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t clea and vely nghsh —Thus,
tlrely understandable that,rman ] '

i 1 turbed: xxaw plesr they th
) selves se' qr at the school’s report' on: helr chlld ;

cult questlons What lt does attempt is” to acquamt you,'as an inter-~
ested -parent,-with_ the _nature-of the" wntmg -act, with ‘the -methods -
used generallyfm schools to. develop your- child’s wntmg -ability, and
finally to. suggest_some: practical-t ways'in-which- you -as-a parent-can -
help both your chlld and- thc school m thelr common endeavor

Rlchard Corbm N
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o = ences’ of'usmg his. teacher as. secretary to_set dow
T of copymg what Vhas*beenr put on- the chalkboard or note pad for'

at_first-notice “your sxx-year-'
old brought home from school “Fxré ,,grade has open 7house Fnday
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> ] - 72 ’7 - ) . - The Teachmg of Wrmng in Our Schoolsil;r:; E
PR } I uncertarn manuscnpt wrmng a real ‘message that ‘he and his-class— -
= S s L f 5 7 mates ‘had discussed and whose wordlng they-had decided upon under

~ Vivian® brought home her colorful drawmg -of the many—rayed sun
shnnnng & ] :

it capstone mmunncanon process
'hen: your chrld entere school he was: already a competent 1f some- -
- tlmes erratrc hstener, - ;told

'most convnncrng fashnon the fact that hefunder-
--stood-the - “fundamenta.s” of Enghsh grammar——the “basic _sentence -
- patterns. and most -of the grammatical usages-that all- Enghsh-speakrng
- people -use 1n) passrng thenr thoughts back and forth from one-to-

demonstratrng in a':

“the teachers gundance Jlmmy was. learning -the’ magic of pencnl-on- T
SREECE "-paper in conveying- 1deas 10 persons not. present at the time-of writing, :’ :
_ He had written with purpose: -Or, recall your pride-y when- ﬁrst-grader :
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WHY- TEACH wmrmo" e o DT TE s e 3

leamed these essentlal matters mamly by rmrtatmg you, though you
* may -not have fully | reahzed at-the time-what was taking place -
If-you provided your child with alphabet blocks; picture. books,‘——
- -and -other simple language materials “suitable. to his age, it-is even
possrble that your-child cameito- ‘school wrth an elementary knowledge
“of readmg of course the extent ofithrs readmg ;was probably re-

_ haps-at'the-same “me ,
his- ndeas to a secretary! -k
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T he T eachmg of Wntmg in Our Schools

1mportant plan or story of expenences, the teacher probably coptes

) . - .. _-it on chart paper: for ‘future reference. She is makmg a so-called-
. : readmg chart.” At any rate, your childis- experiencing.a- necessary
= - -T2 - Y _=tjnitial stage. in- leammg to wnte down hts ldeas, at the same. tune, he ]
.. ts _gaining in ability to-read. -

g ; ?San Diego County schools _encourage: children-

use published drcttona
reference:resources. -

they enter school.v -So

1 - =

hich-the-childten:learn to-write and'toread. concurrently

method ‘the members work faster-and: thc interest factors and-feeling;
of success are high, The teacheris tmmedtately able,to supply-neede
words or correct spelling; to stimulate thinking-and to- ‘build- curtos, y
Another group works- with-the teachet during -writil [
~=PDuring" the- classwide writing ‘experience-c
their- thoughts -on’ paper-and: not-be- concerned -about spellin
ness;: or: correcness. ~The - teacher “has~placed- -words and- phrases
from the: -preceding discussion on.the chalkbo d or-chart paper-and.
now:supplies needed:words:(as chrldren reques
of-paper-or-additional halkboard area,’ orsuggests that the chrldre

Many preschool chtldren have imaginary- playmates and- tmagmaryfr’ T
experiences.-To make- up. stories ‘seems:to-be a natural occurrence as -
well as-an-infectious one-and ‘they bring:this-ability with them -when

- _Children-learn” many thrngs when they-write. They become famrhar
,wrth “proofreading, -and -with- “selecting, -eliminating.-and " arranging
_words.- However, _the first - efforts “are_usuall
- .contain - misspelled words,. incomplete-sentences
tuation and- “capitalization,- The first-stories~; -are~not-c
. fthe child reads his. story to the teacher, his: votce 'dtcates begmnlngs
;and endmgs P’ then adds hts own’ perlod

MR - -~ - - 7 The Infants Schools in England al’ld certam schools in the “United ~ o
. = States have_ _been_experimenting with_ a “language-expenence”—écur- -

rthe small group -

~children=are-urged

help)-on-small slips

ome._ chtldren have;dtﬂicultyrtelltng and wrttmg

-not- well done -and -

1ghtldren Wme, South Bay Lnlon School: Dtstnct, lmpertal Beach Cah- - - -

7 : o n fomla -Used-by_permission-of the San Diego County" -Depaitment of- Educatton

: :and South Bay Unlon School Drstnct, Robert Burress, supenntendent




. WHY TEACH wnmuo" e ) . 5

- not because he has been taught to say the latter, but because he-is-

A ﬁrst.-grader wrote the followrng uneorrected story at- the leftﬁ
The corrected version at'the right is_a transcription of her oral reading- -
of -the:story she had’ just written. ‘Note that the general patterns of
the sentences-in-thé-two versions are. _almost identical, but-that Gail --
lacked the technical skill to-show the sentences as she said them. She~
had much yet to- leam, ‘but Garl was’ already well on the road to- com-r

and also ‘setve: as full-tlmefteacher Parents do not ‘mean to ’lose in- T
terest in- therr chrld’ ﬂhngurstrc fprogress, butjthe earthrer demands of

As- the chlld progresses from the monosyllable da. to the ‘more” -
sophrstrcated utterance; such as- the ‘one-about- granddad;-it -is- usually




'crows wnte letters to other crows!

- _DOING WHAT DOES NOT ‘COME- | ATURALLY S

* that he must. be dehberately ‘taught -to -write: Imitation;" vghlch had
such-an 1mportant role in-his- learning to- speak playsfonly a mrnor— -
- part ir. the- process- of - learmng ‘to-write. Its main contribution-is_ in"

. observatron of therr verbal envnronment ST

7 ) 6 - o S o —The Teachmg of Wrmng in Our SchooIs

© -growing and galnnng greater control “of- his - vocal apparatus and

because he has heard certain words often_ enough that he can- ‘manage -

- to imitate their sounds dehberately and meamngfully - .
- So,.in the four or five years that follow-the initial expenence wrth -
7da, the child literally teaches-himself to speak by listening -and- by
T assocratrng the sounds ‘he hears with the- experiences they: accompany
By imitating not -only- t
:—,:,these sounds:in the. pattems' that he hearsi and then-i vy -relatin, them

e sounds, but the ‘peculiar_arrangement of -

" Your. Chlld miust leam conscrously to wnte Tlus rmphes, of course,

the. prehmnnary stage-of- leamnng to form ‘the-letters of the alphabet
which is_handwriting “but:not communication; though alert -children -
“pick . up™a “considerable vocabulary and abllxty to: spell fro.n careful

s ¢ vy
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~ as“The Atrticles of Confederatlon” or

' ,wmr “TEACH wnmno" R &

lee most other acqulred skrlls learnmg to put thelr thoughts down
- on-paper -is “easier for- some children than’ for others. Sensitivity to

-~ words,_acute. visual memory, unusual powers of observatxon, strong
~  social or esthetic drives, - higher. verbal intelligence—it is not clear

what combmat:ons of these and other traits in the-child determine -

- whether he will grow up-to become the next. Robert Frost an un-

known llhterate, or. llke most_ of us somethm 5 i

wxllmgly, “even. eagerly 'Enthusxasm for 7wr1tmg fades wrth the years

- whenever their writing assignments-become 1mpersonal abstract, and*
~ unrelated.to-their real ‘interests. O

'skrllful teaching can- generate -
in olderdisenchanted “children: pnde m'thexr wntmg and a: feehng of
personal -satisfaction-in_ writing-well:

“Children- unfortunate enough_not- to have well-tramed teachers o‘
Enghsh with few- exceptrons, find’ _writing-a- drudgery.“To -most it-

~ seems_an- artificial - hurdle - ‘set--between_ them -and the_ magic- word -

“graduat:on » By absorptron they leam enough about the conventrons
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] tugcs, not all people are,” or can-be, - equally good wnters‘lf thrs' ’

h - Note ,her dxtﬁculty in- punctuatrng “her- sentences,-

_- - to-connect: somewhat -unrelated- sentences-or- “by- addxng a- descrxptrve -
sentence, as-after “wolf”-and-“flamingoes.” (A mature child- would ]

- a report -on- mformatron he had gamed “He wrote w1th consxderable

8 I ,' I The Teachmg of Wrxtmg in Our Schools -

ot wntmg “to get by.” They seldom have thexr eyes opened to the ke -
satisfaction or the even more substantial -value_that putting -down” I A
_one’s thoughts and’ feelmgs on paper, exactly and vxvxdly, oﬂers the = B )
educated mind. - . o
In our: cmphasrs upon the 1mportance of good teachrng, however, S T
we must not forget an_ easrly discernible fact—whatever their advan- - i

:be Shakespe

Roads were ﬂooded Shme trees were _blown down: The-sea-was- very -
rough’ =

- On Saturday T went to- Wh psnade -Zoo an
was cnppled Th 11% went to:see. the elephant o
w -

whxch would havei’ -
caused her no trouble ‘in- saying 1 them- orally. While shewas thrnkrng
sequentially, she recounted -one: detail - after -another ]

likely-write:- “wolf whrch was cnppled”
ﬂammgoes Ry - :
- Late-in-the. school year stxll another pupxl in- the ‘same. class wrote -

or-‘‘we’ went to see the pxnk B

clarlty, selectcd 1deas well had Iogrcal sequence, but stﬂl ‘had-some -




wm' TEACH: wmrmc' . e -9

hst of ammals ‘names. He wrote A

The herdsmen hved m thls coun(ry “after (he cavemen (housands'

- the_ hills.- The “grass ‘was good for the-animals. They ‘madé funny-

;Cows are- fat
Cows give. xn[lk

= Atree ISblg o
U L TAtreeds small.-
Lo A tree is- a seed -

- —'When there is fog T
© -+ There is nothing “but- you : -

. Nothing: but’a a- circle- of land LT
Andyou T R

2Creanve Wnlmg, San Dlego Clty Schools San Dlego, Callforma Used by
permlsslon of (he San Dnego Clty Schools s .

trouble in begmmng sentences dxfferently and thh punctuatmg the -

.of years -ago.. They came over the sea. They caught wild -animals- -
-- and_made them tame; cows godts pigs-and sheep. They-lived on. -

- houses wnh a tree (runk in-the mlddle and: branches for a;roof They -

“Grades” -
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7 The woods are dry, the hrlls are brown.
The thunder cracks, the rain. comes down.
* I don’t mind that I can't ‘play:

. . A 'Because we need the rain- today
- -y e .- The rain will turn the brown. hllls green R S
B - .- -The desert flowers, so long unseen, - T

£ - -~ *7-_ Will blossom this spring;-and in- ‘the wood -
- e e ’l‘all ferns will wave. where- nothlng:stood'

i'Nature:has ‘opened her springtime curtain
To let-us: -venture ‘inside-

To the mountains- filled: -with ’ppre
nd here the'v,

nd ?buttercup
On ﬁelds wrth 2 carpet-of gold.

S - - and “many  of the- desrrable qualmes of i
R ~ _to’be found also_in’ “the prose wrmng of the young,,
ST s ) " these- excerpts from:

:One day he;happenedj

e swallow a Jack from “a-car; He- beganf
did,- his- neck got longer and longer.
long neck -

A second-grader may have enJo:ed Thurbers Many Moons{ibefore
'7shewrote i ; = o

I looked up at the sky ’l‘here ‘Was. 7no oon I looked on the
ground -and I saw-a-fairy. -He tooka-gol :
he tumed rt rnto a brg gold': oon -
S Comparable to° colorf 1 .

R -ber of: chrldren 7(though fortunately not many) have nerther a feelmg

S for rior success- with: written- “language.- Most “of these -unfortunate -

, . ; . children are also- handrcapped “readers. ,'Take, for example, this™ first —
. B T page -of -a nine-page -report: submitted - “by- a sixteen-year-old, -non-
- A academrc hrgh school-boy-on-a- §ubject that was: dear to -his- heart

-~ The reader may find-it difficult to- ‘believe,-but-not-a word-or- a letter
JRR of this: srxteen-year-old boy s composrtron has been altered

L . ‘tu‘_ﬁ "

The :lndlwduahty of-the young child shows clearly in- hrs wrltrng, R

to"hiccup:-Every time-he . "~
is- wh - i

e
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"

T e P:geons - - ) )
MySA is about Pigcons and how- They l|ve T SRR
‘Pigeons are a very good hibe they are not expenses-and- they are I
o . _very frenly birds, they.are-all kinds of. pigeons-but-I got only- homing
, TR S - birds, I have them because there the most interesting birds of all,
R there ‘are all name. for homming birds to such as grizzel, blue bar,
red,, black, white, bluecheck, splash -and - many -other’s. Homming-
---pigons are: “good birds- they “use-them_.in" “the -1st-war~ and m the 2 -
~war: but now they have ‘better- way° of dotng - o

! ! I ]
B LT
i

: ibaby;,are a ,cock},and'* han;;,,when ?theyi: are "ﬁrst -
yellow harrs, and after .wo weeks they start

R s mtles than take them. 15.20; ..5 all the- way ‘to= soo mlles— 0
) cha’tces are -you- wrll Iose about 5 out of -12: and if not: ,rnore

trmes a- day, there food contarns of pees

hold carn wxll I don’t knovv all what they eat- but you have to f.eed

about ptgeons, and even a kmd;o elo(;uence that could grow only
oout-of-a deep-interest in and-knowledge of-the writer’s subject. Are
" “the school and- the teacher to blame for. this kind:of writing?-If the
- boy had-had: pnvate tutors_every-day -of his life, it is likely that he
S would have wntten no- better Hts phonettc spelhngs parallel closely

are the same_that marked hts speech Yet today “the. wrtter of thls
composmon is-a-respected citizen; a father, a substantial wage eamer _
in-his-community. Should-he have: been -forced-out-of school-on-the - -
basis of his inabilities? Where-in his- tmmaturtty would-he have: turned )
in our demanding- socrety? Today, of course, we- ‘would recognize him ~
“for-what-he-is~—and-actually was fifteen-years ago—a_ dlsadvanfaged
student. Whether or not-this dtagnosns at-an-early age would have
helped him attain control of standard “written’ Enghsh is -a- matter ST : ST
of con)ecture. e - - T
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- 'I:,dont know ‘Wwhat you could call it,~except-that t

" - social, -and. cultural backgrounds account i

:12 T - The: Teachmg of Wrmng in Our Schools

~ For contrast read this 1ntroductton to an unassngned essay (that 15,"

__an’ “extra” noncredit composition) . written by a fourteen-year-old
*tenth-grade gxrl in a school for glfted students -

Sl GaIIows Humor

Last mght the four’ of us were seated- around the dtmng-table with

‘the. dregs and- pteces of our supper and since" the food was ‘eaten. we .
began totallrr - SR g e

a ,upon droppu' zlike -rox
- intoZou midst_ hts pear-shaped ‘tones:: Danny ~will remai
"'—,_wtth ‘one- subject -pulling- at-i ptckmg it:up- ang -bouncing-it,-

it escapes to-a corner-to- dn nd_I—oh it's-easy-to’ make me “talk, s -

wn spectal versnons £ Anglo-Saxon—ongmais, whict
_ taste ‘and. talenf S €

’ ;-you should have seen me_-I- thdught I -looked -ghastly, like-

- _beautiful-clothes for very-littlé, and-canafford-to_ sell- ‘them -for -ap-

proxtmately half ‘of what other-stores- charge: Possnbly the store- itself 7

_ isn’t-splashing -fountains_and. -private -rooms, - but 1ts utthtanan It
- keeps your mmd on what you came: for - -

There -can: be no- argument over the fact that dxverse economxc,

'contrastmg abxhty of -these-two-young: people to express themselves
_4in writing~(or in- ‘spoken’ Enghsh, for that: matter) Yet no one could
,areasonably .heorxze exther, that by exchangxng then:; natural wnungj—

& OWners. 'buy:— -

“French words, my- - -~

jny hatr hangmg “in. dehghtfully nylonlike - strands—- ut-1. S
u d

jbecome at- least a hterate wrlter, and thh fewer, the glrl would sttll' : 7
- have learned to- express her ~thoughts_and- feelings” effectlvely -

.- The- point -of this" comparison is not- to_suggest_that some chxldren -

should and-others should not be’ given the opportunity to iearn-to‘the

“best “of- their abthty It does ‘suggest that-the ‘teacher-is faced ‘with
the prac'tcat problem of apporttonmg his time and energy faxrly

R

W
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. GE'rrING THEM:TO WRITE' '

WHY TEACH wm'nNG" ST o o - 1: 13

among his students accordmg to “their needs and abllmes—not to
-mention- the -needs of our- society. The problem-in some cases goes -
‘beyond even'the reach of a Solomon’s wisdom. At times, indeed, the -
-school “curiously resembles an- army m its ablllty -to mlsgauge and
mlsdlrect the human potentnal - -

