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In September, 1946, I trembled in 
front of my first two sections of Freshman 
Composition as a teaching assistant at the 
University of Kansas. I had good reason. My 
undergraduate major was inadequate. The 
college I attended had less than two hundred 
students. It had fourteen full-time faculty, 
only two with Ph.Ds. I had taken all my 
English courses from one professor who was 
working on a Ph.D. in education. The college 
was unaccredited, but I had convinced the 
Dean of the Graduate School to allow me to 
enter on probation. I applied for and received 
a teaching assistantship. 

There they sat, my first composition 
students, twenty-six in one class, twenty
seven in the other, enrolled in the Engineering 
School, all men, all but the two recent high 
school graduates wearing their ruptured 
ducks. The war behind them, they were eager 
to learn in order to make their mark on the 
world they had saved from Hitler and 
Mussolini. 

Previously I had taught reading and 
social studies to junior high students for two 
years. I had never taught a college 
composition course. I had written only a little 
myself. With no syllabus and only a few ideas 
about assigning papers, how would I 
proceed? With only a gut reaction about what 
constituted a good paper, how would I 
comment on and grade the papers? 

No. one told me. The director of 
freshman English, a full professor and a 
Shakespearean, was new at the job. He didn't 
know much about teaching freshman English, 
having served his apprenticeship as a 
composition teacher and had gone on, as all 
of us wanted to do, to what we considered the 
real work of an English teacher: teaching 
literature. 

We were given a handbook by 
Forester · and Steadman, Writing and 
Thinking. Steven Vincent Benet's John 
Brown's Body and a book ofreadings. For the 
first three weeks we taught grammar and 
usage. No one told us why. I think the 
assumption was that if students could identify 
the parts of speech, make verbs agree with 
subjects, could spell and punctuate, avoid 
sentence fragments, and avoid dangling and 
misplaced modifiers, they could write good 
papers. And the way to learn was to do 
exercises. 

For the first three weeks I drilled my 
survivors of Guadalcanal, of D-Day, of the 
Battle of the Bulge, of the atomic bomb, on 
usage, especially spelling and punctuation, 
noting the number each student got right in 
the grade book and then working out a bell
shaped curve for the grades. No one 
complained. Students who fought against 
Rommel in Africa, who had seen the gas 
chambers in Dachau, who had seen 
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Hiroshima after the atomic bomb, never 
asked why they had to study grammar in 
order to write. They took it for granted, 
indeed expected it, just as many students 
today do. "Why didn't you teach us more 
grammar?" more than one student has asked, 
convinced that if I had, their papers would 
have been better. 

Considering the long-standing 
confidence of Americans in the efficacy of 
grammar, I speculate in my more pensive 
moods if Americans don't believe that we 
won World War II because Roosevelt could 
diagram sentences better than Hitler, that our 
seemingly booming economy is due to 
President Clinton's ability to separate two 
independent clauses connected by a 
coordinate conjunction with a semicolon, that 
if the Democrats had been able to recognize a 
dangling participle, they would not have lost 
control of Congress to those who believe in 
more traditional education. 

After the initial intensive grammar 
drills, I assigned papers, eight, and a term 
paper. I can't remember on what topics, 
mostly I suppose on topics chosen by the 
students. Forester and Steadman devoted two 
and a half pages to choosing a subject and 
offered three bits of advice: choose a subject 
on which you can write an interesting paper, 
get enough information, and limit your 
subject. Honest. That's all. Forester and 
Steadman said little about invention, style or 
revision, voice or audience. Only style 
appears in the index. To revise, students were 
encouraged to vary the sentence structure and 
proofread for mechanical lapses. Style was 
labeled as colloquial, provincial, formal or 
standard. They preferred a dignified but not a 
bookish or dull style. 

I did not know enough to supplement 
the text. I had not read Aristotle's or any other 
rhetoric. I identified sentence fragments on 
the papers and warned the class that 
infinitives ought to never be split or that 
prepositions should never be used to end a 

sentence with. Most were Kansans so never 
asked "Are you coming with?" 

In those first three apprentice years, I 
assigned expository papers and an occasional 
persuasive paper. Kinneavy had not yet 
defined the aims and modes of writing. Even 
if I had known what they were, I would not 
have dared ask students to write an 
exploratory, creative or expressive paper. 

Had I been able to explain to those 
students how to express their experiences, the 
papers would have been more lively. But 
individual experiences didn't seem as 
important as pursuing the symbols in John 
Brown's Body. It never occurred to me--0r to 
my students-that their experiences in World 
War II might enhance their understanding of 
Benet's depiction of war, or that John Brown's 
Body might illuminate and give greater depth 
and meaning to their own war experiences. 

We worked on grammar and 
neglected invention, voice and style, but we 
did work on arrangement. I was sure that a 
good paper began with an outline, and that 
one had to know what one was going to say 
and in what order before one could begin to 
write. My students knew better. They wrote 
the paper and then made an outline. 

