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In a Larger Mirror: Another Look at the 
Teaching of English As a Language 

by 

John Schmidt 

Introduction: 
When we think of teaching English, we typically think of three things: the 
study of literature, the pedagogy of composition, and the teaching of 
grammar. The first of these gives little trouble to teachers, though ifwe are 
honest we must admit that we give it too large a place in our classrooms, 
perhaps because it is what we teachers like to do. The second of these 
concerns, teaching writing, typically works well until we attempt to split our 
focus into rhetorical considerations and matters oflanguage orthodoxy. The 
first of these we typically do well; the second we do not. Beyond rhetoric, the 
teaching of writing too often becomes the teaching of standard English 
syntax, and a large and unrefuted body of evidence suggests that this model 
does nothing for the writing student. 1 

The third concern, the formal teaching of"school grammar," should not be 
a concern at all. As we attempt to dissect writing into its syntactic parts, we 
force language study into a channel far too narrow to carry it. As a discrete 
focus, the teaching of "grammar" neglects larger and far more important 
functions of language that are properly included under the heading of 
grammar: the attachment of language to personal identity, operations of 
discourse, the study of meaning, and the exploitation oflanguage for power 
and prejudice, propaganda, deception, and control. To be blunt, the 
teaching of "school grammar" is pointless and should be discontinued. 

Here in Minnesota our student population has changed radically in the past 
two decades, as it has elsewhere. For this reason I advocate a much broader 
consideration oflanguage study, one that places more attention on language 
as a social activity and less attention on syntactic structure. I believe that 
this shift in focus is crucial if our students are to understand how to use 
language: where its power lies and how that power is tapped. Let me begin, 
then, with some challenges to our assumptions about the teaching of 
English. 

The politics of English instruction: 
I have known teachers to suggest that we structure our educational 
programs not so much to improve the abilities of our students as to make 
ourselves feel better about what we do. I would characterize this philosophy 
as "the pedagogy of despair." James Sledd, an infamous voice from the left, 
suggested years ago that "[t]he predictable response of the frightened white 
businessman's society was to go right on doing what it had done before
which had caused the crisis-but to do it harder and spend more money at 

13 

it" ( 1308), suggesting that it is not despair but fear that drives our curricula: 
an intense need to hold the center together with whatever glue might be at 
hand. 

Today, the force of this fear has intensified in response to the assessment 
mania that pervades accreditation processes throughout the nation. The 
fear of being called to accountability-the need to demonstrate that our 
programs work-potentially produces an anxiety that causes us to latch on 
to concrete methods and subjects. The focus on "grammar" continues, even 
tho~g? years of research clearly indicate that the teaching of grammar
?"ad1tional, structural, or transformational-has negligible effect on writing 
improvement and may even cause a decrease in writing ability because it 
takes away from the time devoted to writing instruction. 2 

The first problem with "grammar" results from our definition of the term: not 
an exhaustive body of rules that governs discourse and conversation, but a 
small, codified set of arcane rules that separate the initiated from the 
ignorant. Especially in the teaching of writing, our conception of "grammar" 
too often centers on rules recorded in handbooks, but these unusably thin 
~o!lections of ~eneralizations offer help only to those who are already 
1mtiated and simply need clarification. 

To teach syntax is to teach the rule, to have students understand the basic 
sentence structures of English. When I teach this small facet of grammar I 
am struck by the inadequacy of even the most fully expanded rules to explain 
the possibilities of sentence structure in English. At best We can draw an 
adequate map. We will never draw a landscape of the language. 

To teach. usage is to teach the exceptions. There is no way to do this 
systematically, so we should not hope that our students will remember more 
than a few "deadly sins," many of which have already gone the way of meat 
on Friday. And while there is a place for the teaching of usage rules, that 
place is the student paper and not the front of the classroom. 

Still, we perceive that political pressures push us against the blackboard of 
school grammar, and for many, I realize, these pressures are real: talk of 
"literacy crisis," demands that we "do a better job," declining board scores 
in the state or district, or back-to-basics initiatives. We need, then, a clear 
change of agenda. 