" Most chi : “the -and
excmng: dventure 'I‘hey ﬁnd pleasure m “tellxng” about thexr pets,-
- "thenr fam:ly l|£e thel - v ]

- to wrlteand to share what he has wntten On the other hand wrmng

to wrnte in routxne fashxon or 1f th teacher is- more ‘concerned’ w:th
1try|ng to- convey

- Instead of teachers who are sympathetxc audlences for whatever -

they ‘have to” “say -or -write,-who. -always -have a- kxndly and: encourag- -
- ing -word for: them, these older-children-find.their- teachers more and -
-and “pass orfail.” In” subjects . her ‘than :English, such" “as hxstory
or science,- they-are- frequently -assigned “overly- long- reports to-write -
“on- topics-that have not: been made ‘meaningful to them. They are not_
even sure that‘these papers are-read (many: of them, indeed, “are
--not), and"in- many cases they come to-the not- always refutable con- )
~ clusion ‘that. the- teacher rewards “bulk” rather than “good wrmng”
with- higher-grades. This conclus:on in‘turn encourages them to resort
to textbook parroting. and even outnght plag:ansm S -
Sorie colleges that- prepare teachers -are- already worklng to- solve
the problem-of- their-students’ deter:orat:on in"writing-skill-after they
‘have completed their college course in. freshman - English. For in- _
‘stance, -Central -Connecticut -State College ‘in - New -Britain - makes. -
three checks on ‘its students’ proficiency-in language:- (1) at college
entrance; (2) at tlme of admxss:on to the:teacher education program;
and (3) prior to registration for student teachlng At the University -
of Kansas and-at- Duke- Unwers:ty, seniors take required-examinations
to- determ:ne their competence in- us:ng Engl:sh “those faxlxng to use

may- become a chore if a=class_js-handed a: t0p1c ‘on-which-all-are -

-more concerned with restrictive ad “It-concepts-such-as “correctness” ',‘7

e i
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-~ “nature of things
- a-special-talent for -making -history come* “alive, ‘the forte of- ‘some is -

14 - - The Teachmg of Wrmng in Our Schools

standard Engllsh well must do remedlal work. At least one- state ‘has
legnslatnon that requires-that a- prospectwe teacher be competent in
written comiposition; Title 5 of the ‘California -Administrative Code

and Education Code specifies. that an ‘applicant for the standard teach- -

ing -credential with a speclahzatlon in- elementary teaching must
_demonstrate - competency in: composmon in one of two- ‘ways: (1)

The teacher of Enghsh"often ﬁnds h1mself engaged not in- teachxng
hxs puprls comp i in

rosy prctures, f - how “easy VWntmg is. “For. wrmng is '—'not easy, it

students attxtudes toward wntlng takes more: patlenc an effort;than

berngs wrth drfferentr 1nterests and varyxng degrees of abrhty By the

couldnot_well be otherwise.’ Some teachers have

_- the-abstract- language-of - mathematics;, - -and- some-makescience seem -

“the most vital-of all- sub]ects ‘Most- of our problems in-motivating:- >~ ,,} =

“writing would be solved-if all teachers were_ equally interested-in-and-
capable-of- teachlngzgood composition-in - the context-of their ubject -

fields. -But-thisis_ a_dream. By the time college ‘students— preparlng -

for- teachlng in the _various - content."areas “have -taken ‘the’ speclal
courses . requxred -of them, “few have an- opportumty to squeeze into

“their - -programs.-even’ elementary -courses in- actual composmon or

-.even-the. teachlng of composmon. Unfortunately, thrs 1s at present a-
fact of life; -

“We.do have a rlght to expect however that any teacher who 4is:-

hcensed to-teach English, eith<r as-a minor or a-major_ subject; should-
be ‘able to interest chxldren m wrmng and to show them how to wnte

successfully passxng a course 1n composmon, or (2)7 passmg a: speclal -

’be taughtl—' But %remoldnngf—, '— '
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WHY TEACH WRITING? ~ . - B X

better. Like everyone else, English- teachers ‘have their particular o

interests—some take most of their traunrng in literature; others in - §

"speech, still others in- composrtron Whatever _his _special concern,” :

-each teacher of English has a' responsrbrhty not-to neglect theé teach---
- ing of wntrng To that end, this book is-directed at teachers of Eng-,

lish (which-include _teachers - at the elementary and at the secondary
level) as well as parents = .

msuperable f,odds whrch wrll:'be drscussed ’rn’:ilater chapters ;’Many:'
poorly trarned teachers were not $0- tralned “of therr own choice, as -

e Only a: thoroughgorng ‘romanticist-can beheve that
) perfect” ‘school” system s possrble Wh --am
-American-public : schools.is-certain- what*a—lOO -per- cent perfectfschool
system shoulo be or even what it mrght { for our chrldren" On the

d the- world In S
] but only a part. -
If 1t is- basrc, however, then it demands oL Eattentron Only: by com- -
--mon understanding-of-the- complex factors ‘involved:-and" by- coopera="- T
tive thinking and action on-the part of parents; school administrators, -~ ~ | - -
~ college- teachers, cntlcs, and teachers of -English, will our schools: be ’
- ableto-train-our -children- to-write- w1th the skill"demanded. byFour T
lncredrbly comphcated and_constantly” changing-mode of life.- -~ =~ - .
-Should:your-child be: taught to-write'to the extent that heis able" '
On what grounds can a parent or a teacher even ask‘ o
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— (more hkely, feehngé

,—completely -and-utterly
~ -._pressions of- modem =man,
-~ blowguns-in-Amazonian' jungles. Fo

, e-h f,dlscovered thef
seems also hkely that 7whatever 1deasr - 7' -

ho st:ll depend upon their. -~
parent: finds it ‘difficult to -

empathize -with-a child a-mere- ‘twenty “years~ his- junxor';how ‘could
he possibly understand- the -mental processes’of a ten- thousand-year-—

even of tho:

7'7—:old ancestor!"Still,-after_all:this time, we have never found-a better
- way of - ‘communicating ‘with-our-fellow bexngs than- by talking.

Though the: exchange of -ideas through:the use of sounds is-amaz- -
1ngly effective, it has-some - drawbacks -It-works, for- ‘example, only
if the speaker and the listener are in- -agreement-as to-what-the-sounds -
stand for. -If the ‘speakeruses - only sounds -that -are- recogmzed in
Washington and the listenct knows only sounds that are understood-

- in-Moscow;- the. communication Tine—even a “hot line”~—is_ dead
“People who speak the_same language; however, are as-a rule-in-agree-

ment- about-most of .the sounds - used. and-the- 1dea° ‘they- stand for.

. Thus, at-the lunch- counter, when _you-turn-to your Enghsh-speakmg;"—r' '

nelghbor and make the sounds Would you pass me:the salt pIease,
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_ head.

Because most of us spend our hves among people who “speak ‘our-
language,” we are -not -often- concemed about Russian, French, -or
" Chinese_sounds. That-is, we are not seemrngly affected in-our-per- -
sonal affairs. As the world grows smaller, though,” -and -its- interests
- and_affairs” become more _intricately interwoven,.we “are. dutrfully, if
somewhat less than%wholeheartedly, askmgiour chrldren to master sys

SENEE ;cousms three
T ;%:"'grappled wr h

= 5cou1d recerve, drrectly edited
g'darly -lot from- ancestors: dead, 1o, those: many years.;—Or “men “who
- - felt a sense-of responsipility-for the-future-of their-kind- could—advrse

therr chrldren s-children (whom. they would ‘never- see) how 0-better -

* - <_conduct:their lives-In-the- Tong-run, as it turned-out,: this new: abrhty

. to accumulate and store information- and “wrsdom” and then:to: pass -
- it-along to-future generatrons’:(us, that 1s) has certarnly proved the

7 ,greatest value of all. T
~-We have, in- effect two?languages—the spoken ..nd the wntten
‘But writing itself-apparently- “began- and-has:since“developed-in-two -
different ways. In-the East, let-us use China-as-our-example, writing
took the form™ of- drawrng the-objects referred- to—a human- ﬁgure, :
a-tree, a bird,-and so-on. At first -thesepictures -were probably ‘en--

you are rather conﬁdent that he wrll not mstead pour catsup on- your -

tlrely literal. But wrth expertence, Chmese writers- leamed to combme e




- world _can, w 're,told be traced- drrectly to therr language By forc-r

Ca way to suggest them’through plctures.—f

- communication™-by. language “in’ erther form-i

- _cestor. of-ou -was™worked-on in-turn’ -by:

18 - - TheT eaching 'o}—Writing in Our Schools

their- mcreasmgly conventxonallzed pictures in order to suggest more
complex-ideas: For example; by combining pictures of a human: "being,
a skirt, and a-broom, they could “write”housewife. One_cannot read.
ancient Chxnese literature and not be- impressed by the ability of the
writers to suggest profound-and -abstract ideas within the limits-of -
a purely pictorial - language. “The fact that the Chinese have a repu-
tation -for_ berng realists; at.least in their perception - of -the: -sensual

“thrngs -

Z-In: the -long: -run, this_method has- -proved-to hav drawbacks In a
world increasingly. concerned-with. the-abstractions-of - C
“use-of | picture-language has proved adequate But this“is_not an;,foif—
_in_such a: system_there-is_no-relation-at- all-between -the- spoken and
- the: ‘written language.“Two- ‘educated- Chxnese from dxfferent provinces-
have 10 -trouble- ‘communicating-in writing. Butface to-face, ‘they- -
mlght,ﬁnd “it- almost lmpossrble to-understand” each others “speech;

If: they are uneducated* (that:i is,- cannot read or- wnte therr language), .
almost 1mposs1ble. o
_What- e of Chinese’i is_true of- any other- “pncture” language., B

“A far-more-efficient - system - of wr:tmg (and- fortunately the an- )
gyptians, -

Phoenrcrans, -and-the Greeks. Unlike the picture languages it-used-a

--System_of symbols, or-marks;- -standing “for-the sounds in- “the spoken

language “This set of:symbols -became the- alphabet used,g with varia-

- tions, - by-all of- ‘themodern- languages of -the-Western -world; In Eng--

lish; to take “a specrﬁc example, “we_have - twenty-six.- alphabetlcal

symbols that stand for- more than: forty_speech sounds (the’letter a,-

. for.instance, ‘stands for at least four different-common ‘sounds, -as*in-

~ -hate, hat, par,5andifather) Puttrng “these” Tetters._ together -into-words

and then’into “sentences, we are able to- communrcate rn wrmng most -

-~of otir ideas with-considerable el’ﬁcnency T 1
~‘Butno language is"perfect: The Chinese- student has to spend many\

years, we are told; to learn- enough pictographs to read with- ‘under--

standing even a- slmple news-story. ‘Learning to write Chinese is_an

- even lengthier-process. ‘Because the 'sounds-he makes in speech-are -

entirely -unrelated to the- -pictures he draws, the-Chinese” student has.
no- “phonetrc” problems -to- deal with: In our sense; for- example,
~ there is no such thlng -as' a bad Chlnese speller. An Enghsh student

i
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on the other hand -masters a relatlvely extensive written vocabulary—

a: an early-age, but all of his-life he is-plagued by our “accidental”
system of spelling: (If your child is an incorrigibly poor speller, part

of the blame at-least can be laid-to the fact- that in English we do
not have letters enough to correspond to-all.of the speech sounds that-

we-use. Ideally we should have a separate letter- for each of the

_sounds_ that ‘we' use wheu speaklng our language, but m 1act we.
~do not.) - Ik : =

=

A s|ngle speech sound by 1tself of - course, is- meanlngless Only,r -
‘when -we “unite séveral- sounds,rn;comblnatlons that we call -words,
and then. combine words-in_groups-or patterns that we:call sentences;
. dowe. produce real meanlng Inspeaking;-the-sounds- -represented by. -
0, d; and-g have no_meaning in- themseIVes ‘Put- together as dog or
_god,~they lmmedlately -become symbols “for generally recognizable

objects “or ‘ideas, though their-exact’ meamng ‘never-becomes clear

- until we see or hear them-used-in a- physlcal or. verbal context: “Just

look: at the wreck that dog -(mother points -at. the culprit) - has made

- - of my living room!” or “That dog Universal Used Cars sold me broke
down the second: tlme I drove 1t ”-or “Would you llke another hot,
. “dog?”’ } o
-In read|ng or- writing Engllsh the letters d—o—g stand for certaln'

common speech sounds - that, put. together in this part|cular ‘order,

stand for an object-or idea-that is in the writer’s mind. In-Chinese, - 7
on the other hand, there is no relation’ ‘whatsoever between: the sound’
- that means dog and the pictograph that- represents it-in writing. As -

long as an educated Chinese.reader or writer is deallng with -con-

ventional matters, this absence-of a relatlonshlp between the spoken-
and written languages is restricting but-not an- insuperable. obstacle-

to understanding. When he moves into such fields as nuclear physics

* or economiics, he is seriously- handicapped. His language is not-capable

of the ahstractness that- modern ‘life demands Not for nothing have
Communist Chinese-leaders worked for. years to reform their written
language. -

Your children and you, fortunately, are heirs to an alphabetlc sys- "

tem of writing that, though not -perfect, certainly is superior to any
other system of writing that has yet been devised. ‘A child from
Moosehead Maine, and a child from Window Rock, Arizona, may
experience some difficulty at first. understanumg each’ other, but un-
like comparable Chinese- speakers, most of what one says will soon

become clear-to the other. They will have- almost no dlfﬁculty at all

understandlng each other’s wr|t1ng
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20 . ~ The Teachirtg of Wrr‘tzfng in Our Schools-

- PUTTING WORDS IN THEIR. PLACES

- In neither speech nor writing do words produce meanmg simply
from being. grouped together. The words that mad._shoot, zdlots dog

‘you have little if any recogmzable ‘meaning_until.the words are re-

arranged in a pattern that the Enghsh-speakmg listener or reader
expects: “Shoot that mad dog, you idiots!” In-our talk, these “patterns

~ tend to. be sxmpler and “less _varied-‘than those. ‘we. use-in- writing.

Those of-us who are. natlve ‘speakers of Eughsh may ‘make other kinds -

of ‘so-called “illiterate” - “eIrors. (in- pronunciation” and- usage, for ex-
--.ample), but we rarely distort or: completely destroy the natural sen- -
- -tence pattems “of-our language, no- matter how much -Or- how httlei
- education we ‘have had. -~

-In contrast to- -speaking,’ wrmng for most people is not an: effortless,

—means of expression, but a- laborious one.- Writing-demands_a more
precise. choxce of words. Wlth growmg ‘maturity -of ‘thought and- ac-
‘cumulated experience’ in wntmg, our- children’s- sentence -patterns- in

wrmng tend to:be more varied and complex than those: they normally
speak. However, through grades-4-and-5 at least; writing is-done in

simple “patterns closely- resemblmg those of speech Punctuatlon,

which we seldom-have to consider- consciously in speech ‘must ‘be
accurate, as must- spellmg——whlch simply does not-exist in the spoken
language. Consequently, your child finds it much less: difficult to
express his ideas in-speech-than-in- writing. - Almost™ compulsively, he
writes: -“At-the age of ten, -my" father -took- the family to see the
monkeys in:the zoo.” In “speaking he-would, we hope, -use the more
accurate order: “My father took the whole family to see the monkeys
in the zoo when I was ten years old.” In conversation, -the thought is
perfectly clear in either pattern—the grammatxcal inaccuracy in the

first would pass unnoticed by most people: In writing there is no argu-
_ ment-as to which would be the preferred form. -

-Two other characteristics. set writing-apart from speech and help
to explain why most of us often. g0 out of our way to avoid-it. First
of all, writing is more work in a purély physical-sense. Whether one
forms words with a pen, pencil, cold chisel, or typewriter, he uses
many more muscles than are involved in the act of speaking. If your
child is like most-children, he may talk all day with nc noticeable
signs of fatigue. But when he writes, normally little-used muscles-of
his fingers, arms, shoulders, eyes, and back (not to mention one other

“set!) are called into action. Unless he is a_professional writer-in-

training, actual physical fatigue inevitably results. In most of us,
physxcal fatigue interferes with our ability to think clearly and in all
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but the most strong-willed, it_certainly offers a fine excuse for not
writing more than is absolutely necessary.  ~

In addition 'to the physical factor, the-care- and accuracy demanded
of a conscientious writer-produces a nervous tension that he would
not ordinarily. experience as a speaker. The subconscious thought

‘that what he writes may be held against him, in the _classroom. to-

MOITOwW “or forevermore, creates -a -tension -that_the speaker, whose

- words- dissipate into the - surroundmg air,- usually -never feels. This
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neural fatigue; like the physical, takes-its toll of all “writers; whether

inexperienced-adolescents-or- adult professionals. -~ -

"People, both the young- and-the older-like us, differ physlcally and—”
psychologrcally in=their- reactions to wrrtmg, so that it-is_not wise
to-generalize about these factors. Yet neither is it wise.for a parent
or-teacher-to-overlook these possrbrhtres when-a particular child fails
to produce. the quantity-or- quality of writing expected (Malingering,

“of course, is a different kind of problem, one that belongs more

appropriately to the guidance counselor, perhaps, than to the teacher )
If they thought about-it at all,. the original inventors of written

' 'language probably-had-in mind no more than a simple-and-convenient

visual substitute for speech. Later men felt a need for a written
language in their expanding business, social, and political aﬂarrs but
their goal was still not-very clearly understood. But in the hands of
the storytellers, sages, and poets, the-written language- h'as developed
into a communication medium that far surpasses its origin, the
spoken language. Among the arts-it surpasses- in influence sound,
motion, and representatlon Among primitive. people, the child knew
no more history, science, or poetry than was told him_at his hairy
parent’s knee. His “literature” consisted entirely of stories told him
by the “singers” of his tribe .or nation. Thanks to the invention of -

writing, your child has at his fingertips permanent records of the great
(and some not so great) achievements, feelings, and ideas of men for
thousands of years. .

