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########## 

"thin ice" 

by Jack Tyllia 

The early weeks of each new fall term in high school or 

college English classes -- particularly writing classes -- are 

an experience perhaps best described as "tentative." Certainly 

they are "tentative" for the high school or college freshman, 

the one who gets lost between washroom and classroom each day. 
And they are "tentative" for the "freshman" teacher, as well, 

the teacher who can't find the way yet to the faculty lounge. 

Indeed, the new English teachers are likely to be as 

"tentative" as they would be standing on thin ice: no security 

anywhere. One misstep and they'll drown, they figure, in the 

frozen fathoms of despair. 

Truly, what is needed in that first term is something for 

the new teacher to hang on to. That something should -lend a bit 

of support when both feet seem firmly planted on a single float

ing ice cube, and those icy waters look all too close. A life
line, I think might be just the ticket. A new teacher can craft 

one out of just a little knowledge. Highly portable, therefore, 

it's sure to help when even rescuers might fail. 

The first strand the new teacher can braid into a "life-
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line" is the knowledge that everything's OK, that even the ten

tativeness is "normal." It must be, for most experienced teach

ers report they walk on "thin ice" and need a "lifeline" during 

the first weeks of a term. For example, an experienced writing 

instructor at the University of Minnesota, Duluth, admits that 

beginning a new class is downright "scary" for her. She says, 

"Every time I go to teach a new class , I wonder how what I say 

is going to 'go down,' who will be in there, how I should take 

them. And that's scary. Every quarter in advanced comp., I 

feel almost at the mercy of the students. The first three or 

four sessions are very strenuous. If the students don't 'buy' 

the system, then I've got an unteachable class." Which really 

is scary. 

A fiction-writing instructor on the same faculty contrib

utes: "you walk in there, and you've been doing it for so long, 

you'd think you'd get over it (the nervousness), but you don't. 

Every time, you've got a new group of people looking at you in a 

different way. You wonder, 'what's he looking at?' 'what's she 
thinking?' 'why's she got that look on her face?' 

"The feeling's normal. • Isn't it?" 

So they wonder, and they worry a bit. Maybe some will 

smoke a few extra cigarettes before taking the long walk down 

the hall to teach that new class. Are they walking on thin ice? 

Never doubt it. 

Next to their own natural apprehension, probably the 

biggest reason instructors find those first few weeks of a term 
"t t t" II • h en a ive is tat the students feel as though they're on "thin 

ice," too . One misstep and they'll drown, the students figure. 
And they figure too that if they're going to make a misstep any-

here, it's going to be in "English class." Here, they're sure, 

is where all their most grievous faults will be on public dis

play - starried and cirkeled in read inck on each theem for all 

too sea. 

Small wonder then that I find most students "tentative," 

to say the least, about writing for an English teacher. Neman 

says, "For most people, writing seems almost an extension of 
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their person; criticize it and you criticize them; insult it and 

they hurt; ·tear it down and they are destroyed" ( 3-4). And· if 

"most people," as Neman claims, feel this way, students must 

believe they are on "thin ice" indeed. This knowledge can form 
another strand in a new teacher's "lifeline." It'll take some 

of the threat out of what often happens on the other side of 

that classroom door. 

What a new teacher usually notices first is the coooool 

inspection from some new class members. Taking in everything 

from "wing-tip" to hair-tip, those eyes miss nothing in slowly 

sizing a teacher up. The fiction-writing instructor at the 

University of Minnesota, Duluth, says he wonders what they're 

gazing at so intently. I don't. I know some of the inspectors 

are trying to do a "number" on me, and they will if I let them. 
So I go about introducing the course, and I let them look if 

they want to; it's a free country, after all. Above all I re

sist the temptation to check myself out. I can do that if my 

own inspection in the washroom just before class has assured me 

that my fly is not open and that my sweater-front doesn't bear 

the remains of the spaghetti I had for lunch. I need to make 

the inspection, though. And knowing that I need to make it is a 

small strand in my own "lifeline." 

Sizing-up passed over, what happens next is, to a great 

extent, up to the class. As a former freshman composition 

director at the University of Minnesota, Duluth, observes, it 

hinges on "what the collective attitude of the students is going 

to be." 

Because they are just developing their "writer-egos," 

many freshmen are very protective • . Predictably, some will 

resist to their last erg of energy participating in classwork. 

