE, for example, published a Linguistic 

Bibliography for the Teacher of English in 1966 which sold so 

well that a revised and enlarged edition came out in 1968. NCTE, 

in addition to its publications, sponsored workshops and other 

-n-



in-service training sessions. The NCTE Spring Inst itutes for 1964 

coi;isisted of "Five Institutes on Language, Lingui stics and School 

Programs." The Des Moines, Iowa, institute served thirty-five 

participants, three of whom were from Minnesota. Some of the 

participants had a limited acquaintance with linguistics, but most 

were untainted novices in the field, For at least one participant , 

the week-long institute was a most memorable professional and 

personal experience. The intensive study of the week supplied 

the foundation for personal study and the preparation of a course 

to meet the new certification requirements for undergraduat e 

teacher candidates. 

One of the stimulating aspects of the week was the close 

acquaintance with major linguistic figures. Early in the week, 

Hans Kurath, long associated with t he linguistic atlases of t he 

United States, warmed the day with his grandfatherly assimilation 

of great scholarship with practical good sense. In the early 

morning session he accepted a challenge to ident ify the speech 

origins of Marion Steets, t he NCTE codirector of the five spring 

institutes. Citing specific phonological and lexical details 

of her speech, in short order, he pinned down her origins to a 

narrow area of the Schuyi kill and Delaware valleys. The pre

cision with which he located her ori gins was most impressive, and 

Mrs. Steets assured the audience of the validi ty of his con

clusions. Even had he known in advance that she was the linguis

tic specialist for the Philadelphia Public Schools, he could not 

have been so precise in detecting her roots without drawing on 

his years of dialectical sleuthing. The ease with which he made 

his analysis was surprising, especially for those in the audienc e 

who could distinguish only larger, more obvious regional language 

differences. If there w_ere any Thomases in the group , their 

doubts of t he authenticity of at l east one lingui stic scient ist 

were quickly laid to rest. 

The principal speaker about mid-week was Dr. Ruth 

Strickland of Indiana University who came to Des Moines directly 

from London where she had observed the application of i deas known 

as ITA, Initial Teaching Alphabet. Her presentation had par

ticular relevancy for elementary teachers but was an interesting 
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new concept_ for most of those present. Her defense of the new 

approach was convincing even to those who could see limitations 

in the approach. Mr. Kurath supported the general concepts by 

citing his experience the previous Sunday while visiting his 

grandchildren in Chicago enroute to the institute. From observa

tion of their reactions, he was convinced that learning to read 

by the ITA method would not hinder later transition to the 

standard alphabet. Apparently, ITA never made great inroads into 

American elementary education, but it was stimulating to learn 

about one new approach to language study for children. 

For one participant, the most encouraging part of the week 

was the presentation on Monday by Dr. Harold Allen, of our own 

MCTE and the University of Minnesota. He outlined eight prin

ciples which he considered fundamental to understanding the 

impact of linguistics on the teaching of English. While in

sisting that English teachers must deal with language and sound 

principles of language as discovered by linguistic scholars, he 

assured his listeners that they need not become linguists them

selves before they could apply the newer concepts. It was en

couraging to learn that it was not necessary to become a special

ist before we could inculcate sound language principles in our 

classes. Over the intervening years his repeated thesis has 

become an abiding quotation which remains faithful to his ideas 

if, possibly, no longer his exact words. "You are not linguists, 

and you should not try to be. Your responsibility is to know 

what linguistic scientists are telling us about language and to 

be able to translate that knowledge to teachers and teacher 

candidates with whom. you are working." If nothing else, these 

ideas made the institute a valuable experience because they 

made it possible for those without specialized training to 

approach t heir work with confidence and assurance. It was a 

relief to learn that adapting the newer language concepts would 

not require years of specialized training. After spending the 

day with Dr. Allen, the participants knew that with reasonable 

care and study, they could incorporate the principles of 

scholarly linguistics to their own work with students. 
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At leas~ one other feature of the week in Des Moines 

remains as a happy memory of the institute. About mid-week 

during a lull in.the otherwise tight schedule, we discovered that 

Des Moines is noted for beauty as well as insurance. We were in 

town during the lilac season and, together with Carl Johnson, 

newly appointed NCTE Assistant Business Manager, visited the city 

park in which over five hundred different types of lilacs were in 

full flower. We found lilacs in shades from the deepest black, 

through all the reds and lavenders, to the purest white. Just 

walking among the bushes was a treat for sight and smell too 

luxurious to capture in words. The hour or two on the hills above 

Des Moines added a memorable touch to a week of intellectual and 

professional excitement. 

The days at the NCTE institute removed much of the threat 

and sense of impossibility that had marked my previous exposure 

to linguistics and gave a basis for my study of the impact on my 

professional work. It led to several years of satisfying study 

and teaching. Just how permanent was the thrust of linguistics 

on the field may be open to question, but for some, it offered 

a satisfying intellectual and professional challenge. 

************************************************** ! ! 
; CONTEMPORARY MINNESOTA AUTHORS } 
* * 
* * ; A new feature to begin Fall 1984. Each ! 
* * ! issue of MEJ will offer interpretative aids ! 
* * ! and reviews of the work of living area authors.; 
* * ; Katy Dayton of Mankato coordinates this effort,; 
* * ! For more information or to offer your services,; 
* * ; please contact the Editor. ! 
* * ************************************************** 
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FUfURE PROBLEM SOLVING: TODAY'S NECESSITY 

by Paul R. Anderson 

Teacher success and student success have always been inter

dependent activities, Indeed, we professionals are constantly 

on the alert for new methods and materials that will better fit 

the needs of today's student and will help generate this ideal 

kind of interaction. For unlike opposing linemen in a football 

game, head to head confronting in the classroom need not be ad

versarial. Moreover, the enhancing of classroom cooperation and 

cu=iculum becomes satisfying not only for students, parents, and 

school boards; it also speaks to the veteran teacher's desire 

for a nurturi.ng, invigoratir:genvironment that stimulates student 

and teacher growth alike, Such upgrading creates learning 

situations in which everybody wins, With high potential students 

in particular, such a partnership can mean the difference between 

an uneasy truce between the teacher and some of his students, 

and a genuine, symbiotic relationship between supervisor and 

learner. 

The purpose of this inquiry is to suggest how Minnesota's 

recent association with E. Paul Torrance's brainchild, Future 

Problem Solving, can become a major asset for any teacher of 

bright students, grades four through twelve, who seeks such a 

relationship, The application of Future Problem Solving's most 

powerful tool, the Parnes-Osborne problem solving method, has 

even more uses; professional staff, using the FPS format, have 

found remarkable success in dealing with academic and non

academic problems. In short, the process is not simply a game 

for bright people, It is a powerful, practical method for 

evoking and enhancing creativity, leadership, and analytical 

abilities in the pursuit of defensible, workable solutions to 

present and future problems. Equally important, once the FPS 

process has been assimilated, the classroom becomes a much more 

effective place for the teacher's fundamental task: directing 

student growth and supervising learning. 

Our state is a relative newcomer to this nationally 

organized competition which now includes most of the states in 

the union, Yet the immediate enthusiasm with which both students 
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