At this point, a few alarmed parents may suggest that the young,
in their insistence on learning via “popular” television, are slipping
back into a semiprimitive state. There is no real evidence to support
this pessimistic view. In spite of the cheap and often meretricious
offerings that spread daily over most of the nation’s airwaves, the
national level of literacy continues to rise. And the increasing interest

-of both children and adults in more worthwhile literary works is a

matter of record.
Just as the spoken language is effective only when there are alert
listeners, so the written language can realize its purpose only when ’
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there are competent readers. A writer writes to be read ]ust as a
speaker speaks to be heard. “Art for art’s sake” is-an academic illu-
sion, for however private a writer tries to be, he is always writing for '
some kind-of reader—even if that. reader’is only himself. - -

“-Children, like their elders, write in the ‘hope of: bemg read.. They -

_may be passing. along information about the world .as they see it or

they may merely be relrevmg ‘their -inner- tensrons. In either case,’

‘they require.an- audrence ‘Most:of us-write-#0.or for. others, few-of-us.

 often- write to -or_forourselves-alone. This fact neither parent-nor -

teacher should. overlook in ‘considering: the performance of chrldren— '
in therr efforts to-master the skrll of: wntmg
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; 7Much has been wntten and even-more- has been sard about the- wayr
_children supposedly-learn to write. Actually, a'great deal less is’known

-about’ the process than we:like to. belxeve Most-of what we do know
“that seems. 1mportant has come not 0. much from “research” as from

and wnters, datmg back to Chaucer and before
~Most teachers-are agreed -for- example, ‘that there ls a- txme that 1s

best for-a child-to begin- receiving-formal instruction in-written com- -
position, just-as-there-is a_time of ‘so-called “reading- readmess.” This

time may-be, and- generally is, consxderably different for each- ¢hild,
though for some it-may occur-as-late-as-the second-or. third- grade.

It is determined partly- by-the child’s’ ablhty to retain the visual i image -

- of -words -(vocabulary), “his -ability. to -control the -physical tools of
writing- (handwriting), his ability to- perceive the. world-around -him

-and to relate it both'to spoken and- written- language (thought) It is
determined by- these consxderatrons, plus the inner urge to report -

what he observes (purpose), and the strength of his desire to imitate
the writing-that he sees about- him (n:otivation). Thus the child-who
has been exposed to storytellmg and children’s-books- and to-parents
and friends -who write is Tikely to begin writing at an earlier age and
to do “so more successfully than a child who has not had these
advantages.

. Many schools are teachmg concomxtantly handwntmg, wntmg of
sentences, spelling, and reading early-in the first grade. In the very

- beginning; -the -teacher sets down in manuscript writing what- the -
child dictates. The child copies, then reads what he has written, A§

he becomes. independent in forming manuscript letters and learns the
spelling of commonly used-words, he writes for himself. Before very
long the teacher may lead him into copying notices, notes, and letters,
and other communications (including stories and poems) that interest
him. The more able students are soon writing independently.

23
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- HAVING SOMETHING TO SAY

There is little point, of course, in encouraging a child to begin writ-
ing unless he has somethingto say-and the desire to say it in a visual
form. So strong is the power of imitation that some children at the
age of two or-three- scribble -after the manner of adults they Yave
watched and then “read” what_they have intended to- say.-Many -a.
preschool chrld asks a parent to prmt sentences for & letter to Grand-{

These chrldren “are gomg through an actual wntmg expenence, be-'

cause:they-are purposefully conveying: a- message using- conventional

symbols. Iri-school,” "too,-we must _consider that children-are wrmng
whenever they.dictate to_the teacher-what they wish to-have written.

‘So writing really begms whenever a-child’s mind. begms to- “percolate”’ E
- and he-feels-a-pressing-or-even a vague- desire-to’ set down:his ideas

orfeelings in the permanent form we call’ writing.” -

In the beginning, the child’s ideas’ “result- largely from- dlrect experl-
ence with his environment, though television: “programs, movies, and-
juvenile books may. make a contribution. The- greatest-impact results

most-often from what- happens to-him and his immediate- famrly, what - -

he and they do;- and- usually-it is about such personal- experiences that
the beginner at school. expresses: himself through talking,-drawing; and-
painting, and oftentimes writing: When-he-writes, he does_so because

he has thoughts and: feelings to- express; -he -has™ mformatxon and

opinions he wants to share. His incentive and.reward lie in responsive
readers (or listeners, if he reads his own product orally) and inthe
satisfaction of having them understand what he has put on paper and
of responding to it.

- The child’s growing accumulation of expenences and his ability to

" read more and more on his own produces an increasing store of

knowledge about which he may write in the form of personal memo-
randa, reports, -essays, or stories. The need to share: his expandmg
inner world can and should grow_ever more urgent; and it is likely
to if his teachers; year by year, provide the opportunities for him
to write and read his contributions to his classmates, post them on the
bulletin board, “publish” them in a school or class anthology, or
encourage him to send actual letters through the mail. Also necessary
is his teachers’ sincere interest in his message, rather than in pre-’
occupation with technical errors.

To be sure, children need to learn the mechamcs of writing and
should have lessons that teach them how to use their language arts
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textbook-as a reference, -which will give them occasional direct in-
struction on such matters -as margins, indentations, capitalization, .
punctuation, sentence structure, and paragraphing. Such matters are
usually learned easily if directly related to the child’s-own writing,
and if the teacher has and takes time to point to the specific ‘spots in
his-writing where his usage neédsjiiﬁprovement;f - - S
“Perhaps-more-damage to.the child’s ultimate-desire to express-his

~ ideas -in-writing_results from-the formal,-inflexible demands of-an

- Insensitive teacher-and-of worried: adults to-write “correctly” and-to
“make-sense” than from-any other-single_cause. Always the teacher
must be sensitive to varying degrees of writing aptitude. in_his-pupils,
and-he-must-encourage each child “to strive-for the highest level-of
achievement possible—numerous, well-organized- details-and -percep-
tive interpretation on- the ‘part. of- the ‘most- apt; much simpler and
briefer expression.by.: the-slower learner -or the disadvantaged. Each
child should-be_helped and encouraged to-do as well-as-he ‘can and——
- should_be satisfied by only-his-best when he submits his finished-
- product. = - o - o o -
LISTENING AND READING: SPEAKING AND WRITING _
_ Communication is-a two-way street. We get ideas and impressions
through the- zcts of listening and reading; we give out ideas and
impressions of our feelings by means of speech and writing. But aside
‘fromthese two obvious parallels, and the fact that-all of these aspects
of communication depend- almost solely on language, the acts are
quite dissimilar in nature. ~ - . s '
The child’s earliest step in the direction of communication occurs
when he listens to, and tries to imitate, the speech sounds around him. .
But- though he may form recognizable words in this experimental
stage, he does not-really speak “our”. language-until he has learned.
also to associate the sound-he is making to-an understandable object
or idea. Children born deaf, of course; learn to use the spoken lan-
guage only with the greatest difficulty, if at al!. Until- recently, such
- unfortunates were mistakenly labeled deaf-mutes and were-commonly
considered to be mentally defective. Today, thanks to such publicized
cases as that of Helen Keller, we know that muteness results in most -
cases from never hearing language, not from mental deficiency.
Specialists are inventing and perfecting techniques to teach the deaf,
whose only hope used to be to learn to communicate by sign language, -
an awkward substitute for speaking the language they are con- -
demned never to hear. Only those with unusual drive and intelligence,

-
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26 The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools.

and with patient families and teachers, were once hkely to master the
skills of reading and writing. For people with normal hearing, the
introduction to language takes -place through the act of listening.
The subsequent development.-of their ability to speak, read and ‘write
seems directly related to this initially developed sense. _ -

" As the young child grows in his ability to turn’his observatrons and

experience first into ideas and then into spoken language, he becomes

gradually aware-of-a- relauonshrp between - ‘speech and: the- written

(and- printed) language He- discovers that-certain combrnanons of -

marks on paper can: represent speeeh sounds: that he recognizes. It-
is possible, in a lrmrted way, -to learn’ eventually 10 read -visually,
without reference to the spoken- ‘Tlanguage, -but- seemrngly the -more
normal: and’ ultrmately more -successful- method -with-an- alphabetlc
language such as ours is to begin_ by: relatrng the spoken to the written

-symbol. Most schools today combinethe vrsual and -the audrtory

factors -in- the;r teaching-of: readrng LT

The teaching’ of writing-follows-hard on- the heels of the teaching
of readrng, ‘or it may even occur-at the same time. For-most children,
though, skill in-the rudiments- of reading still precedes their- inde--

-pendent attempts at pumng therr ideas-into writing. Just-as a child

first hears and then copies the sounds of language, so he must see ‘the
written forms before he tries to imitate them.

From the time the child- has-learned to -form- letters and to order
them correetly as words, he is expressing ideas as he labels a picture
or copies -a sentence he has dictated to the-teacher. The -following
situations and samples from Dyer Street School in Los Angeles will
help to make clear how teachers work wrth children. in order to
develop the ability to write independently.! -

A first-grade group learned: the physrcal features of a cow by
studying pictures- shown by overhead-projector. The following de-
scription was_dictated by members of a group to the teacher, tran-
scribed in-manuscript writing, -then copred by the more advanced
pupils. This was their first experience in writing on lined paper. The
less mature children practiced manuscript writing at the board,
because they still lacked coordlnatron for writing on hned paper.

' A cow has a muzzle.

This is her mouth.
She has no upper teeth. -

1 The samples of children's writing quoted here were contributed by Janice
Frost, demonstration and training teacher, formerly at Dyer -Street School,
Los Angeles Unified School District, Los Angeles, California. . -
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In December the teacher taught her group ‘the proper form for
writing a letter. After dictating this Litter to the teacher, the children
copied it (except that each child changed the first sentence to suit

his. personal request). The teacher noted in hef journal that the

group would probably be ready for_ individual, independent writing

of a letter after one more lesson’ hke thls ﬁrst letter-wrmng expenence

December 10

Dear Santa,

‘Please bring me a ball for Chnstmas I have been good We hke
you very much. i
e vae,

About a month- later, one boy did write. hrs own story.-He found

most of his words in-his"word ‘box, a ﬁle of the words ‘he had-been
~ using in_his-dictated ‘stories. The _occasion” was -an-unusual snowfall-
Tow on the mountainside in clear view of the school. This is his story -
-¢zactly as-he wrote it. Notrce how httle -difficulty he had really, with

techmcahtres

We like to play.in the snow
We like to eat snow.
We have lots and lots-of fun.
- It is fun. yum yum-
. It is good. yum yum

Some second-grade children wrote mdependently their individual

stories after viewing and discussing a film about a dog and his master.
They used their word boxes to help with spelling and were given
supplementary help by the teacher. This is a typical story.

I have a dog at home.
Her name is Lucky.
She can run fast.

I like her.

In another and more advanced second grade, a film about the
robin stimulated discussion that resulted in written stories, each one
somewhat different from the others. This is one child’s story. Note
the somewhat uncertain sequence of her ideas, but her excellent
sentence sense.
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‘Robin Redbreast

Robbins build nests. They work day and night. They lay little
eggs. The eggs hatch into baby Robins. The eggs- are blue. The
Mother and Father take turns sitting on the nest and getung food

The following story written mdependently by a thrrd-grader shows

the advance both in the difficulty of- 1deas expressed and in the longeri

and- more comphcated sentences- used

R An Experzment S R )
We- had an- expenment with-a thermometer. Thermometers have

“ red alcohol in‘them and when: you:put-the -thermometer in sunllght

or :‘warm water-the red alcohol’ goes up When you put -it-in_the
shade, it goes down o

farrly ﬁxed order—-from hstemng to speakmg to readmg and wrmng

—subsequent- lmgunstrc development ‘in"the normal- child: consists of-
almost indistinguishable - interweaving-of ‘these=four basic skms We -

absotb new words ‘and-sentence" patterns-from- hstemng ‘and reading;

we turn about-and use them in-speaking and" writing ‘as-our thoughts-

require. A logical conclusion-from all this seems to be that the better

listener and reader -a-child: is; the ‘better speaker and- writer he is-

likely to become. In fact, each of the four language arts reinforces
the other three. It seems fairly obvious that a person who exposes
himself to a great deal of language in all-of its-forms is more likely
to handle it well than a person-who does not.

THE MEDIA OF WRITING S

Children today are ordinarily taught manuscript writing before
they are taught cursive writing, or handwriting, for sound- reasons.
The more important, perhaps, is that it is easier for the child to see
the relationship between his own manuscript- writing and the printed
material he is learning to read. If-he can-also develop a clear, pleasing
handwriting later on, so much the better. But in this age of type-
writers, printing presses, and other similar machines, his future
activity as reader and writer will be mainly concerned-with print, not
handwriting. Schools are beginning to take note of this fact. For
example, in-an experiment, begun a few years ago, O. K. Moore of
Yale University taught children in a private nursery school from the
very beginning to use the typewriter instead of the conventional pencil
or pen, reportedly with good results. In some schools, children are
being -taught to read without formal instruction by means of a

28 The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools
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computenzed typewnter——a ‘machine that speaks- to the pupll as well
as registers-the letters that he presses manually. -

Even if experiments such as these prove successful and- thus sug-
gest better methods for teaching reading and writing, it will be a good
many years before elementary schools-in general are equipped with
the required machinery, to say nothing of the teachers ‘trained to use

it. In the- -meantime, it is safe-to assume that students reachlng the .
“upper years of high s¢hool -will still'be expected toturn-out. respectably -

S aet=ante

handwritten . compositions. If, in-addition; ‘they-have learned to type

sk:llfully, they- will: have a- conslderable advantage over_ the1r class-'

mates who cannot I

“CREATIVE" WRITING .

The term “Creative is: not as- fashlonable today, when apphed to
writing, as-it used to be, part:cularly at ‘the secondary and -college
levels. Perhaps ‘because- of " its -excessive - ‘use “and somewhat fuzzy
meaning in-the more permissive past,-it has come to stand for- writing

- that- is toofreely" self-expresslve and undlsclphned The ~empbhasis

today, -particularly. in the “colleges, tends ‘toward -carcfully controlled

exposition——writing -that - explains- or- analyzes, writing _ that deaIs'

almost. exclusively-with facts, ‘processes, and. ideas. - - .
- This emphasis is unfortunate, because the-term creative should not
suggest-“lack-of self-discipline” but rather the “application of imagi-

nation” to whatever problem the writer faces. Creative. -thinking,-in

this sense, should-be-as much-a part of the doctoral-thesis-as of the
best-selling novel. The person “experienced in writing creatively
generally has a clearer sense.-of- structure; of word discrimination, of
audience, than the student who has known only formal outhnlng and

the literal cataloging of ideas. Certainly he-is a more- engaging writer.

Few of us will ever become poets, novelists, or playwnghts, but we
will likely be better writers for having tried.

- Most successful elementary school programs afford students con-
t1nu1ng experience with-imaginative writing. Sometimes the emphasis
is districtwide, as in the San Diego Clty Schools, where an annual
volume of children’s creative writing is published. -(See samples in
Chapter 1.) In most schools, it is the result of the efforts of individual
teachers to spark creativeness in their pupils. A teacher in Fredonia,
New York, for instance, encouraged- children to write at home ‘by
reading to them stories and- verse once submitted by their older

brotirers and sisters, even their parents. One of her second-graders-

brought in this bit of verse as his verbal response to seeing a light-
house turn on its beacons at nightfall.
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T . Tsaw alighthouse
-~ Out all night

- Blinking, blinking, _
Blinking out its_light.
"It looked out
" Over all the sea,
But kept its eye -
- Onme, onme? -

Most secondary schools limit- opporturiities-for imaginative writing
to the more:gifted, usually-as a kind-of dessert;-often-as an élective.

‘This seems a-mistake, for the-imagination should be stimulated at all-

levels of ability, even: i;il'cg;liggg; -Every child, whatever his —'abi’li’try,
should have-frequent -opportunities -to_tell-stories, “to ‘versify, to mate
his ideas. with -the-most vividly exact-language: that-he can’ command.

. The -child. thi;rs}sghsriti'z;ed{,tfg,{lie;powgr’s:,of;'laiigﬁég’e: cannot help - -
~ becoming-a more effective expositor,.

‘training in the formal aspects of exposition toos - - - - S
c;izrrmc—cg;ij)kfmid}w&ifg o S 7
- Motivation:is the art-of inducing a-person to do-willingly that which
he otherwise would not likely do- of-his own accord. It is one of the

‘most essential -tools -in ‘the teacher’s professional- kit.: The ultimate -
goal of the teacher, however, is to develop.. self-motivation in his

pupils, for this is the most lasting and_desirable kind. Whether-child
or adult, we are all likely to have our interest stirred by some unusual

experience. This happcnsfcdminonly:,With:profgssion,a'l writers. Robert.