Finding a new focus: 
My guess is that twenty years ago the people whom colleges attracted already 
felt a sense of ownership in "the system" before arriving at school, an 
ownership that perhaps came from belonging to the standard-speaking 
commumty. Today our student population is more diverse than it has ever 
been, with more students going to school to find and claim an ownership that 
they do not believe that they have yet. This diversity has increased the need 
for developmental writing courses in colleges, since the expectation here is 
that students will write in standard English. It certainly requires that we 
teach language from a broader perspective: language as the primary medium 
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of social transaction. We need to be teaching sociolinguistics, not school 
grammar, in support of writing. 

As we delineate appropriate curricula of writing instruction we must 
consider the political and cultural ramifications of our changing demo
graphics, and our pedagogy must reflect the changes that we now see in our 
schools. First among these is the need to teach language (and not just 
language skills) to a broader and more diverse student population without 
denigrating their culture or self-image. 

To address this need, we first must decide how we will address the issue of 
community in our classrooms. Since dialect operates within communities, 
we must give full membership to all speakers and writers whom we wish to 
teach, regardless of the dialect they bring to school. This membership will 
require us to reexamine the power structure implicit in the teaching of 
writing. The requirement that students should forsake their language, 
values, ideas, and concerns and embrace ours can only undermine our 
instructional programs because it tells students that we do not value their 
mode of expression. Policies that denigrate students stand between their 
sense of themselves and the admission to participation that we say we want 
to give them. 

Nor is the study of multicultural literature an answer in itself. While 
attention to the literature of other cultures gives those cultures a measure 
oflegitimacy in the school setting, ifwe reject the language (in writing or in 
speech) of students from those cultures, then we deny the very legitimacy 
that we sought to assert by teaching the literature in the first place. 
Multicultural literature is only part of a program of acceptance of other 
cultures. Students without acceptable [read standard-speaking] voices are 
silent by definition. 

My own experience has been that students become better writers only when 
they begin to feel that they have a stake. This requires them to believe that 
they are writing and learning to master their own language. Most of the time, 
when my students describe their writing to me in individual conferences, I 
hear them increasingly using standard English, probably without a con
scious awareness that they are doing so. Certainly they know my language 
to be the language of classroom authority, but as long as standard English 
remains, in their minds, the language of the bosses, the language of the 
other, the language of unsympathetic teachers, the language of oppression 
(whether political or personal), they will not embrace it, and they will speak 
and write it with ambivalence. 

This ambivalence is exacerbated by our insistence that their writing be 
formal. Formality, as a social function of speech, creates distance, and 
distance implies differences in power. Formality emphasizes for our stu -
dents the feeling that they are writing our language, not theirs. This is not 
to say that difference in power in the classroom can or should be eliminated, 
but if awareness of power differences can be minimized in language 
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instruction, students will immediately feel more capable. They will make 
fewer of the "mistakes" that they commit when they are forced to write in a 
register that they never use on their own. Increasing the students' facility 
with formal register will be a result of writing instruction, but it should not 
be our primary goal or their only allowable voice. 

As for teaching appropriate voice, which in some cases is formal and 
standard, we should remember that humans are remarkable mimics. Many 
of us know of a friend or relative who returned north with a southern accent 
after living in the south. Although we are often offended by this (because it 
suggests that they no longer see themselves as one of us), we should 
recognize that they have adopted these phonological characteristics of 
speech in order to be accepted into the community in which they are now 
living. We can expect students to do the same if they have a desire to belong 
to our speech community. 

If we want students to invest in the community that the school represents 
rather than to mark time in a hostile setting from which they are anxious to 
take leave, we have to provide an offer of acceptance, and we must not use 
their language as a way of marking them as unwanted outsiders. If we can 
make them want to belong, and if we present ourselves as new language 
models for them, they will model their speech after ours. Of course, there will 
be pressure to return to the speech of the community outside the school 
when they leave, but a positive school environment will help them believe 
that they can be comfortable speaking the language of two places if they 
choose to do so. 