I did not know then that writing is a 
process before it becomes a product, that the 
writer creates as well as discovers and reports 
knowledge. I may have sensed that a good 
writer employs the most pertinent 
information to find and define a problem in ' 
order to present it in her own proper tone of 
voice to her audience, but Wayne Booth had 
not yet reminded us of the pertinence of 
Aristotle's rhetoric. The first issue of College 
Composition and Communication was still 
four years away when I started to teach. 

My teaching didn't change much in 
1949 when I took my first full-time job. I 
continued to use a reader and a handbook, 
The Harbrace Handbook, of course, and still 
assigned usage exercises. I continued to work 
on the term paper (the rest of the college 
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expected it), which forced me to consider 
ways of choosing a subject, invention and the 
use of the library. 

In 1951 I went back to the University 
of Kansas for more graduate work. Albert 
Kitzhaber had been appointed director of 
freshman composition. He was, for God's 
sake, writing a dissertation on "Rhetoric in 
American Colleges: 1850-1900." Some 
graduate students were appalled. No one 
should get a Ph.D. in English with a 
dissertation in the history of composition 
teaching. We knew all we needed and more 
than we wanted to know about what Thomas 
Wolfe called "the deep damnation of teaching 
composition'' to worry about its history. We 
did not understand the significance of 
Kitzhaber's dissertation, and we certainly 
would not have understood Amherst's 
Theodore Baird who introduced his famous 
freshman composition in the 1930s. 

When he was asked about it in the 
1960s, Baird replied that he supposed that 
what he wanted "was simply to demonstrate 
that the teaching of this course was as 
engrossing as the teaching of an advanced 
course, that you could make a life out of it as 
well as by being a Wordsworth man" ( qtd. in 
"Live in Writing. An Essay Review of John 
Brerston," ed., Traditions of Inguizy (Oxford, 
1985), Minnesota English Journal 17 (Fall 
1986): 47). We could not then imagine that 
the majority of Ph.Os in English departments 
today would be in composition theory or that 
Kitzhaber would soon become president of 
both NCTE (1963) and CCCC (1969), or that 
his dissertation would be quoted more often 
than many books on composition or literary 
theory. 

Kitzhaber introduced a graduate 
course in composition theory. He had the 
audacity to assume that we should take the 
teaching of composition seriously and that 
there was something important to be said 
about it. Against our better judgment we 

enrolled in the course. We had no choice. It 
was required. 

K.itzhaber introduced other changes. 
As more and more people attended college, 
the quality of writing dropped. Or so we 
believed. Enter the basic writer. Kitzhaber 
developed a course to meet their needs: a 
three-credit course limited to 12 students 
which met five times a week, three times in 
the usual class situation and once in a two
hour laboratory in which we helped the 
students as they wrote, aware now that the 
process was as important as the product in 
teaching writing. We did not take the course 
very seriously. We assumed that these 
students were not likely to succeed in college. 
We encouraged them as they wrote, and 
asked them to write much. But we were 
expected to flunk at least 25%. We did. 
Cheerfully. The course was short lived. It was 
too expensive, and not many were committed 
to making it work. 

I'm afraid that my experience and my 
assumptions about teaching composition 
from 1946-1960 were widely shared: that a 
knowledge of grammar and many usage 
exercises would improve writing, that no 
body of knowledge and no tradition existed 
that would help us improve the way we 
taught, and that our function was not so much 
to teach students to write as to report to them 
and to the registrar how well we thought they 
could write. No wonder many students hated 
the course and wrote dull papers. The greater 
wonder is that some of us enjoyed teaching 
the course. The greatest wonder is that some 
students learned to write. 

My more serious interest in teaching 
writing began in 1960 when I came to 
Gustavus Adolphus College. Several things 
contributed to that interest. One was that 
everyone on the staff taught a course in 
freshman composition every semester. 
Another was an appointment as a visiting 
professor at Earlham College in 1964-65. 
Primarily because of the influence of Wayne 
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Booth, who had gone to Chicago the year 
before I taught at Earlham, Earlham had 
instituted in its introductory writing course 
the tutorial section. 

The students read a book a week 
ranging from Machiavelli's The Prince to 
Hawthorne's Scarlet Letter. They were 
assigned a paper on each book. Each student 
prepared six carbon copies of her paper (the 
xerox was not yet practical), one for the 
instructor and the others for members of her 
tutorial section. The tutorials (four or five per 
section)met with the instructor once a week 
to discuss the papers. Students pointed out 
strengths and weaknesses in each other's 
papers, then revised them on the basis of both 
the instructor's and other students' comments. 
It worked, at least at Earlham. 

Another incentive to pay more 
attention to writing was the weekly 
departmental seminars in the Gustavus 
English department. We felt that to teach 
composition ignorant of the growing body of 
knowledge about writing was irresponsible. 
We read and wrote about what James 
Kinneavy, Ed Corbett,-Joe Williams, Richard 
Young, Ross Winte~owd, Linda Flower, 
Andrea Lunsford and others were saying 
about teaching writing. 