“McCloskey, the popular children’s author, reportedly—after watching

a'policeman halt all traffic to let a mother mallard lead her procession

of ducklings across a busy street—wrote Make Way for Ducklings.
With a child, hearing or reading some verse or a story may trigger

similar writing of his own. Teachers repért, for instance, that initial-

experiences in choral speaking often stimulate boys and girls to write
creatively on their-own. A seventh-grader in Walnut Grove, Califor-
nia, became an almost unquenchable source of -verse after her first
lessons in choral speaking, even though she had never tried writing
poetry before. Almost daily she brought in philosophic, but simple,
reflections of her feelings and thoughts, such as this poem, which was
one of her first: o - :

2 Commission on the El;glish Curriculum, Language Arts for Today's Chil-
dren, Volume II, NCTE Curriculum Series (New York: Appleton-Century-
Crofts, 1954), p. 323. Used by permission of the National Council of Teachers
of English. _ - ; .

provided-of course that he-has -




E TN

Sttt ot bt ernn |

w v

A e S P it o brsmn iy

= = == iz = S e S e

. WHEN AND HOW CHILDREN LEARN TO WRITE o 31 .

- “So very big is the sea, -
And I'amso very small : -
That the wonder is that he
Should notice me at all.

Yet when I take my swim - -
Or play upon the. sands, -

I shout my joy to him, . -

. E And Lknow he understands.’{ .
And when'the Ky is gray T
_ . And the wind’i ischill, .~

Somethmg seems to say

Heis fnendly still.

Thesearssoveryold -
“That the €arth-to him- would be

If.all his years were told, - S -

Onlyachlldhkeme" _— -

The term motzvatzon, however, is a blanket term- that mcludes some,;,
rather contradictory factors.-At one extreme; -for-instance, the-threat _

- of _tests, -grades, and especxally academrc failure - ‘may- “be- considered
powerful motivators of student effort.- At another._ -extreme _is-the

lure-of - sugar coating, - the use-of -irrelevant_devices: and -gimmicks to -

trick the student into- some show- of -activity. At certain- times _and

with some students, either-_or both of these approaches may be

warranted. -

“The most eﬂ'ectrve motrvatron is that whlch usmg nerther threats,r

nor cajolery, awakens . in the child ):-an ‘interest in thmkmg about
a topic, and (2) an-active- desire to compose -and ‘write . -down- his
thoughts. “The most successful ~ teacher:-in this respect ‘actually
motivates the whole course of study, rather than a series of individual
lessons. By a synthesis of attitudes, personalrty, knowledge, and
teaching methods, he induces frequently in ‘his students the act of

purposeful thmkmg and subsequently the desire to set down thexr .

thoughts in writing.

Some of these qualities are born in the teacher, but others are
acquirable. Certainly the teacher who -is enthusiastic about his ma-
terial is more likely to- elicit interest than is the bored teacher.
Similarly, the teacher who is flexible and takes quick advantage of the
individual student’s current focus of- mterest 1is _more likely to induce
in the child a desire to write well than is the rigid teacher bound to a

3 Quoted in Mildréd Dawson er al., Guiding Language Leammg (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1957), p. 472. Used by permission of Harcourt,
Brace & World, Inc.
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32 : ) The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools .

textbook or syllabus. But basic to all else in successful motivation
is the teacher’s assumption-that his-students will succeed, not fail, in
their efforts at writing. Though a few of the most able students who
feel completely secure about their ability may find an acid treatment
stimulating, for the majority of students there is no greater stimulus
than success—and no greater discourager ‘than- failure. With few
exceptions, the.most effective teachers of: wntmg (or-of -anything else)
are those who-build:into:their. students-a sense of mountmg achxcve-

- ment rather than the frustration of repeated failure.

-What s true of the teacher in- this- respect is. true also of ‘the
parent. The child at the- -family dinner table or elsewhere in the-home
whois included in aniimated discussion of ‘people, events, and ideas is
more likely to- write well” “than-the -child--who- _experiences_only dull
silence-or, worse, domestic _griping and bxckenng To-a child-at the
elementary level, the confidence of his parents-is-especially -valuable
and generally. is well received.-Later as-the child grows into adoles-

- cence, approaching-adulthood, his- attxtude generally makes it increas-

ingly difficult for the parents to-avoid. nagging and.excessive prodding.
Yet psychology assures-us that at this-agetoo, perhaps more-than at

any other;-it is important-for the individual to-have the security of a -

sympathetic audience, the feeling that people -are rooting for and not

_ against him. '
In passing, we must_ remark. that a positive attitude on the part of

elther parent or teacher does not imply an entirely uncritical one.
Rather, the young person who senses that the_critic is with and not
against him-is much more likely to make good use of the advice and
correction offered. The context of the remark, not the remark itself,
usually determines the spirit in which the normal young person will
receive it.

These observations apply to motivation in general, but there are
some suggestions that can be applied to the motivation of writing in
particular, The closer a writing assignment lies to the child’s personal
concerns, usually the more meaningful will be his response to it.
Where somewhat general topics are-used, preliminary class discussion
may help to arouse individual interest that otherwise may be lacking.

‘But whatever method a teacher may employ to spark interest in writ-

ing, nothing is more important than the material itself. The writer who
is not interested in and concerncd with the topic about which he
is writing will never produce a good piece of writing. This is true
equaliy of the child or the savant.
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WHAT CHILDREN ARE
TAUGHT ABOUT WRITING

4

From the early elementary ’yeaee through high school into 7c'ollege .

and beyond, children are presented hopefully with an impressive
array of information about writing and composition. Teachers and
textbooks talk often and-eamestly-on subjects as minute as the split
infinitive on the one hand and-as broad as the great classical. principles
of thetoric on the other. And there are almost continuous drill on and
consistent attention to such central niatters as paragraphmg, punc-
tuation, and sentence structure.

The hope is, of course, that enough lore wxll rub off on your child
to make him at least a passable writer -by. the end of his formal
schooling. It is assumed-that if he studies enough spelling lists, he will

_become a better speller. If he is put through enough drill exercises on

faulty verb forms orrr,un-op sentences, he will autorﬁétically avoid
these errors in his own writing. Or if he hears a lecture on coherence
in paragraphs, from that time on-he will write logically related para-

.graphs of his own.

Unfortunately, much of this mformatxon is presented in lessons
that are quite unrelated to the student’s own writing. He is asked to

study words that he does not himself misspell, or to rewrite faulty -

sentences that he himself would not have produced in the first place.
Or the lesson on paragraph coherence occurs three weeks before he
is asked to write a composition long enough to require such coherence.

Ever :.ore discouraging, the actual act of writing does not in itself

automat.cally bring about improvem.. it. When a student is asked to -

write compositions frequently, there is no guarantee that each succes-
sive paper will be better than those that preceded it. A recent study
of student writing at Dartmouth College showed, in fact, that the
wiiting of seniors contained notably more errors than the writing of
sophomores, whose writing in turn contained more errors than that of
the freshmen. If this is true of a higily selected and supposedly
strongly motivated group of college seniors, what can our expecta-
tions be for, say, a group of ninth-graders who have widely varying
abilities, interests, and backgrounds?

33
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34 ' The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

The pr¢: « a the teacher of writing faces, at every level,-is two-
fold:-not only must he strike a sensible balance between his presenta-
tion of information about composition and the amiount of actual
student writing that he requires, but he must also make certain that

whatever he says “about” composition has immediate application to-

the stucent’s writing. For all kinds of reasons, this is not as simple as
it sounds. Perhaps-the most complicating fact is that not all students
in a class make the same errors or need the same information at any
one time. In a given set of compositions, one student may need help
with sentence fragments, another with spelling, still another with
organization, and so on.

The question of how many student compositions a teacher can or
should require will be discussed in Chapter 6. This chapter will indi-

- cate and discuss briefly- some of the more important aspects of com-

position that are dealt with in the classroom and textbook in the
hope that parents may help a student to absorb them and apply them
in his own writing.

“GOOD" WRITING VERSUS “CORRECT" WRITING

A “good” composition is one in which the writer has presented his
ideas in logical and eflective order, using clear, exact, and vivid
language. It may or may not include misspellings, minor grammatical
flaws, and questionable usages. Desirably it should not, but if the
writer makes his point interestingly and clearly, most readers will
consider it “good,” regardless.

A “correct” composition, on the other hand, has no misspellings,
grammatical flaws, or errors in diction. The writer may or may not
present his ideas logically and effectively, in language that is clear,
exact, and vivid. If he does not, only a hopeless pedant would set a
higher value on a “correct” than on a “good” composition.

Ideally, a composition should present worthwhile content well
expressed in mechanically flawless English. But the two factors are
not equal. The discerning reader should always give more attention
to the content than to the form. We do not- turn our backs on the
poetry of Chaucer, Shakespeare, the King James translation, simply
because they use spellings and grammatical forms that are not
considered “correct” today.

Though it seems almost too obvious to mention, it probably should
be noted at this point that children at the ninth-grade level should
not be held up to standards appropriate to Dartmouth freshmen (or
even Dartmouth seniors) either in the content or the mechanics of
their writing. Yet ninth-grade teachers—in fact, secondary teachers
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at every level—are often harsher in their treatment of mechanical
flaws than are college teachers.

THE MECHANICS OF WRITTEN ENGLISH )
The “correct” writer is the student who has mastered the mechanics

of English—spelling, punctuation, grammar, and usage—as set forth-

in his textbook. His competence in these matters, however, is no
guarantee that he can produce a well-organized, meanmgful and
interesting composition. For as we have already noted, it is quxte

- possible to say nothing beautifully, just as it is possible on occasions

to be effective, though illiterate. The sensible person, of course,
while giving his chief attention to what is said, does not discount
the importance of how it is said. He devotes a reasonable amount of
his time, therefore, to these matters, depending on his particular
needs.

Spelling o

Realistically considered, English spelling is chiefly a social grace.
The language is not noted for its phonetic consistency. Some people
are better spellers than others, probably because of superior visual

‘retention. It doesn’t seem rational to rank a child spelling prodigy

above a nationally important scientist—and we really don’t. But for
the great bulk of people who fall between these extremes, accurate
spelling is important mainly because it is a social exper:ation.

There is no single avenue to acceptable competence in spelling. It
is best taught through a variety of approaches—by study of “demon”
lists, by keeping personal lists of troublemakers for systematic review,
by developing an interest in words and language in general, wherever
they appear.

Least profitable is the study of general word lists, the memorization
of affixes, and the too commonly used dictated spelling test. The
latter seems especially wasteful because the language is unphonetic
in character and because accurate spelling is not an oral problem but
is almost entirely a matter of careful proofreading. A child never
misspells in speaking; he misspells only in writing. Therefore, instilling
in children the dictionary habit is probably the most lastingly helpful
single thing a teacher can do.

Punctuation

The use of some marks of punctuation is inescapable. We end a
statement with a period, an interrogative sentence with a question
mark. The use of other marks is mostly a matter of judgment. When
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do you usc an exclamation mark? When does a comma set off an
introductory adverbial modifier? Examine he writing of professionals
and you will find the use depends pretty much on the writer'’s
intention. B .

Punctuation, with few exceptions, is a set of special symbols that
we use to show in writing what we-would- indicate quite naturally in
speaking by facial expression, body. -gesture, or volume and tone of
voice. Though a few-of the marks are stable (like the commas in
addresses and dates), the use of most punctuation is best taught by
reference to the spoken language. The punctuation system is not ade-

quate to all of our writing needs, but it is the only system we have -

to indicate the tone of voice, its intensity, or the pause that separates
or emphasizes our ideas in speaking.

Grammar

"Nothing is better calculated to stir up a rousing discussion at a
PTA meeting than to have a parent ask, “Why-aren’t our children
being taught grammar?” Paradoxically, no topic on the program of a
conference of English teachers is more certain to draw a large audi-
ence than one dealing in any way with the topic “How to Teach
Grammar.” -

In response to the parent’s complaint, it seems safe to assert that
most schools today devote a great deal of time to grammar (in some
schools, {1. too much time in the opinion of most authorities), but
its presentation is more likely to be keyed to the speaking and writing
of a student rather than to be taught formally in the manner that older
generations of adults nostalgically recall. Some parents in demanding
“more grammar” are using the word in about the same way they
do the word vitamins. That is, they don’t understand actually what
either a vitamin or grammar is or how it operates to human advan-
tage. But they do have a vague notion that there is value in it—and
therefore, they reason, the-more the better! Any parent who doubts
this assertion need only examine the school’s syllabus or its textbook
to be reassured about everybody’s concern for grammar.

Yet the truth is that not all is stable in the area commonly referred
to as grammar. For the word does not have quite the same meaning
today that it had two or more decades ago. That explains, in part at
least, why English teachers themselves feel insecure about this par-
ticular aspect of their work and seek out any speaker or panel that
promises clarification and help.

This book is too short to do more than indicate briefly what has
happened to a subject considered so venerable that schools once upon
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a time were literally known as “grammar schools.” At the béginning
of the twentieth century, education like all other human concerns
became increasingly subject to scientific study and criticism. For half
a century, English teachers became increasingly uneasy about the
relation of the formal teaching of grammar to the speaking and writing
of their students. At-the same time, scholars began increasingly to
challenge the. validity of many of the statements of the traditional
grammar books about the English language. Pointing out that English
is historically a Germanic, not a Latinate language, they demonstrated
conclusively that much of the material traditionally taught is not an

accurate description of our-language and the way it works. Uncertain -

what to do, English teachers in the 1920’s and 1930’s began to
abandon the formal teaching of grammar and to substitute so-called
functional grammar. This meant, in theory, teaching a child the gram-
matical form he needed at the time he needed to know it. In’ effect
these teachers were teaching usage, not grammar, though this distinc-
tion was not clear to them. The result was that the majority of teachers
continued to teach, but without strong conviction, the gramriar they
themselves had been taught. A minority gave up the teaching of
grammar altogether, especially following the great influx of disad-
vantaged students during and following the great Depression of the
1930%s. o

The turning point was World War II. With its sophisticated com-
munications systems, World War II put an unprecedented emphasis
on language skills. Scientific research in Janguage was stimulated,
and out of the war came not only scholars but mathematicians and
computer technicians as well who were interested in.discovering what
the English language really is and how it really operates. Shortly
after the war, new and seemingly radically different descriptions of
English grammar were advanced. Today, as a result, the teacher of
English is offered not one, but several grammars of English from
which to choose. If he dares or is uninformed, he may continue to
offer his students the traditional grammar of English. If he dares and
is sufficiently informed, he may offer either structural, transforma-
tional, generative, ot tagmemic grammar.! And the end of theorizing
and research is not yet in sight!

Whatever he chooses to do in the next few years, the English
teacher is bound to find himself caught in the middle of a great debate.
Added to this confusion are the studies that preponderantly claim to

1 For a detailed description of the several grammars of English, see Miriam
Goldstein, The Teaching of Language in Our Schools (New York: The Mac-
millan Company, 1966), a companion volume in this series.
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show that there is little or no relationship between a knowledge of
formal grammar (of whatever variety) and a child’s ability to speak
and write English with facility. Is it any wonder that the teacher is
confused? And if the teacher is confused, what of the parent or lay-
man who, in general, is almost entirely ignorant of these advances
in our knowledge of our native language! It might be noted, inci-
dentally, that college teachers of English are not notably less confused
than teachers of English at the elementary-and secondary levels.

By way of reassurance, however, several observations may be

. offered on the subject of grammar: ’

1. For children who have some ability to think abstractly, an
understanding of the structure and forms of the Fnglish lan-
guage is important, however they are presented. Some
schools, in fact, offer grammar not as a tool for reading and
writing, but primarily as a part of liberal education.

2. If we accept the validity of the'many studies, both American
and British, that question the effect of formal grammatical -
knowledge upon a person’s ability to speak and write well,
then we should be thankful for teachers independent enough

-to devote more time to instruction in speaking, writing, and
the study of good literature than to endless grammatical drills.
Interestingly, in this connection, with the possible exception
of oral spelling drills, no aspect of the study of English re-
quires less effort of the teacher than the formal teaching- of
“traditional” English- grammar.

3. Psychology assures us that children at an early age know,
for all practical purposes, all of the elements of grammar
needed to express themselves effectively in adult life. This,
however, does not take into consideration their knowledge
of acceptable English usage, which is discussed next.

Usage

Many people who speak of gfammar are in reality talking about -

usage. Grammar deals with the predictable structures and word
forms that characterize our language, .z ‘ken or written. Usage deals
mainly with the exceptions to these matters, but it also deals with
the changing status of particutar words in differing times, places, and
situations. As we have already noted, a child entering school has
learned by imitation must of the essential grammar of the language.
What he has not yet learned is to distinguish among the different

- e

e

Ls




AN A S R 8

i
i
§
H
%

T

WHAT CHILDREN ARE TAUGHT ABOUT WRITING 39

kinds of English and to use the kind that is clearest and most
appropriate to his purpose.