The Question of Dialect: 
For many, I realize, this is not even an issue, but since this discussion 
concerns the teaching of language, this seems an appropriate place to 
address briefly the issue of the students' right to their own language and the 
question of dialect in general. Standard English is our dialect, and the dialect 
of power, so it is the one that we teach. We can add to this pressure the facts 
that the NAACP for years has stood against the teaching of Black English in 
the classroom and that the English-only movement still has significant 
support. But at the same time we must recognize that we are a multilingual 
society, and we are likely to remain one. 

As James Sledd once put it, "Making children who talk wrong get right with 
the world has traditionally been the work of English teachers" ( 1307). There 
is still truth, too, to his claim, now nearly twenty-five years old, that "coercive 
bidialectalism" is at the same time our primary desire and an impossible 
goal. I have no certain solution to this problem, but if multicultural literature 
is seen as an effective and desirable method for achieving better awareness 
of other cultures, then I suggest that a comparative study of English dialects 
is an even more effective method, since while not all of our students 
participate in literary writing or have an abiding interest in literature, they 
all speak, and they have an immense stake in the protection of their 
language. 
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Sledd's proposed solution to this problem was for the children of minorities 
to learn to read and for the majority to learn to understand the life and 
language of the oppressed (1315, 1329). While multicultural literature 
provides at least a start toward one of these goals, a program of social 
language study is needed to bring about an understanding of minority 
dialects. In order to establish community in the classroom, our students 
must learn about the languages and dialects of their classmates so that they 
can be rid of the misconception that language makes us better or worse than 
other people. 

The English classroom is an appropriate forum for this discussion, and in 
this discussion teachers' and administrator's positions should be as ac
countable as those of their students. If students were introduced to 
questions of language from this social perspective rather than from the 
comparatively small perspective of syntax, we could teach them how one's 
language says who one is. We might also have to admit that we sometimes 
get away with manipulating students with the promise of success or the 
threat of failure based on the language that they speak. 

Sledd remarked that while people use differences in speech to claim and 
proclaim identity, society uses these same differences to keep people under 
control. To be "one ofus," they must submit to our conventions oflanguage 
use, and if they refuse they will be met with suspicion and ridicule, and 
eventually they will be ostracized (1307). I suspect that in relegating the 
study oflanguage to the study of school grammar, we perpetuate this trend 
without offering answers to questions of language and power. 

Our vision becomes short-sighted when we suggest that teaching usage (if, 
indeed, it even follows the doctrine of usage at all) is enough. This path brings 
us close to that fearful point at which grammar becomes catechism. There 
is a question of value here as well: what value will students put on the lesson 
we present if the heart of the lesson is that we do not value their language 
when it is not ours? 

Ultimately, to learn to speak and write like us they must want to talk like us, 
be a part of "us," despite the relative lack of time that we have to teach and 
the opposing pressures from home and peers. We can expect difficulties in 
his program, because by exposing the truth about language we will expose 
the biases that underlie all of our criteria for success in school and 
community, and most likely this will force us to review and revise these 
criteria. 

A Proposed Program: 
The goal of any program for teaching English ought to be just that: the 
teaching of our language and its many uses. This would suggest that when 
we teach literature we teach language as the medium and the material of our 
most cogent and most imaginative thoughts. When we teach writing we 
should focus on the most effective and appropriate use of language in a 
specified situation, and when we teach language, we should teach the whole 
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language. 

The best view of a whole language is captured in the mirror of sociolinguistics: 
the study of the uses, not just the "usage," of language. Within this 
concentration, three primary areas of study seem to have significance for the 
student's understanding of literature and writing. They are the study of 
style, dialect and identity, and the relationship between language and the 
world. 