This means when one asks a question, it may fall on deaf ears. 

Or, getting a discussion moving may take as much work as pulling 

stumps by hand. It's not always like this, but it can be and 

sometimes is. The "collective attitude," for instance, may dic
tate that students will surround themselves with a wall of 

feigned indifference. In which case, a "good morning" may well 
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be met by an intonation of grunts -- or, worse yet, by nothing 

at all. The "collective attitude," too, may dictate that stu

dents will try to hide their tentativeness with a barrage of 

judgments aimed at the teacher. Thus a show of helpfulness may 

encounter barely disguised hostility, and a simple request that 

students take out their textbooks may trigger a chorus of 

catcalls. 

Ugh! This protectiveness can be a real pain in the semi

colon. And it can get worse. Students may, for example, pro

test that assignments are "too hard" when any one of them 

should be able to do the work with ease. Or they may complain 

that their instructor isn't presenting the material in a way 

which is "interesting enough" to "motivate" them. Still another 

common complaint is that students "just can't get 'it'" when 

'it' is material covered at least 15 times in class. 

These kinds of complaints can sound soooooo legitimate. 

Yet what's really going on is the old "shift-the-responsibility 

game," an activity much like "pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey." The 

object is to "pin" the responsibility for the students' unwill

ingness to risk learning something on the teacher. If "pinned," 

the instructor picks up a punctured ego and goes home -- never 

to return -- at the end of the term; meanwhile, the "winning" 

students never do have to confront their own fear. Who wants to 

grow up, anyway? 

Really, some students do, and so, fortunately, not all 

composition classes are like this. The "collective attitude" in 

most is pretty cooperative, in fact. Still, there will be ele

ments of the above in almost every class: a few students will 

groan at each assignment; s6me, with their disdainful gazes, 

will let the instructor know they don't think he's all that red

hot, and some, at least, will try shifting the responsibility. 

An experienced teacher will see through this behavior and know 

how to deal with it. 

The openly disruptive behavior needs to be confronted. 

No one would tolerate gross insults on the street, and no one 

needs to in a classroom either. A simple invitation to leave i i 
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enough for most students. As for the rest of the behavior, an 

experienced instructor will just go on teaching. After all, 

students do have a right to their own attitudes, and one can go 

only so far in putting knowledge in their paths. Besides, the 

experienced instructor knows that much of the "flak" flying 

around the classroom in those first few weeks of a term is "nor

mal." Thus, the defiant stares, the responsibility-shifting, 

the seeming indifference, and even the open hostility needn't be 

taken personally. Rather, they can be viewed as legitimate ele

ments of group process -- a natural part of the students' becom

ing a "class." This further affirmation that everything's 

"normal" can be another strand in the new teacher's "lifeline." 

As most "class-wise" instructors know, a bunch of stu

dents and a teacher don't "normally" become a cohesive unit on 

the first day of school. Rather, the jelling of a freshman 

English class is a process which takes some time. Psychologists 
who have studied group behavior have noted this jelling takes. 

place in discrete, ordered stages. Cory and Corey, for in

stance, in their Grou ps: Process and Practice, take note of the 

"initial," the "transition," and the "working" stages of group 

development (101-145). 

During the "initial" stage, say Corey and Corey, "consid

erable tentativeness and a lack of clarity" (101) are common 

while" ••• members are getting acquainted, learning how the 

group functions ••• and determining if [the] group is a safe 

place" (101). The "transition" phase which follows, note Corey 
and Corey, is one in which" ••• participants are torn between 

wanting to stay safe and wanting to risk getting involved" (121-

122). Groups in transition, say the authors, typically exhibit 
II anxiety, defensiveness, resistance, the struggle for 

control, intermember conflict, conflicts with or challenges to 

the leader. ." (121-122). 

This all happens before groups jell. What eventually 

comes out of all the turmoil, say Corey and Cory, is the "work

ing" stage of group process, a stage which is "characterized by 

the commitment of members to explore significant problems" 
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(145). This, the authors note, is made possible by "group co

hesion, which has resulted from members' willingness to be trans
.parent with one another" (145). 

Small wonder then that new teachers might notice a begin

ning tentativeness, followed by rising tension, in themselves 

and in their freshman English students. Their classses haven't 

jelled yet. When they do, the complexion of the group will 

change almost unbelievably. 