There are three major kinds of English in more or less common’
us:: informal English, formal English, and nonstandard English. The
first two, informal and formal, together form the standard level of
English, the level used by educated people. The nonstandard level is
used by people who have not had much education or whose education
has failed to influence their speech and writing. =

In the three kinds of English, most-of the words and grammatical

‘forms are the same.” The differences exist in the uses of certain words

and constructions, and in the formality of tone. For example, in
substandard Enghsh which is almost solely a spoken English, one
hears expressions like ain’t, busted (for broken). At the other end
of the scale, formal English, which is ‘ordinarily found only in writing
intended for very special and important occasions, uses big and
unusual words, sentences that are carefully structured and often com-
plex, and language that has an unmistakably bookish tone.

'For educated speakers and writers, the most generally useful of the
three kinds is informal English; which avoids the objectionable
characteristics of the substandard, but is less exacting than the formal.
It is the English that educated people ordmanly use in their personal
and public affairs, though it too varies in formality from the easy,
intimate conversations of the family circle to the writing found in
business letters and much literature.

When' children understand that there is not one, but several kinds

~ of English, each suitable for its purpose, and that the choice of which

to use is entirely up to them, they respond much more readily to the
‘teacher’s recommendations. For, looking about them, they cannot
fail to observe that the traditional notion of “one correct English”
simply does not descnbe the way even educated people use the
language.

The problem of teaching usage places the teacher-in somewhat of a
dilemma. Clearly he is interested in encouraging all of his students
to choose standard over nonstandard usages in their speech and
writing. In doing so, he is often battling family, neighborhood, and
community standards. If teachers attack and counter the problem on
subjective, emotional grounds—“Nice people don’t say ‘He don’t’ ”
versus “But my father says it, and what’s wrong with my father?”—
they will not make much progress in raising the student’s language
sights. But if teachers remain calmly objective and present the facts
about the various levels of usage, leaving the decision.up to the
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individual (where indeed it belongs), most students are_sensible
enough to make, or to want to make, the desired-choices.

Because encouraging students to change from nonstandard to
standard usages is largely a matter of breaking and reforming habits,
habits of long standing, drills on specific items may sometimes, but not
necessarily, be useful in addition to the student’s strong personal
desire to change. Drills that are unrelated to the student’s purpose,
however, are not likely to have much effect upon his habits of speech
and writing.

Informal English is the most generally useful of the three kinds of
English, and the teacher’s main goal should be to help his students
learn to use it with comfort and accuracy. Whether in conversation
with family and friends or in writing business Tetters, school assign-
ments, or papers for more general audiences, the student needs to be
familiar with and to use good informal English. If his goal, however,
is college and eventually a responsible business, political, or profes-
sional career, he will need also to be acquainted with the more precise
uses of formal English. Because formal English is mainly written
English and has a more exacting vocabulary and more complex sen-
tence structures, it is the most difficult level for most students to
master. On the other hand, formal English is a level that many
students may never have occasion to use, especially if they are not
college-bound.

It is probably important to note at this point that, in spite of what
many people believe, standards in language are not established by
an elect group of experts, either scholars or dictionary editors.
Standard English is the language of educated people, whether they
are lawyers, clergymen, teachers, or diplomats. It is the language that
educated people expect to find spoken or written in both their every-
day and special affairs. It is the language that is clear, appropriate to
the occasion. And when it is also lively, so much the better.

WRITING THE “GOOD” ENGLISH SENTENCE

There has never been much agreement among scholars about the
exact definition of the sentence, though on one point they are fairly
unanimous—the sentence is the basic structure of thought. When a
child puts two or more words together in a pattern that sounds
familiar and that makes sense to those around him, he has begun to
use sentences, even if it is something as simple as “Me want” or
“Bad doggie.” By the same token, when he combines words this
simply or in more complex structures, we consider that he has really
begun to think,
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To many people (and unfortunately -this includes many inade-
quately trained English teachers), a good sentence is merely one
that contains no mechanical errors. They apparently assume that if
the form of a sentence is flawless, the thought will automatically take
care of itself. Thus a child who writes nonsense with grammatical
“correctness” not infrequently gets a higher grade than the child who
is bubbling with important ideas but has trouble with commas, spell-
ing, or sentence fragments. Some children; indeed, come out of their
English classes with no understanding at all that the best sentences
grow out of the clearest, most imaginative thinking, that even the
best sentences can be improved, and, finally, that matters of structure,
proper subordination and emphasis, and coherence are far more
important than mecianical errors—unwanted as these are.

The preceding assertion is not inténded to encourage faulty writing.
It does attempt to suggest that in judging student writing, the quality
of the ideas expressed should be the primary concern and should
account for the bulk of the credit: Students seriously interested in
self-improvement tend, as they progress in school, either to outgrow
most of their language faults or to-become self-corrective—with the
exception of those who possess a natural streak of “carelessness” or
who simply do not have what it takes. Carelessness has to be dealt
with by the child’s parents as well as by his teachers; it is only
incidentally the concern of his English teacher. Carelessness, after all,
is not English. Sheer lack of ability is not a subject that we need to
discuss here, except to note that unfortunately it does exist.

The most important aspect of English grammar is that which deals
with the structure of the sentence, technically called syntax. English
is essentially a syntactical language. It expresses meaning mainly
through its sentence patterns, and only to a limited extent through
inflected word forms. That is"why the study of Latin is not the royal
road to competence in English that some people like to assume.

Roughly 90 per cent of English sentences follow the basic subject-
verb or subject-verb-object pattern. But the other 10 per cent are
importdnt because they contribute varicty and emphasis to our
writing. Learning to recognize and use these patterns effectively
should be one of the student writer’s chief concerns. But aguin it must
be pointed out that the pattern of a sentence grows out of the thought
it expresses and from its relation to the other sentences around it.
Good sentences result from sound thinking.

- Most of us were brought up on the definition “A sentence is a
group of words with a subject and predicate that expresses a complete
thought.” There are weaknesses in this traditional definition, easily

!
2
i

T e b K G,




42 The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

demonstrated by two easily checked observations: (1) The best
writers often write sentences that lack subject, verb, or both, and
educated speakers think nothing of using such sentences: “Stop!”
or “Quiet!” as in commands, or more frequently in answering ques-
tions, “What do you want for lunch?” “Tomato and lettuce sand-
wiches.” “With mayonnaise?” “Yes.” (2) On the other hand, a
great many sentences do not express complete thoughts-within them-
selves, even though they contain subject and ‘verb. “They reported
what happened.” This is grammatically -a complete sentence, but it
does not tell us who they are, what happened, or when it happened.
That is, this single sentence does not tell us these essential matters,
though it is likely the sentences before and -after it make everything
quite clear. i

It is in the riatter of sentence study that the new scientific grammars
differ most conspicuously from traditional grammar. In the formal

study of traditional grammar, the chief emphasis was placed on

analysis, on breaking -a sentence down and classifying its parts (and
often on model sentences in-what many times turned out to be Rube
Goldberg-like concoctions!). By contrast, the newer grammars arc
concerned with synthesis. In generative grammar, for instance, the
child is acquainted with the basic pattern of English sentences and
then encouraged to produce (that is, “generate”) good sentences of
his own.

- The newer grammars are neither simpler nor easier to learn than
the traditional grammar that was set down by eighteenth-century
scholars and that has been our sole approach to the study of English
in the two centuries since. The new grammars, however, do have
the virtue of honesty—they are the product of scholars who have
looked at English with scientific detachment and have set out to
describe how the language, as they see it, works. Unlike the eigh-
teenth-century grammarians, modern scholars are not handicapped
by sentimental attachment to the ancient and-moribund languages of
Latin and Greek. Instead they are looking at the living English that
we speak and write today. Though English depends less upon gram-

mar than any other of the world’s major languages, except Chinese, it -

is still a highly complex language. Any description of its grammar
is bound (v be complex.

Whatever the approach, the main focus of any grammar is the
sentence, however it is defined. People begin early and continue to
use sentences all of their lives. In their everyday affairs, they accom-
plish this quite independently of the “study” of grammar. But for
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cultural, if not for practical reasons, any person who aims at a
“higher” education has no rational excuse for not exploring thoroughly
the structure and operation of his native language according to some
orderly system. If he requires a practical reason, the demand for

precision in scholarly, professional, and important business writing -

often calls for ability to recognize and rearrange the structure of all
parts of a sentence. . - ’
We remind you at this point of the PTA member who asks, “Why
doesn’t the school teach more grammar?” And we call attention to
his generalization. There are some children who simply do not have
the mental equipment to_ make sense of even the simplest of the
abstractions of grammar, though for-their purposes they may speak
English well enough. There-is a larger group for whom high school
. is the terminus -of their education. They are students who for voca-
tional reasons are very much interested in learning standard informal
usage but are not much concerned, if at all, with theoretical matters.
They are capable intellectually of grasping the simpler principles of
grammar, but intensive exposure is more likely to result in antag-
onistic attitudes toward the language than to produce notable im-

provement in its use. There is no evidence to show that detailed study .

of grammar helps these children. A smaller group at the top, however,
find the study of grammatical theory not only interesting, but to an
unknown extent they probably apply it to their own writing. Whatever
their assessed or real ability level, however, most children need habits
of good usage more than they need knowledge of grammar.

In other words, there is no easy answer to the often voiced plea for
the teaching of more grammar. For improved writing, most young
people probably need and will profit more from the better teaching
of good speech, composition, and literdture than from an intensive
study of grammar. In this respect, teachers today are faced too often
with an unsolvable dilemma when they set up their courses of study
in English. What 1t boils down to is—"“to study grammar, or not to
study grammar”’—and if we do, how much, and which?

THE ROLE OF THE PARAGRAPH

Important as paragraphing is and much as is said about it in the
textbooks, most young writers have considerable trouble learning to
write good paragraphs, and not without reason!

For one thing, when books and teachers talk about paragraphs they
usually have in mind only one kind—the logically developed exposi-
tory paragraph. This type of paragraph occurs mainly in rather
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formal material that few children, and not a great many adults, find
very often in their general reading. In fiction, advertising, and news-
papers, which are for most people the main sources of reading
materjals, the paragraph indentation serves an entirely different pur-
pose from that in expository writing. It is not really surpnsnng,
therefore, or rare, to find students whose ‘dea of paragraphing is to
indent every third- or fourth sentence, “because it looks better that
way.” What this- means, of course, is that it looks more familiar to
them,; it is the only kind of paragraphlng they have been exposed to
in most of their reading.

More misleading, perhaps, is the way in which many English
teachers approach the writing process. Instead of stressing the

“wholeness” of a composition, their entire emphasxs is on the “parts.”
They see writing as a simple process of choosing words, putting words
into sentences, grouping sentences -into -paragraphs, and. of stringing
enough paragraphs together, and at the end of the process, presto, a
composition! This sequence seems logical enough, but an experienced
writer who has carefully examined his modus operandi can testify
that this is not the way writing takes place. ’

The good writer does not start with individual words that he puts
together like building blocks. He starts. with a subject, an idea of
some complexity and (to him, at least) of importance. His first step is
to break this large subject down into its main parts, which will help
him to determine many of his paragraph divisions. Not until he has
organized his thinking in this way (in more important compositions

_ even to the extent of writing down a formal outline) is he ready to
“deal with sentences and words. Good expository paragtaphlng is,

then, largely a matter of organizing and structuring one’s major ideas
on a given subject.

The ability to plan and write good expository paragraphs is espe-
cially important to the child who is-headed for college, because he
will be asked to write a great many formal expository papers, not
just in English, but in all of his college courses. The upper elementary
years are not too early for such children to begin developing their

.. recognition of topical s.ntences-and especially- of the importance of
" supporting details. Conversely, an understanding of -the structure of

a formal paragraph is as important to a reader as it is to a writer.

This chapter has presented, much too briefly, some of the major
matters that your child will be concerned with in learning to write his
native language. It has tried to place some of these items, grammar
and good sentences, for instance, in perspective. How much you can
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help your child with these rather technical-aspects of writing depends,
of course, upon your own skill and experience as a writer. If your
knowledge is limited to what you yourself learned from textbooks a
generation or niore ago, you will be wise to let the teacher do the
teaching of these important matters. You can perhaps be most helpful
by making sure that your child is provided with-well-written books
and magazines and by encouraging him to read them. If by chance
he permits you-to read-what he writes, your role-should be that of
the interested and sympathetically critical reader. But remembér that
children are normally and notoriously allergic to parental criticism—
so find less to criticize than to praise in your child’s writing!
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If having something to say is the starting point of good writing, then
certainly the English teacher must give considerable time and atten-
tion to helping his students discover the ideas and impressions that
lie untapped in even the least talented minds. Not only must he be-
come fully aware of what they want to talk and write about, but he
must go a giant step further and infer what they can think and write
about: This is an important distinction, because left to their own
devices, children quite naturally choose to write on the least resistant
topics. Guided toward more challenging subjects, as likely as not
they discover new interests that can open all kinds of doors.

It is no more possible to generalize about the interests of children
than it is of adults. Like the rest of us, children too are individuals.
A teacher—on the basis of past experience—inight state confidently,
for instance, that the care and breeding of pets is a unique interest of
ninth-grade students, then find in the next moment a third-grade
hamster-raising specialist or a twelfth-grade homing pigeon fancier
to confound his generalization. Yet in spite of the inevitable excep-
tions, there is a recognizable pattern in children’s interests, as veteran
teachers and parents can attest.

As a beginning writer, the child is likely to be a realist, reflecting
his microcosmic world with sometimes painful clarity, examining it
with simple logic. He likes to talk about his adventures—the Thanks-
giving trip to Grandmother's, holding the new baby, the skinned
*knee. He talks about family secrets in a candid way that would cause
his parents extreme anguish if they knew. (Teachers, though they
take no “Hippocratic” oath, fortunately have a well-developed sense
of decency about this sort of thing!) He reports on his playmates,
his home, his neighborhood. And, of course, there are always the pets.
He writes lucidly and directly about these things, presenting his world
as he secs it, with little or no attempt to ornament or change it. All
this is true of “typical” beginning writers; but there are those whose
parents have steeped them in imaginative folk tales and stories of
46
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fantasy—classic and modern;-and many of these children write of
make-believe situations ‘and characters and concect intriguing though
simple plots.

A child in the elementary school gains ever-widening horizons as
he learns of the far away and the long ago, reads books of fiction and
fact, and learns to use reference books in his pursuit of knowledge.
Alert teachers contrive to take advantage of situations that give reason
for him to write reports, explanations, and stories featuring “the
knowledge that he as an individual has sought and acquired. Thus
many a child goes into the junior high school with attitudes and
abilities favorable to continued purposeful writing.

However, when the child enters the junior high school years
(normally at age twelve) and his cophistication begins to develop,
evidences of shrewdness, caution, and affectation are likely to show
in his writing. Social pressures from without and the inner personal
worries that mark the onset of adolesrence begin to affect him.
Though some children continue to repost ¢ 1eir world with innocence,
others—and especially boys—begin to hide themselves in sketchy,
generalized compositions that reveal little or nothing about their
thoughts.

Still others, at this stage, show a strong tendency to return to
fantasy, but not to the innocent imaginings of early childhood. The
child who only a few years before unself-consciously reported the
latest bitter family quarrel as if it were a normal part of life, now is
likely to try to remake the world by writing about a happy family
situation that he wishes were true. Or the child from an economically
poor home writes nonchalantly about cars, clothes, and other advan-
tages that he yearns for but is ashamed to admit are not his (though
gitls, perhaps, are more likely than boys to engage in this kind of
verbal daydreaming). In many boys, imagination is atmed by a
u.cam world of monsters and supermen.

The interests of high sc.onl writers are more difficult to generahze.
Many children by this time have begun to develop hobbies of various
kinds: sports, cooking, cars—and with the girls, of course, boys and
dating. (Though sex has certainly been a topic of private discussion

beginning in the junior high schoc! years, it seldom rears its head,

ugly or otherwise, in the public writing of adolescents, except very
indirectly in the romanticizing of some precocious girls.) At this
stage, manifestations of the growing sense of independence, “gripes,”
are likely to appear often in their writing;the ego is probably stronger
and blinder than at any other age. The child resents classmates,
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parents, teachers, school, ‘community—anything and everything that
tends to restrict him or to challenge his emerging, but still insecure,
sense of self. The class composition, the editorial column, or letters
to the editor section of the school newspaper may serve as an outlet
for these resentments. Experienced teachers understand and make
allowances. Unfortunately, many parents and laymen become unduly
excited, especially when some more aggressive (and often more
competent) students-carry their complaints to the local press.

In the later years of high school, as students sense the end of
their childhood and begin to think about jobs, marriage, technical
training, or college, their ir-ividual concerns and ambitions become
increasingly apparent in the composition topics about which they
choose to write. A substantial number of students at this age, over-
whelmed by pressures in their personal lives, find in writing for the
teacher,-if not an ideal, at least a somewhat comforting safety valve.
Not uncommonly he s the only confidant some students have. The
wise teacher watche: for these “distress signals” and does not reject
them. In.a sense, he recognizes them as a compliment, for they are
testimony to the child’s confidence in him. Here again the wisdom and
expertness of the teacher are crucial: Shall the child be failed for
working out his tensions rather than standing up precisely to the
uemands of the assignment? This is a decision that every teacher
faces, and not infrequently.