The first of these has direct application to the teaching of writing and 
literature, since we speak of style as though it were synonymous with a 
writer's identity. By style here, I mean not just those features that can be 
quantified and compared, but also those that reflect attitude, self-concept, 
world view, and acculturation: the place of the writer. We can teach students 
not only about appropriateness of formality (that is, that English teachers 
expect it in major papers), but the effect of formality (that it creates and 
maintains distance, and that when distance is not expected, for example, it 
becomes a destructive force). 3 Andwhat is voice if not the written embodi
ment of style? 

The teaching of dialect establishes a context for discussions of language 
difference. The importance of this topic I take to be self evident, especially 
given our increased emphasis on multiculturalism, and even if this peda
gogical trend does not continue under its present name, the demographics 
of the United States suggests that it is unlikely we will see a leveling of dialect 
any time soon. An understanding of dialect will allow students to know what 
we expect them to learn-to know what the outcome of education in the 
standard language is-whether we assert that it gives its users access to the 
marketplace, status or authority, an increased ability to communicate 
without ambiguity, or any other of the privileges or advantages of standard 
language use. 

At the same time, I think we make a mistake when we assume that people 
want to be like us because we are educated and enjoy the prestige of 
standard-speaking people. Those who would join us often must pay a heavy 
price. I recall the story of a friend who left behind his West Texas accent in 
an attempt to fit in at Chapel Hill. A simple greeting on his first Sunday back 
in Texas brought an old neighbor to remark, "My, don't he talk pretty now!" 
(Translate as, "You uppity thing, you think you're better than us now, don't 
you?") Richard Rodriquez' Hunger of Memory tells a similar story. Is our 
language well-priced at the cost of their home, family, and friends? If that is 
that cost, perhaps it is not ours to demand. 

The common counter to this argument is that by allowing non-standard 
speakers to remain so we consign them to poverty. Although I suspect that 
this is an exaggeration, and I am certain that standard language alone will 
not bring them wealth, especially if their skin is not white, we must offer but 
not demand conversion to the standard. Prescriptive, standard-only, hand
book English is not an offer but a demand. I suspect that when teachers and 
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students sit down together to discuss this question from the broader point 
of view of sociolinguistics, workable and satisfactory answers will begin to 
come forward, right in the classroom, from those who have a stake in the 
answer. 

Lastly, by looking in this social mirror we can teach our students how 
language represents the world. It is something of a primitive of language 
study that all languages embody the critical cultural concepts of their 
speech communities. To look at language then, is to look at cultural 
concepts, and to do this is to look at the speakers themselves-and, in the 
case of English, ourselves. Why, for example, does our language have so 
many words for promiscuous women and none for promiscuous men? Why 
do we have so many words for alcoholic intoxication? Why do we have 
insulting epithets for members of other races, other ethnic backgrounds, 
other religions, other sexual preferences? In the answers to all these 
questions we see reflections of who we are. What a difference in the answers 
to these and the answers to questions like, "What is a gerund?" 

Conclusion: 
By placing as much attention as we do on a single component of structural 
linguistics (syntax) we necessarily neglect to teach language as a reflection 
of our selves, our culture, our society, our intellects, our values, and our 
beliefs. Further, as in the most frequent case, we approach this topic from 
the limited perspective of traditional grammar: "school grammar," a model 
of language with little if any relevance beyond the classroom. And after years 
of such study, the best of my junior and senior college students cannot even 
parse sentences, not because they are unregenerate or unintelligent, but 
because through years of successful school work they have never had the 
need, and thus they have forgotten the entire lesson. When we view language 
as a part of our lives, however, maybe as the most frequent of all our 
activities, it is not so easy to forget. Ifwe do this, the subject that we teach 
will be directly relevant for our students every time they open their mouths 
or begin to write. 

Notes 

1 See especially Chapter 5, "The Manipulation of Syntax," in Hillocks' 
Research on Written Composition. Also see Hillocks' "Synthesis of Research 
on Teaching Writing." 

2 See Hillocks' Research on Composition. Chapter 5 provides a history of 
attempts to measure the impact of teaching grammar in the writing 
classroom. 

3 See H. Garfinkle's Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967). and Elaine 
Chaika's Language: The Social Mirror, 2nd ed.(1989) 
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