When the National Endowment for 
the Humanities gave Gustavus a grant to 
improve the humanities, we were able to 
invite experts on writing to our campus to 
talk with us, to examine our program and to 
visit our classes. We were able, further, to 
visit other colleges with good composition 
programs, to attend NCTE, Four C's, and the 
Wyoming and Penn State Conferences on 
Composition and Rhetoric. We began to read 
papers and publish articles and to experiment 
with different ways of teaching composition. 

Have I learned anything about 
teaching writing in almost fifty years? 
Sometimes I am haunted by the feeling that in 
spite of what I have learned, my teaching is 
not so different from what it was in 1946 or 

1960. I don't feel too bad about that because I 
heard Ed Corbett voice that same concern at 
the NCTE in 1986. 

I do know that I now put far less 
emphasis on usage drills and much more on 
invention, aims and modes, voice and style. I 
have.experimented with applying ideas from 
other disciplines to the teaching of writing, 
but I have never separated literature from 
writing, as some in composition studies are 
advocating today (see the last two issues of 
College English). I am more willing to take 
risks and encourage my students to take risks. 
I no longer believe that good writing is 
dependent upon clearly defined rules etched 
in a handbook which claims to be "a 
comprehensive yet concise summary of the 
principles of effective writing'' (Harbrace 
College Handbook v) when it is merely a 
handbook on usage, or ~at writing is always 
a means to an end. 

Good writing is willing to risk 
breaking up old patterns to create new ones 
which delight and surprise, to make 
connections, let rip and dance its way toward 
knowing, willing to muck around in the chaos 
until it finds a new cosmos, always with a 
great deal of hope and always with the 
expectation of something lucky happening. 

I now prepare assignments with 
greater care. The assignments are written out, 
often covering a half-page single spaced, 
suggesting various approaches to the 
assignment. To ask students to describe a 
place where they feel at home and by eliciting 
the smells as well as the sounds, sights and 
tastes that make it their home place is likely 
to result in a more readable paper than merely 
to ask them to describe a familiar place, 
especially if they have read and talked about 
Thoreau's description of Walden Pond or 
Annie Dillard's description of Tinker Creek. 

Sometimes I suspect that with 
particularly good students it is most helpful to 
stay out of their way and give them as many 
opportunities and as much encouragement to 
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write as possible. In the final analysis I 
question how much influence I had on 
students who became good writers, Bill Holm 
for example. 

I am more aware today how 
demanding it is to teach writing. At best, 
writing does more than reflect a reality to 
discover. To write is to recognize that the 
world is not yet finished, that it and the writer 
can be transformed. To write is not only to 
repeat or discover but also to create 
meanings. If Wayne Booth is right, then 
teachers of composition must ask whether by 
teaching composition they are willing to 
become a partner in an emerging universe for 
which they and their students may in large 
part be responsible. 

Some sleepless nights I wonder if I 
might have done better than read at least 
20,000 student compositions, not all of them 
profound or even interesting, 60,000 plus 
pages (I once got a weekly paper of 25 pages 
and it was· a good paper too), 1,600,000 
sentences and at least 60,000 fragments 
(that's assuming one fragment a page, a low 
estimate), and 15,000,000 words, 60,000 of 
which were misspelled ( another low 
estimate). But when I consider that good 
writing may change the world and certainly 
change the writer, the answer is clear: I'm not 
sorry I've spent much of my life teaching 
writing. After almost fifty years I believe 
more than I ever have that writing teachers 
must do more than assume that any 
combination of three misspelled words, 
dangling modifiers, sentence fragments, 
comma splices, run on sentences, and period 
faults is automatically an F paper, even if we 
also believe, as Kitzhaber who gave us these 
criteria did, that "a perfunctory assemblage of 
commonplace ideas no matter how elegantly 
written is not a C paper." But we have an 
even great goal: to help create a more 
humane world. I'm sorry not to have a few 
more years to participate in this attempt. 

Elmer Suderman, a past president of the 
MCTE, has taught writing in Kansas, 
Indiana, and Minnesota/or 50 years. He is 
an emeritus professor at Gustavus Adolphus 
College, where he has taught for the last 35 
years, the last ten as a retired professor. 
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The following titles are recent NCTE 
releases. Should you wish to review one of 
these for the Journal, contact the editors. 
You will receive a reviewer's copy and the 
thanks of our readers. 

Laminack, Lester, and Katie Wood. 
Spelling in Use. 

Linn, Ray. A Teacher's Introduction to 
Postmodernism. 

McClure, Amy A. and Janice V. Kristo. 
Books That Invite Talk, Wonder, and 
Play. 

Morrow, Lesley Mandel. Motivating 
Reading and Writing in Diverse 
Classrooms: Social and Physical 
Contexts in a Literature-Based 
Program. 

Fall 1996 Minnesota English Journal 27.1 5 