Fortunately many teachers of English have some exposure to
psychology and guidance in either their preservice or inservice train-
ing; consequently they realize that it is important for children to have
safety valves, such as writing “shockers” or “articles of protest.”
Such teachers leamn to read between the lines and gain an under-
standing of the turmoil that such papers reflect; they believe that the
message is often far more significant than the writer’s inaccuracy in
using the technicalities of English. Those English teachers who have
not had courses in guidance are almost sure to number among their
coileagues one or more guidance teachers, who can help them under-
stand the needs and the problems that students’ papers often reveal.

All that has been said so far applies mainly to the average, normal,
numerically most common youngster. But there are others to be
considered. There are, naturally, children of less than normal intelli-
gence and ability, weak both in ideas and imagination, for whom
writing is an agonizing and unsettling experience. These children, for
the most part (though who can predict surely in what number and
to what degree?), will spend their lives communicating almost entirely
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in speech, not writing. How much writing and of what kind should the
-teacher demand of them? Should they be held strictly to a single, ab-
"‘sol_ute standard? These are questions that old hands at teaching often
find more difficult to resolve than do the less experienced.

And what about that other special group, the so-called “gifted”
children? While their practical-minded fifth-grade classmates are
dealing with everyday situations and ordinary facts, these children
have already begun to discern and to explore in their writing the
meanings of human relationships and of complex ideas like the
conservation of natural resources. Or, in twelfth grade, while less
gifted classmates are- considering job possibilities or marks high
enough to permit college entrance, these precocious young people-are
pursuing the language of higher mathematics or examining the
writings of a Hopkins, an Eliot, or a Brecht. Are their comyosition
needs identical with those of their less gifted classmates? Or is the
difference -merely in degree and not in kind?

“If a school uses a “track system,” with specially designed programs .
for the slow, the average, and gifted groups, some of the problems
arising from such human differences may be partly solved. But only . .
some and only partly! Besides, new problems of human relationship
and personal development are created. Statistics are not available as
to the number of schools in the country using ability grouping on a
large scale. It seems fair to estimate that half or more of the schools

. still operate, for all practical purposes, as single-track schools. This is
- - " particularly true of elementary and-junior high schools, though many
now are adding special services (remedial reading specialists, guidance
personnel, coordinators, and other consultants) to help care for the
needs of typical students, whether average, retarded, or gifted. We
should say, perhaps, that the ability grouping that characterizes a
multiple-track system has not been found to be an unqualified suc-
cess. It has been shown that children of superior ability gain human
understanding and ability to appreciate the contributions of less able
children who have integrity, willingness to work, reliability, and who
may be particularly apt in music, art, dramatics, or sports. Separated
into special groups, they miss this important human experience.

But “special services” do not change the basic_teaching problem
in classes whose -pupils may range from the retarded to the genius.
The teacher of writing faces, in these classes, a particularly complex
task in setting up meaningful and exciting composition assignments
that will encourage each child to perform to the best of his ability.
Happily, the more expert teachers of English do just that!
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WRITING ON" ASSIGNED TOPICS

Thus far we have been talking about the natural interests of chil-
dren—the kinds of topics they turn to if left to their own devices.
But most compositions are written, it seems safe to assume, on topics
if not assigned, at least initiated, by the teacher. Most students actu-
ally prefer to have the topic furnished them. A completely free
assignment like “Write a composition for tomorrow on any topic you
choose” paralyzes the majority of young writers.

It is not that any one of these students lacks interesting and
worthwhile material to write about; it is simply that the directions-are
so formless that in their inexperience young writers have trouble
focusing on a workable topic. The purpose of the writing is not
stated, so that for most of the students, “purpose” becomes little more
than fulfilling an obligation and escaping a zero in the teacher’s record
book. Such a purpose is not likely to produce good ‘writing, and
seldom does. .

Unhappily, too many composition assignments of this general type
are handed out by inadequately trained and unimaginative teachers.

At the other extreme from the teacher who gives his pupils little or
no direction in choosing topics is the one who assigns narrowly re-
stricted topics without reference to students’ interests or abilities or
backgrounds. “For tomorrow write a_500-word composition on
Hamlet’s father’s ghost.” Any normally intelligent high school
student might well ask why he should have to write such a paper.
A few of the more gifted may turn out charming or even perceptive
compositions on the topic, but the bulk of the class will write
incomprehensibie gibberish. To encourage the writing of gibberish is
to teach bad writing that someday must be unlearned. i

The effective teacher gives composition assignments that take into
account both the children’s interest and their abilities. He prepares
for the assignment with discussion of the general subject from which
the topic is to be drawn. In this discussion the ; «rpose of the com-
position should become clear. He will make the actual assignment
definite, yet flexible enough to allow for varying individual viewpoints.
He will allow pupils to ask as many questions as necessary to clarify
in their minds the purpose and limits of the assignment. He will do all
that he can to make the assignment meaningful to each member of the
class.

Such an assignment challenges a child to think for himself, yet
bolsters his confidence by pointing out some directions in which he

Lo e AT w I SRy




WHAT CHILDREN WRITE ABOUT 51

can go. Out of a ninth-grade class discussion of family relationships,
based on the reading of The Yearling or Tom Sawyer, should come
twenty-five compositions on twenty-five different aspects of the prob-
lem, each reflecting the personal experience and honest opinions of the
writer. But if the preliminary discussion is too formalized, if the
assignment is too narrowly restricted, if the teacher is unsympathetic
to interrogation, then the result may easily be twenty-five car-
bons of a stereotyped viewpoint that would have been better .left
unexpressed.

Whether one views classroom composition writing merely as prac-
tice for adult writing situations or as an immediate means of develop-
ing the child’s powess of perception and thought, it, has no value
unless it is meaningful and its purpose clear to the writer. Either it
must be based on the child’s established interest or it must generate
a new interest, in the same manner as learning to dive less flatly or to
play the piano with a lighter touch: The clever teacher (and parent,
too, when the opportunity offers) is the one who understands fully

“the power of motivation and searches for ways of creating interest in

writing that normally a child will not find for himself. In this regard,
John Dewey once noted, “Having to say something is a different
matter from having something to say.”

ALL-SCHOOL WRITING

Most parents—and many teachers, too, regrettably—have come
to regard the teaching of writing as the sole responsibility of the
teacher of English. No professionally minded English teacher will
argue the fact that the bulk of formal instruction and practice does
lie within his province—and he wants it that way. But if other subject
matter teachers and parents do not accept a reasonable share of the
responsibility for the child’s applying what he has learned at all times,

--the English teachers’ efforts are largely wasted.

Actually, most ‘children are asked to do, quantitatively, in their
history, science, and other courses more writing than they are in the
English class. Too often the subject matter teacher issues “blanket”
assignments with no thought that he is literally inviting bad writing.
The social studies teacher demands long outlines of material read,
and excessively long and dull reports of generalized historical events.
The science teacher asks for paraphrases (crroneously called “re-
ports”) of material only partly read and learned, instead of encourag-
ing original reports of creative thinking. Because “facts” are the main
concern of such teachers, they are likely to accept all kinds of
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slovenly writing. And they evaluate learning of facts by giving objec-
tive examinations, because their concern, understandably, is for the
subject matter and not for flagrant signs of inept writing.

What is even more deplorable, in schools that employ inadequately
trained personnel, the teachers are often no better writers than the
students themselves. Thus they are in no position to comment help-
fully or to grade fairly the writing they assign. If the blame for this
sorry condition could be pinpointed—and it probably cannot be—
the colleges who graduated these teachers, the state agencies who
licensed them, and- the local authorities who hired them must share
itincommon.

Here and there, a college (and even, in a few instances, a high

school) has recognized this problem and has made a valiant effort to
enlist the cooperation of all of its faculty in the endless effort to
improve the quality of undergraduate writing. The initial burst of
enthusiasm has, sometimes, reportedly produced favorable results.
But as time wears on and the effort and time needed to coordinate
and maintain the interest of geology, economics, and psychology
professors become greater, the English department becomes disillu-

~sioned and gives up the battle. The fact that even some members of

college English departments refuse to accept responsibility for the
writing of their students is, of course, no incentive for their colleagues
in other dcpartments to do so. R

What is true of college English departments in this respect is also
true, though to a lesser extent, in many high schools, Here and there

~ a high school makes a short-lived effort to maintain an “all-school”

approach to the improvement of student writing. Only at the elemen-
tary level, where a single teacher is responsible for all subject matter
as well as for the teaching of writing, are we likely to find this kind
of approach followed consistently. Yet even at this level, with its
built-in, natural advantages, the effectiveness of the effort is open
to some question, ‘because most elementary teachers have had a
minimal training in composition in their own college work.

This lack of integration of subject matter and writing training is
most unfortunate, particularly at the higher levels of high school and
in college. Many students find in their subject matter fields the ideas
and experiences that are most likely to elicit good writing. This is
especially rue of the social sciences, where outlining and paraphras-
ing so often serve ‘as the mere handmaidens of reading. No simple
solution to ¢his whole problem seems possible. However, in the
English class, some practicable steps toward solution might frequently

ANABH DN ol SNt A banins M s TSR Bt | e b e R e

ek Y 8 it

D 4

g e oAt D L+ N N | R A ekt




- S P U S S

WHAT CHILDREN WRITE ABOUT 53

be (1) to encourage each student to select composition topics in the
subject matter areas of greatest interest to him, (2) to. have him
write as if he had been a participant or observer of any events or
discoveries he reports (thus he would tend to paraphrase little if at
all), or (3) to ask him to compare conditions at the time and place
of major concern with those prevalent at earlier or later dates, in
other locales, or under similar conditions. That is, students should be
encouraged to make personal evaluations of and to react to the data
they collect for their,writing.

One way of getting students to think through the subject matter for
their themes is to set up small committees to deal with each of several
topics such as the effects of the Crusades on West European culture,
dangers in using antibiotics without a prescription, practical values
of landing on the moon, or actual social conditions in England at the
time Oliver Twist was written. Time is set aside for small-group dis-
cussion (each committee forming a group) to explore points of view,
possible sources of information, and likely subtopics to serve as foci
for individual papers. The discussion tends to personalize the topic
for each student so that he is encouraged to seek data to support and
clarify the points he wishes to present. His fellow committee members
become prospective judges who evaluate the authenticity and logic
of his presentation. (His English teacher might be relatively unin-
formed on such specialized subjects but could objectively decide
whether the paper reflected thorough preparation, substantiating facts
gained from reliable sources, logical development, appropriate vocab-
ulary used to make meanings clear, and other characteristics of
writing that convey ideas effectively to the reader.)

THE SCIENCE “BOOM” AND WRITING

The burgeoning emphasis upon scieiice has had its effect upon
the teaching of English, as it has upon all other school offerings. In
a culture that is saturate< with respect for and faith in the “scientific
process,” this is hardly to be wondered at. Whereas only a few
decades ago humanistic scholars looked “down their noses” at their
colleagues in the science departments, “research” is a common term
today among students of literature—and the capitulation has gone so
far that even poetry is being offered in machine-like programed
“Sets.”

The influence of this current commitment to science is felt in the
composition program in a variety of ways—in the attempt to make

_ new concepts of grammar functional in the writing process, in the
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concern with the semantic properties of words, and even to a marked
degree in the choice of topics for writing.

Forty years ago, it was still fairly common for graduating seniors
to be ‘required to write a formal “literary” paper or to deliver an
equally formal oration upon some topic from the humanities. The
oration has fallen by the wayside. Today it is more common for
schools to require a “research paper” (or a “resource theme”) from
at least its college-bound students. A large portion of these papers
deal with topics from the sciences. In all of them, the main emphasis

is no longer on rhetoric; it is on the careful selection, organization, -

and reporting of facts. For better or worse, ringing rhetoric on “The
_ Glory of Mankind—His Conscience” has given way to the precise,
orderly report on “The Mating Habits of the Auk” with only
slight exaggeration.

Concern about the quality (or as charged, the lack of it) in much
student writing has resulted in a lively side debate about the merits
of the “research theme.” Many college teachers have condemned
this particular kind of writing, urging the high school teachers to con-
centrate upon “the fundamentals of writing” and to leave the
specialized forms to them. On the other hand, many college students
who did not receive this special training in high school report that
though almost every department in the college requires such papers,
at no point are they taught specifically how to prepare them.

Both sides have their points. The critics are certainly right when
they point to high school “research themes” that are mere. rehashes
of encyclopedia articles, dashed off at the eleventh hour—and often
graded “excellent” by teachers so overburdened that they cannot
look beyond the bulk of the writing, the neat typing, the impressive
blbhography In one reported instance, an eighth-grader who handed
in an 80-page typed social studies report, copied almost verbatim
from her sources, received an 4. Her classmates who had put at least
some thoughtful effort into their much briefer and for the most part
handwritten, more difficult to read papers received substantially lower
grades.

Yet to condemn teachmg the process of collecting, organizing, and
reporting materials in clear English,"even at the elementary level in
an age that- places such a high value on science, just doesn’t make
sense. Though he does so obviously at a much less sophisticated level,

the fifth-grader is as capable as the professionally trained entymologist -

of observing the anticdfof the ant—and of reporting what he sees.
The fault does not lie with the assignment or with the student, but
with the teacher who fails, first, to show the student exactly Low to
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do the job, and second, to make clear the difference between
plagiarism and honest reporting.

Properly taught, the research theme offers a ready-made context
within which students can be taught such necessary skills as reading
for information, notetaking, library research, organization of ideas,
and more. No one expects a high school student, however talented,
to produce a doctoral thesis. There is no reason, though, why he
should not learn in simple form the research process that he will be
expected to use in many areas of his future endeavor. To urge post-
poning until college the introduction of the student to the research
" process is about as sensible as barring a child from talking until he
is six years old on the premise that he is then better able to learn to
talk. .

When a child is assigned a research theme to write, the important
responsibility of the parent is to keep him “honest” and to keep him
working under his own steam. Where possible, the parent should
guide the child to the facts but not supply them; discuss possible
sources of information—the encyclopedia or World Almanac, the
reference librarian at the public library, the knowledgeable neighbor
to be interviewed, the downtown Bureau to be queried, the files of
old newspapers in the “library” at the Evening Star. Above all, the
parent should impress upon him the importance of initiative, of per-
sistence, of thoughtful conclusions—Iet the grades fall where they
may! A parent who is so ambitious for his child that he tries to do
the work for him is merely preparing his child for a bad shock later
on in business or in college. )

One absolute essential for out-of-school work on compositions is
that the parent help his child to find a place and a time for study that
is free of interruption and disturbance. If home is necessarily a
crowded, noisy place, then the child should be helped to find a quiet
spot where he can work well—at Grandmother’s, at a- classmate’s
home, at a study center set up at the YMCA or other public place.
The requirements of writing cannot compete with the excitement of
television or the nornal jostle of the family living room.

LITERATURE AS A SOURCE OF IDEAS FOR WRITING

No hard and fast statement can be given about the use.of literature
as a source for topics in composition. Certainly the college-bound
student should be able to take a literary work and discuss its ideas
in terms of the writer’s purpose as well as of his own experience. To
expect a student who can barely read even the simplest materials to
assume the role of “literary critic” seems rather ridiculous. Yet there
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is no reason why even this student cannot react intelligently in writing
to literary works that are appropriate to his understanding level and
his interests.

Next to personal experience, reading is our richest source of ideas.

From it we obtain practically the only information that is available

about the generations of people who preceded us on this planet. From
it, too, we get much of our understanding of ourselves as human
beings. Some teachers, unfortunately, regard each book or other
literary work as a kind of museum specimen, and the zeaction they
demand of the child is the cut-and-dried ritual of the formal “book
report.” )
" In some ways children are like Paviov’s dogs. After they burn their
hands enough times on a hot stove, they Iearn to avoid the stove.
After’ they have been penalized enough times by having formal
reports assigned for each book they read, many ¢hildren (then, and
later as adults) learn to avoid books—even when no teacher is
around to require a report! We do not, as adults, read books in order
to write formal reports on them. We do like to discuss the books we
read, however; and if we really like them, we may even talk and write
to our friends about them.

If the literature read in school makes any kind of impression upon
young people (and we know that upon most of them it does), then
it cannot fail to bz a source of many of their ideas. A good deal of
their writing, therefore, should center upon the people, the events,
the problems about which they read as well as those they meet face
to face in the world of actual experience. The best writing occurs
when the reading and the living experience are congruent.

PLAGIARISM AND THE STUDENT WRITER

What a comfort it would be not to feel required to touch formally
upon the subject of plagiarism in student writing! But unhappily there
are students who, with premeditation or by accident, do plagiarize.
Worse, there are parents who encourage them to do so, directly by
example—or unintentionally by subjecting them to unbearable pres-
surer* to make the “right” college, to bring home a “good” report
card, or most commonly, perhaps, to escape a “failing” grade.