The change is more believable to experienced instructors 

because they've seen it before. Still they notice the same 

things the newer teachers do in the development of their 

classes. I, for instance, find that my classes follow the Corey 
and Corey model almost invari"ably. The f h process -- rom t e ten-
tative "initial" stage to the "worki"ng" h 11 p ase -- genera y takes 

about four weeks out of a 10-week quarter. And it is marked by 

two distinct turning points. 

The first of these occurs as students enter the "transi
tion" phase with the return of the1· r fi" rst essay assignment; the 

second roughly coincides with the deadline for the third essay. 
During the two weeks in between, the students "clam up," gener

ally avoiding any contact with me or even with each other. 
Assignments meet sullen 
is like pulling stumps. 

defiance. Generating class discussion 
Then it happens. Realizing that they 

still haven't revised the first two papers successfully and that 

the deadline is rapidly approaching for turning in the~r third, 

the students panic and begin seeking help; Once a few have sur

vived individual conferences with egos relatively intact, word 

spreads almost magically. The whole class -- myself included 

lightens up almost overnight. This signals the switch to the 

" k" " t · h" wor ing sage in w ich my composition classes virtually become 

"support groups" for those willing to improve their writing 

skills'. This, too, signals the beginning of "real" teaching and 
learning. 

I am not alone in my observations. A former freshman 

composition director -- an old hand in the classroom __ observes 

a bit matter-of-factly that student behavior is "somewhat pre-
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dictable." He observes, too, that "There is a stage you've got 

to get beyond for any 'real' learning to take place." His obser

vations are borne out by those of the University fiction-writing 

instructor who finds student behavior predictable as well. In a 
new class, he says, "Everything's kind of tentative until some-

body gets the idea that he needs to open up and ask some 

questions if he's going to learn anything." 

This same instructor likens group process to what happens 

to a football payer anticipating the "big game." He observes, 

"You're scared as hell until you get 'hit' for the first time; 

then you forget all about it." This is precisely what happens 

to the instructor entering the classroom for the first time. 

The first time is the hardest; it does get easier and more pre

dictable with experience. 
But this is not to imply that because group process is 

predictable one can simply take it as a matter of course, even 

after the first term, and "forget all about it. 11 On the con

trary, a teacher probably needs to continue experiencing the 

feelings that accompany each stage in order to be effective. In 

experiencing the discomforts along with the class, an instructor 

likely will find the tentativeness spurring creativity in class

room planning and the anxiety helping to produce a warm response 

to students who begin seeking help. 

Thus, the tentativeness and anxiety can be positive 
forces in the classroom -- a good thing for new teachers to know -

- for not only do these "discomforts" help a teacher teach, they 

help students discover a need to learn. 

Unless they get out of hand, of course. And that's what 

the "lifeline" is for. It provides some check on the instruc

tor's emotions. Quite simply, it reminds an instructor that 

everything's "normal." Despite the fact that the ice seems too 

thin to tread upon. 
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########## 

TEACHING COMPOSITION: A POSITION STATEMENT 

from College English, Volume 46, Number 6, October 1984 

The NCTE Commission on Composition has prepared and 

adopted this position paper to state essential principles in the 

teaching of writing. The statement has been cleared for 

publication by the Executive Committee of the NCTE. It is an 

expression of the views of the Commission on Composition and 

does not represent an official NCTE position statement. The 

members of the Commission hope that this statement will guide 

teachers; parents, and administrators in understanding the power 

of writing and in teaching it effectively. 

I. The Act of Writing 

Writing is a powerful instrument of thought. In the act 

of composing, writers learn about themselves and their world and 

communicate their insights to others. Writing confers the power 

to grow personally and to effect change in the world. 

The act of writing is accomplished through a process in 

which the writer imagines the audience, sets goals, develops 

ideas, produces notes, drafts and a revised text, and edits to 

meet the audience's expectations. As the process unfolds, the 

writer may turn to any one of these activities at an~ time. We 

can teach students to write more effectively by encouraging them. 

to make full use of the many activities that comprise the act of 

writing, not by focusing only on the final written product and 

its strengths and weaknesses • 

II. The Purposes for Writing 

In composing, the writer uses language to help an 

audience understand something the writer knows about the world . 

The specific purposes for writing vary widely, from discovering 
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