Some of this plagiarism is innocent and perhaps unavoidable where
students substitute subconsciously remembered words and ideas for
original thought and expression. Less easily rationalized is the
plagiarism of the child who, because of poor planning or because of
unreasonable assignments, pursues the easy course—handing in work
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copied from that of classmates or even from published sources. This
is noi the place to _discuss the implications of the apparent fact that
this kind of dishonesty is more prevalent among college-age students
than among those in the lower schools. But it is a matter that every
responsible parent—and college teacher—should ponder long and
deeply. :

Not to be pardoned at all, of course, is the student who sets out
deliberately to plagiarize either for “kicks” or for personal advance-
ment. Such students (and parents who abet them) are not at all
interested in the honor that such grades can produce. This kind of
dishonesty is on a par with robbing a cash register or committing a
fraud. It is, in fact, a crime -punishable by law, though at the school
level it seldoffi if ever finds its way to the courts. One can hardly
discount the analogy, however, that the tree grows in the same direc-
tion as the twig is bent. : :

At times, to be sure, the problem rests as much with pedagogy as
with morality. In any subject field a teacher with poor preparation
or an impossible student load may even encourage the cheater. He
may, for instance, make dull stereotyped assignments that fail to
challenge the student’s interest or ability. When written work is not
checked, poorly motivated students find it more comfortable to hand
in someone else’s writing than to make the effort of producing their
own (even good writers may lose interest when they sense that they
have no “audience”). Caught in a pressure for “higher standards,”
the teacher may set impossible assignments or judge writing by
standards beyond all reasonable achievement. Some teachers by-their
negative approach may actually create an atmosphere of contest with
their students, the object of which is to outwit one another—not to_

" improve writing skills. “We figured Mr. Green sat up nights scheming
ways to keep us from cheating, so naturally we all tried to fool him,”
one student reported. And in the faculty room, Mr. Green was
probably saying to his colleagues, “What's wrong with this genera-
‘tion? All they think about is getting out of work. I wouldn’t trust one
of them!” On the surface of it, the problem seems to lie in part with
whom the schools employ to teach, and with the conditions and
Joads und: r which the teachers work. But even here, the problem
has its roots in the mores and attitudes of our society. ‘

Of all teachers, the teacher of English is in the best position to
encourage a respect for honesty in writing—and for honesty in prin-
ciple, it might be added. Countless testimonials to the decisive influ-
ence of a teacher’s positive attitude are on record in countless
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guidance offices. “We just never thought of trying to cheat in Miss
Smith’s classes,” or “Somehow Mr. Brown made us all feel that he
trusted us all the way, so naturally no one cheated.”

By taking into account the interests and abilities of his students
when he makes assignments, by stressing self-improvement instead
of grades; and by providing a sincerely interested audience for most
pieces of student composition, the teacher can do his share to- cut
down materially the incidents of plaglansm In the long run, how-
ever, the solution to the problem remains in the hands of our whole
society.

A e

L R

H
13
3
T




HOW MUCH WRITING AND WHEN?

6

Books about “how to write,” almost without exception, are the works
of either frustrated run-of-the-mill or only part-time authors. Though
the teacher-author may write about the writing process, the fu.’-time
author seldom takes time to. Though the top rank or professional
writer may on occasion let slip clues to how he personally writes,
he never offers a fool-proof formula. He knows too well the role
that individuality plays in his demanding art. He knows that one
writer may be content if in a day he manages to turn out 200 words,
whereas another in the same length of time may -write 2,000. He
knows that one writer may stop to polish and revise details as he
writes, whereas another sketches in the outlines of his ideas roughly,
leaving the revision till another day. One writer can work only with
a pencil containing lead of a certain softness; another can compose
only on the typewriter. One can collect his thoughts only in the dark
of the night, writing from midnight till dawn; another rises at dawn
and writes until lunch time. And thus it goes, each writer establishing
habits of work that he finds more efficient and congenial than any

others. ‘ ) .
We suspect that most writers, if they had to, could adapt them-
“selves to a different set of habits, but our point here is the more
general one that successful writers do have habits and do practice a
systematic approach to their work, whatever it may be. For most
writers, these systems grow out of the trial-and-error efforts of their
school days. Both teachers and parents would do well, therefore, to
encourage children to systematize their writing practices at an early
age, though in doing so they should take account of each child’s
physical, emotional, and mental capacities—and handicaps. What-
ever the child grows up to be—novelist, doctor, lawyer, salesman, or
- housewife holding office in a2 community club or aid society—the
ability to gather, organize, and express ideas in an orderly, rather
than a haphazard, way will be of crucial value. However, while urg-
ing orderly work habits, the parent or teacher must avoid the danger
) 59
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of putting on pressure in such a way as to stifle the inclination to
write. Genius ordinarily finds its own order and is well insulated
against any limitation that it finds offensive, but the less gifted can
more easily lose spontaneity and willingness to produce if external
working conditions are overorganized.

Everyone’s life—student’s, p'aren‘t’s, teacher’s—would be ever so
much more comfortably simple if there were a single, definable way
to develop writing skill. But this is not the case. Pethaps the old folk
saying “There’s more than one way to skin a skunk” applies here;
perhaps it doesn’t. At any rate, here are a few of the more important
matters in composition teaching about which there is wide disagree-
ment. College professors and high school teachers with impressive

“records of successful classroom experience speak voth for and against

each practice; perhaps, therefore, the only sensible position for a
parent to take is that of watchful observer. If ycur child appears to
be learning successfully to write, then whatever system the teacher
is using must be right—or at least is doing no harm. On the other

hand, the fact that a particular student’s writing shows little or no -

improvement does not necessarily prove that the system is at fault,
because many factors are at work—social and sexual drives, eco-
nomic pressures, environmental influences, academic stimulation.
This admittedly is the kind of statement that parents (especially if
they are critical of the school) find hard to swallow. Yet in justice
to the facts, these factors cannot be casually set aside. They do
influence the way a person works—whether in school or out.

THE DAILY THEME VERSUS SPACED
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

The every-student-write-a-theme-a-day formula originated at Har-
vard University in 1884. For years Harvard freshmen submitted a
composition each day, whether or not they really had anything to
say. In time, Harvard abandoned this system, but not before many
secondary -teachers of English throughout the country had come to
regard it as the ideal way to teach writing—though their large class
loads prevented most from-adopting it.

On paper, the theme-a-day approach to writing makes sense, for
theoretically the more often a person practices any skill, the more
proficient he should become. Critics of this approach point out, how-
ever, that good writing results only when the writer has something
that ke considers important to say—and most people do not have
something important to say every day. Most teachers with their over~
sized classes, critics point out, cannot possibly read and evaluate a

.
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theme a day. Yet without an interested and critical reader, writing
is likely to become pointless busywork, because the writer must have
a recognizable purpose in what he says. The purpnse primarily is
(or should be) -communication. The student writer who does not
visualize his reader, who is writing merely to fulfill the requirements
of an assignment, seldom succeeds in communicating anything but
his paucity of -ideas.

As yet there is no scientific evidence to indicate whether an auto-
matic assignment of this kind produces better results than a thought-
ful piece of writing composed at less frequent intervals, though as
nearly as can be judged, the majority of teachers today seem to favor
the occasional well-thought-out theme, which they have time to read
carefully and to comment on.

In antithesis to the theme-a-day philosophy is the “permissive”

concept of “write whenever you think you have something to say.”
Given such an assignment, some children with a built-in instinct for
writing manage well enough, but the large majority of students who
need more definite direction are lost. So far as we know, no public
school today advocates this method, though here and there an indi-
vidual teacher may practice it on his own. If he is an exceptional
teacher, but only so, he may obtain desirable results.

LONG VERSUS SHORT COMPOSITIONS

“Long” and “short” are relative words so that it is never very clcar
what is meant when either is applied to a piece of writing. “Short,”
for example, may apply to a single paragraph, to a 300-word paper,
or to a novel like Hersey’s A Single Pebble. Yet in the classroom these
words do suggest some practical limitations. To most teachers a
short paper probably connotes one that is written “out of the head”
with a mimmum- of planning and outlining, and likely comipleted
within a class period or less. A long paper, on the other hand, is one
that requires reading and investigation, that leans on a formal outline.
It runs from -500 to 1,000 words or more in length, and it may
require days, even weeks, to complete. In college, these are com-
monly called “term papers.”

A topic of frequent debate among composition teachers ‘is the
importance of one or the other in the teaching of writing. Despite
the argument on the one side that the short-theme, even -the single
paragraph, offers the writer practice in every aspect of good com-
position, and on the other side, that a short paper cannot possibly
develop the ability to plan and carry thought through a sustained
piece of writing, tiis debate seems rather academic.
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This is not, after all, an either-or issue. Who can question that
students should have practice in writing ‘both long and short papers?

- How many of each they should be asked to write, however, brings

us back to the - :ry practical problem of class size and teacher load.
Ideally, in the upper years of high school, a teacher with a daily
load of 100 students should ask for at least two long papers of no
fewer than 1,000 words ‘each per semester. When these papers are
not in process, the teacher should require one short composition of
between 100 and 300 words at least every two weeks.

At the junior high school and intermediate level (grades 4 to 6),
compositions should naturally be shorter. Teachers of intermediate
grades certainly should be able to read a minimum of one-page or
page-and-a-half compositions from each child each week—unless,
of course, they are saddled with abnormally large class=s, which too
frequently is the case. Probably most elementary school children
write much more at times. Junior high school teachers, especially at
the seventh- and eighth-grade levels, should resist the femptation to
apply high school standards <particularly unreasonably long com-
position assignments), just as high school teachers must realize that
they are not teaching mature college students.

The amount of writing required, however, should and must vary
in terms of the grade level. A third-grader of modest ability, for ex-
ample, should not be expected to write more than a brief story or
paragraph of a few sentences; the precocious primary child can and
will write at much greater length. A fair expectation for a sixth-
grader might be three or four coherent paragraphs. A ninth-grader
should also be able to write three or four coherent paragraphs, but
these paragraphs should be much more fully developed than the sixth-
grader’s. The high sckool junior may well be asked 15 write carefully
developed themes of 300 to 500 words on extemporaneous subjects,
or as many as 1,000 words when hc is given adequate time to gather
material on his subject. The New York State Regents examination
in English for eleventh- and twelfth-graders contains a composition
question that requires the writing of a 250- to 300-word composition
on any one of about fifteen widely differing topics. The student has
approximaicly one hour to devote to this part of the examination.
This examination, however, is designed for students in roughly the
upper 50 per cent of-ability who are preparing for college.

But length again, as we have noted, is relative. The object in
writing is not to turn out a certain number of words to satisfy the
teacher’s assignment. The aim of all writing should be to say what
one has to say; when there is nothing more to say, the writer should
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stop. Too much emphasis on length requirements inevitably pro-
duces student writers who waste valuable time on counting words—
time that could more profitably be spent on revision. It is common
knowledge that one writer may take 500 words to say what another
writer can say as well in 100 words. For this reason, some teachers
prefer to make composition assignments in terms of number .of para-
graphs or pages rather than of words. The wisest teacher sets no
ironclad, inflexible limit at all.

SUPERVISED VERSUS UNSUPERVISED WRITING

Most teachers prefer to have as much of the composition work
done in class as possible for a number of reasons. First, they believe -
that more can be accomplished by teaching during the actual act of
writing than by lecturing about what should or should not be done
before and after the fact. They can make certain that conditions sur-
rounding the writing act are as ideal as possible. Most important, if
the child is in doubt or has a question regarding the work, he can
immediately confer with the teacher. .

Perhaps your child has perfect conditions under which to write
and study at home, but for many children this is not true. Though
guidance counselors try their best to keep teachers informed about
children with environmental handicaps, with today’s spiraling- en-
rollments, their information is only partially complete. A goodly
number of students literally have no place in which to do their home-
work. Living in homes with inadequate space, blaring televisions,
lack of facilities (such as desks, good lighting, or ink), and too often
surrounded by adults unsympathetic to either the process or the aims
of study, far too many able students have no place to do school work
once they are outside the schoui. The plight of reluctant students
is even more hopeless, because they lack the will to learn even when
study conditions are ideal. -

Under such adverse circumstances, a few of ‘the more fortunate
may find study space in the neighborhood library or in a friend’s
Pome where facilities may be more favorable. (Some cities have
volunteer organizations that sponsor and run study halls in public
buildings; college or university students monitor these halls for the
experience of working with children.) But for many students, these
substitutes for good study conditions at home are not available.

Another reason some teachers prefer to supervise personally the
writing of their students is one they do not like to discuss publicly.
This is the unhappy fact that some students, for one reason or an-
other, fail to understand the moral issue involved in submitting work
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not their own. It is true that we live in an age of “committee” projects,
from which we will never escape (and modern students should be
given plenty of practice in committee writing); nevertheless, “copy-
ing someone else’s report” is not good committee procedure. Cer-
tainly it is not a way to develop one’s skill in written expression. Or
one’s moral character either!

Worse yet, some parents, having been unduly panicked by the
current stress on “high grades” in the race for college entrance, too
easily delude themselves into believing it perfectly all right to help
their children wirite better compositions—to the point where teachers
are sometimes not sure -(though they have strong suspicions) about
whose compositions they are reading. (The preceding chapter -dis-
cussed the general problem of plagiarism. Here the concern is with
the more subtle issue of parent-child “collaboration.”) You may be-
lieve that the teacher should speak out loud and clear against such
dishonesty, but the problem is not so easily solved. When absolute
proof is lacking, a teacher has to be even more cautious about making
accusations than a store detective in picking up a shoplifter. If the
teacher doesn’t see the parent actually at work, and the possibility
of doing so is negligible, how can he do more than make polite and
subtle insinuations? Because parents of this kind are obviously lack-
ing in principle, and because children tend to accept and imitate the
morality (or lack of it) of the parent, about the only course open
to the teacher is to observe the child in the actual process of writing.
This is possible, of course, only in the classroom.

Under this system, as in every policing effort, honest students are
in some respects penalized. Some children who are able writers find
the classroom atmosphere distracting. Others have good conditions at
home for study and writing, and parents who understand the purposes
of education. But we do not mean to exaggerate the incidence of
dishonesty in this connection. Actually, the alert, experienced teacher
laas little difficulty distinguishing the child who is doing his own work
from the child who is not. Insofar as he is able, he provides com-
pensatory opportunities for the sincere student to demonstrate his
ability in every way possible, both in and out of class.

THE “WORKED-OVER” COMPOSITION VERSUS
THE “QUICKIE”

Related to the preceding problem is that of the relative value of
the quickly written, extemporaneous paper as conipared to the for-
mally planned and carefully revised composition. Is the child who can
“toss off” a good piece of writing to be considered superior to the
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HOW MUCH WRITING AND WHEN? 65

one who must have time to mull over and change in some way almost
every word and sentence that he writes? Here we might turn to pro-
fessional writers for a clue. At Fort Ticonderoga Museum are some
original manuscripts of Kenneth Roberts’ historical novels—thick
logbooks in which he has written his novels longhand on the left-
hand pages; the right-hand pages, reserved for revisions, are almost
completely blank! For a more famous example, we can point to
Keats’ sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer,” which
the poet reportedly delivered to a friend within a few hours of the
time that he wrote it. For every one of these examples, though, we
can cite writers who agonize over each separate-work they write and
who take years to complete each piece. In other words, we.cannot
generalize, for most successiul writers are in agreement that their
best writing is “one tenth genius and nine tenths sweat.”

Again we are not dealing with an either-or issue. Students should
have a varied experience—-through practice, almost anyone becomes
more skillful and facile at saying quickly what lies at the top of his
mind. But some people will always need a longer gestation period
for their ideas than others. And a good deal of our writing is too
important to be dashed off like a note to the milkman. This fact
applies as surely to young bcginning writers as to mature profes-
sionals.

If good writing is basically the product of good thinking, then
perhaps the advantage finally lies with those writers who think about
and work over their original statements for a considerable time before
exposing them to the reader, or in the case of students, to the teacher.

THE WRITING LIFE OF THE ADULT

The major emphasis in composition textbooks is on-the practicality
of knowing how to write well. But what exactly does this mean? Is it
a matter of using the right punctuation? Of accurate spelling? Of
choosing the most effective words? Of logical paragraphing? Of sound
thinking? Or is it the judicious combination of all these matters, plus
others?

We have to be realistic. At certain times, any one of these factors
may determine the effectiveness of a given piece of writing. But if
we judge by the whole body of writing, both literary and nonliterary,
we must quickly concede that the common denominator of all good
writing is clear thinking. Whether one is writing a letter to the In-
ternal Revenue Service, a sonnet on the power of love, or a recipe
for the parish cookbook, honesty, good sense, relevance, and accu-
racy of thought are most likely to spell success.
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What are the main kinds of writing in which adults are likely to
engage? )

1. Letter writing. In their business, social, and personal affairs
most adults find letter writing unavoidable. (If especially successful
in their work or profession, of course, they may find that dictating
to a secretary rather than actual writing is the skill they need!)

2. Report writing. In this modern age, clearly written reports are
demanded of doctors, politicians, educators, executives, generals, and

. PTA workers, to mention only a few.

3. Adbvertising copy writing. A growing army of writers are en-
gaged in creating advertising copy for our larger industrial and agri-
cultural producers. Most small businessmen, however, have to write
their own advertising copy.

4. Journalistic writing. This type of writing ranges from the coni-
mittee member seeking publicity for the annual church supper to ne
board of education member trying to get the facts of a bond issue
before the public. The number of ordinary citizens who find them-
selves engaged in writing for press, radio, or televxslon is increasing
constantly

5. Writing for publtcatton Though only a relatively few of those
who try to become famous novelists, poets, essayists, or playwrights
succeed, the number of people engaged in writing material for the
thousands of magazines, books, and other types of publications is
rather amazing and increases notably each year. By becoming a social
hermit or an anonymous cog in some unimportant machine, a person
might possibly live out his life without ever “taking pen in hand.” In
the face of society’s growing complexity, these methods of escape are
not as easy to achieve as they once were.

The College Entrance Examination Board, as well as other authori-

tative voices, maintains that in order tc have writing properly taught

in our schools, the English teacher must be assigned no more than
four classes per day and a total load of not more than twenty-five
pupils per class. As matters now stand, the majority of English
teachers, being human beings and not martyrs, simply cut down on
the number of compositions assigned—or, less frequently, they
assign compositions that they make no attempt to read and correct.
They do so with regret and with a gnawing sense of frustration. If our
society is really concerned about the current state of student writing
and genuinely desirous of doing something about it, then here at least
is the first step—to create conditions that will enable English teachers
to make use of their specialized skill, at least where the teaching of
writing is involved.
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In honesty it must be pointed out that simply reducing each Eng-
lish teacher’s load will not in itself imp: ve the quality of student
writing. But with manageable class sizes, t.. experience gained from
reading a greatly increased number of student compositions, plus
the time to confer individually with student writers, as well as to use
other effective techniques for teaching writing, English teachers

- should be able to remove many of the causes of public complaint
about the quality of student writing today. '
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7

Almost everyone is affected in one way or another by a writer’s style,
whether he is reading a sports column, a current best-seller, or even
the text of a presidential address. He chuckles over a particular
choice of words, or feels the sting of an idea because of an adroitly
turned phrase, or experiences a sense of pleasure at what he is
reading that is quitc divorced from its content. Most readers are
aware of style when it is present, though they may not be able to
describe technically exactly what it is the writer has done to create
it. But recognizing style in the work of others is one thing; developing
it in your own writing is quite another. )

True individuality and polish even in the style i professionals
is the culmination of years of experience and care in writing to express
attitudes and feelings as well as thoughts. Some children show evi-
dences of original expression in_their very early writings, possibly
because of unusual insight, possibly because they have heard and
read much vividly written literature. Some teachers believe that boys’
and girls’ style is the essence of their individuality preserved from
early efforts by their having been given many opportunities to write
what they think and feel. At any rate, a person achieves genuine
style only after he has learned to state his ideas clearly and accu-
rately and has developed a distinct personality that colors and shapes
his use of language. Style heightens the effectiveness of anything we
say or write, but it is no substitute for basic sense. Though some
‘individuals seem to have been born with an instinct for style, most
writers develop it the hard way—by experiment followed by fre-
quent and conscious practice.

Actually, most writers “try on” a number of styles in the course
of their development before they arrive finally at the style that marks
their mature writing. This is as it should be, for no one maintains a
static relationship to life or his fellowmen. Perhaps no profounder
observation has even' been made on the subject of style than De Buf-
fon’s statement, “Style is the man.”

68
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STYLE AND THE YOUNG WRITER 69

Before a teacher begins to worry about matters of style in the
writing of his students, he had better make certain that they can
express their ideas reasonably well in the common, expected patterns
of English, that they have a vocabulary adequate to their basic needs,
that they understand the simpler workings of punctuation, and that
they have a sense of the importance of structure both in the para-
graph and in the whole composition.

But at every stage of the child’s development, the teacher should
never impose restrictions or offer discouragements to the child who
is instinctively searching for a Writing style of his own. Often the
one or two flashes of originality in handling language that appear
occasionally in a child’s paper far outweigh such other factors as
misspelling, faulty sentences, and the like. It is no exaggeration to
say that the greatest threat to any young writer’s style is the red
pencil in the fist of a determinedly literal teacher!

SENSITIVITY. TO LANGUAGE

A large vocabulary may be one indication of a person’s mtelh-
ge.. .€ level (or his camera-mindedness), but it is no guarantee that
he will be effective as a writer. English is blessed with one of the
largest supplies of synonyms of any language in the world, Was last
evening’s much publicized television spectacle abominable, corrupt-
ing, depraved, evil, immoral, pernicious, vicious, unwholesome,
worthless—or was it merely bad? The fact that one child describes
it as having been pernicious may be impressive, but it may also be
inaccurate. The ability to choose the exact rather than the “big” word
is one sign of a good writer and a sound thinker.

This is not to say that a supply of synonyms is not a useful part
of a student’s vocabulary. In fact, the more synonyms from which a
child has to choose the more accurate his writing will be—if he
knows how to make the right choice. To learn to discriminate intelli-
gently among synonyms, a speaker or a writer must understand that
words have two kinds of meaning: denotation and connotation. The
denotation of-a word is its exact, literal meaning as set down in the
dictionary. Connotation is the additional meaning that a word sug-
gests or implies. The synonyms slender and skinny share the denota-
tion “thin; not fat.” The connotation of the former is “attractively
or becomingly thin,” whereas the latter suggests “unpleasant boni-
ness.” In one way or another, most of the more important words that
we usc carry an extra meaning. Not to be aware of it is to miss a
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70 The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

good deal of what is said and written, for the full meaning of a word
consists of both its denotation and its connotation.

To the writer who is looking for the best words to express his
ideas, this understanding of the two-part meaning of words is espe-
cially important. A popular misconception, shared unfortunatelv by
some teachers of English, is that “synonyms are words that mean
the same thing.” Actually no-words ever have exactly the same mean-
ing. They may have the same denotation, but they always differ in

connotation. Children should not be urged to use synonyms in their -

writing merely for the sake of substituting new and unusual words.
A good writer chooses one synonym over another because for his
purpose it conveys the meaning more exactly.

Most dictionaries take this into consideration in their listing of
synonyms. The Thorndike-Barnhart High School Dictionary, for ex-
ample, follows the main entry for disaster with this discussion of
synonyms: . ’

SYN. Disaster, calamity, catastrophe mean a great misfortune.
Disaster applies to an event which happens suddenly or unex-
pectedly, throvgh human fault, mechanical or structural failure, or
the forces of nature, and causes much loss and suffering: The
failure of ti:e bank was a disaster for the farmers. Calamity applies
to a disaster which causes intense suffering and grief, often to a
"great number: The attack on Pearl Harbor was a calamity. Catas-
trophe suggests a disaster which is final and complete, causing loss
that can never be made up: 4 modern war is a catastrophe .}

Notice that this discussion begins with a statement of the denota-
tion that these three words share in common, then proceeds to ex-
plain their differences in connotation. The younger, inexperienced
writer should probably not be held responsible for these distinctions,
but the occasion for his using any of them is rather remote. As he
progresses in school, however, he -is expected not only to add con-
stantly to the number of words he knows but to us¢ more precisely
those words already learned. This includes discriminating accurately
among available synonyms.

Sensitivity to language is only partly the product of direct teaching.
No one can say exactly how much, but it seems rather certain that
one of the surest ways to develop a feeling for words is to read good
literature. Also important is the language that a child experiences in
the home and in other areas of his environment. If he is hostile to

1 From Thorndike-Barnhart High School Dictionary by E. L. Thorndike and
Clarence L. Barnhart. Copyright © 1965 by Scott, Foresman and Company.
Reprinted by permission.
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his parents, who use isn’t, but admires some companions who say
ain’t, the chances are he will lean to the use of the latter. Next to
motivating a child to read good literature, perhaps the teacher's
most lmportant contribution in this area is to awaken the child’s
interest in language as language. Only when he has been shown the
manner in which-language works is he likely to pay proper attenhon
to the qualities of the words that he speaks and writes.

Most of the widely used standardized vocabulary tests contain
numbers of items that claim to test the student’s perceptiveness of
verbal connotation as well as the extensiveness of his literal word
knowledge. For many years, one third of the English Achievement
Test of the College Entrance Examination Board attempted to de-
termine the candidates’ sensitivity to the meaning and use of words.
‘Evidence as to how well these testing instruments succeed in their
intention is not conclusive.

THE USE OF SLANG

A great deal has been written about and against slang. Viewed in
perspective, slang is not the serious threat to our language that many
people imagine. The fact is that the creation and use of new and
novel language has been a normal activity of man throughout his
recorded history, though for some reason the English-speaking people
have produced more than their share. Most slang dies a quick and
natural death from overwork, but some slang survives to become a
colorful and permanent part of the language: highbrow, rubberneck,
pushover, yes-man, honky-tonk, leatherneck, hick, stuffed shirt,
holdup. Though words of this kind are heard mainly in informal,
everyday speech, they are not completely unknown to formal English.
When a slang word does survive, it is because it expresses a shade
of meaning for which we have no other adequate word.

Purists object to slang because, to-them, any change in the lan-
guage, however rational, is a corruption. More thoughtful speakers
do not object to slang itself, but to the fact that many young people
instead of limiting their use of it to appropriate occasions tend to
use it indiscriminately at all times. Instead of bothering to use a pre-
cise word, they let an overworked slang word like swell or lousy ex-
press their meaning vaguely on almost any occasion. Thus their
vocabularies tend to remain static or even to atrophy, for “Gresham’s
Law” applies to language’ as well as to money: “Vague, poorly
chosen” words tend to drive “exact” words out of circulation.

Slang is subject to the same usage conventions that affect all other
parts of the language. Some slang is found only in the nonstandard
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72 . The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

English of uneducated speakers. On the other hand, many a well-
educated ¢“rgyman, professor, or high government official has found
on occasion that a well-chosen slang word serves his purposes well.
He may use it for color, for humor, or for emphasis. There is no
question, though, that too heavy a reliance on slang produces speech
and writing that is trite and flabby. Unless it says something in a way
that no other ord can, slang is a form of stereotype—an obstruc-
tion to exact thinking and communication. B

- King Canute could not turn back the sea, and parents and teachers
would do well not to condemn categorically the use of slang by their
children. It appeals especially to the young. A good part of their en-
joyment of it can undoubtedly be traced to a combination of their
delight both in experimentation and in nonconformity. Perhaps the
best attitude for teacher and parent is one of patient acceptance,
combined with a continuing demonstration that a person can speak
clearly and colorfully without slang.

THE “CORRECT” VERSUS THE EFFECTIVE SENTENCE
The student-written composition in which every sentence is gram-

" matically impeccable is not necessarily the one that a teacher or

anyone else delights in reading. Too many students are conditioned
to react thoughtlessly to the:common signals. Each sentence that they
write begins with a subject, is followed by a predicate, and demon-
strates no awareness at all of the importance of varying the shape
of each sentence to suit or sharpen the thought it expresses—if indeed
it has a genuine thought. In the writing of these students, the lack of
sentence variety results in a monotonous flow of grammatically
identical patterns that blurs even those ideas worthy of consideration.
An important source of style, in other words, lies in the writer's
ability to mold sentences in such a manner that they unify, relate,
emphasize, color the idea—or fragment of an idea—that they attempt
to communicate. ‘

In the early stages of writing, when the teacher is the children’s
secretary' and writes down what they dictate, sentences are often
quite short, simple, and unconnected, possibly because the teacher
leads the way through questioning. For example, no.z the sentences
in this third-grader’s story. ’

-My daddy took me to the zoo. We saw the animals. I liked the
monkeys best. They swung by their tails. I threw some peanuts to
the monkeys. They grabbed them fast. Some got to quarreling. |
Daddy and I laughed at them.
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STYLE AND THE YOUNG WRITER 73

However, samples of children’s writing in the preceding chapters
indicate that many boys and girls write in varied style and not un- .
commonly in lengthy, quite complicated sentences. Probably when
there is considerable exploratory discussion and when children early
learn to write down their ideas independc.-.iy, the rudiments of style
are more likely to appear.’

Unless seriously retarded, the child as he matures will, however,
without direction from the teacher, begin to use some of the more
common variations of this simple declarative pattern such as the
command or question. “My daddy asks me Johnny do you want to
g0 to the park. We saw many animals. I liked the monkeys best.
But daddy says don’t get too near that cage.”

At this stage, the child is usually unaware of and therefore un-
inhibited by such sophisticated notions as standard speiling and
punctuation. He is thinking-on paper, putting his ideas down in the
“order they occur—and instinctively he follows the sentence patterns
that he uses so naturally in speech because he_hears them used by the
adults around him. Thus, without being told, he will write “the White
House” and not “the house white (la maison blanche)” as the
French child does. The fact that one “white house” requires capital

letters and another doesn’t will have to be taught him- as he leams
to discriminate.

This method of imitating his own or the spoken sentence patterns
of others works very well as long as the child is dealing with his own
eéxperiences or describing simple relations between objects: “Last
night the wind blew hard. It shook our house. It blew down our
" favorite apple tree.” But when he reaches the stage of having some-
what abstract ideas to write about, ideas that normally he would
have no occasion to express orally, then the problem of fitting the
thought to the most effective sentence pattern becomes infinitely
difficult. Though there is no clear-cut. line, most children discover
the abstract world sometime after the sixth or seventh grade. Increas-
ingly from this time their writing is influenced by the more complex
sentence patterns that they find in their reading.-

At this point the question might well be asked, “If students can
learn so much of the business of using sentences on their own, why
spend so much time on it in school?” The question is best answered
by analogy. Most children learn to swim, often quite effectively, with-
out much formal instruction. Seeing grownups in the water, they jump
in, flail their arms and legs in imitation—and find themselves afloat
and moving. But they do not become really good swimmers until
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74 The Teaching of Writing in Qur Schools

someone takes the time to instruct them in proper breathing, kicking,
and stroking. The wise parent does not let his child move from
shallow into deep water without these lessons. Similarly, a student
moving from the simpler stages of elementary writing toward the
more abstract and exacting demands of the college preparatory, the
secretarial, or the technical writing course needs special help in learn-
ing to put more complicated ideas into the most suitable sentence
patterns. He needs this heip even when his everyday spoken use of
English is quite satisfactory.

This is not a “textbook,” so we will mdlcate only briefly what this
help means. The problem is not one of teaching children to use
complex and compound sentences, which they do quite naturally
(and sometimes overdo). Rather it is one of making them aware of
the importance of relating ideas accurately in complex ..atences
(subordination) and in compound sentences (coordination and/or
parallelism). Related to these matters, they need help in learning to
shape sentences whose thought is more clearly and powerfully
expressed through the use of contrast, balance, climax, rhythm,
variety, and the like.

In their concern for the individual sentences in student writing,
teachers sometimes lose sight of the importance of the whole composi-
tion. A dented fender may lurt the owner’s sense of pride, but it
does not interfere with the functioning of his car. A composition
should not be judged mainly by the occasional faulty sentences or
misused words it contains, but by its total effect on the reader. The
principles of unity, coherence, and emphasis, discovered long ago by
the Greeks, operate as much in writing today as they ever did. But still
fundamental is the content, or ideas, that the writer is communicating.

Any piece of writing, whether a paragraph, a poem, ¢ research
report, or a novel, should be designed to give the reader a sense of
its completeness. From the time that a child first begins to write, he
needs to be reminded of the simple tripartite elements of unity—the
beginning (introduction), the body (development), and the ending
(conclusion). This basic design holds for any composition. Within
this design, each sentence should ‘relate clearly to the main idea and
purpose of the composition, as well as to the section in which it
stands.

Writing should be coherent. That is, each sentence should relate
unmistakably to those that come before and those that follow it. The
young writer should be shown how to recognize and remove unrelated
sentences. Also important to coherence is the accurate use of con-
necting elements such as conjunctions, prepositions, and key words.
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Emphasis is the matter of “putting first things ﬁrst ? of making im-
portant ideas stand out at-the same time that the writer subordinates
those of lesser importance. Emphasis may result from the amount of

- space devoted to an idea, to-its location in the total composition, to-

the words used, or to the sentence patterns employed.
- To the degree that any one of these elements—unity, coherence,
emphasis—is™ missing, the ‘composition suffers.- Misspellings,  run-on -

--and-fragmentary sentences, inept punctuation—these faults— annoy -

and momentarily confuse a-reader and are regrettable. But when a

piece of writing leads you to conﬂlctlng conclusions, when it puzzles .
you with irrelevant statements, or-when it does not clearly distinguish

the important from the less 1mportant ideas for you, then the writer

-is in serious trouble. Nine times out of ten, the cause is * st inability

but the student’s failure to-think about and plan the general outlines
of-his composition before beglnnlng to write. -

-FIGURATIVE 1./ .NGUAGE - S

Figures. of ,peech are so common a part of our everyday speech
that ms3t of us are rct aware how much we- depend upon them to
make ‘ourselves cle.r and interesting. For slang, advertising, and

informal conversation depend just as heavily upon fisurative language -

as do poetry and. other kinds of literature. Our everyday language, in
fact, is filled with “dead” figures of speech—figures-used so commonly
over a long period-of tim:-that they-have ceased to be recognized as
such: the eye of a needle, the head of the house, the hcart of the
matter, the face of the clock, the foor of the class, to mennon only
a few of the thousands that people use daily.
Collcquiz! usage and slang lean heavily upon figurative language

a cool cat, a drip, a hot dog, a blockhead. And literat're, of course,
could not exist without its vivid and informative figures: My- mind
to me a kingdom is, His silver skin laced with his golden blood, The
moon is a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas. Between these

two extremes, the educated speaker or 'writer'm’akes ‘continuing and —

effective use of figurative language.

From this, you may rightly conclude that a chxld does not have
to know the technical labels of the various figures of speech in order
to use them successfully. There are, after all, almost two hundred
different figures, though most are used but rarely. On the other hand,

_is- there-any good reason why a_high school junior or senior who-is .
preparing for college should_not be.able to identify some of the more ~

frequently used figures: metaphor, simile, personification, metonomy,

synechdoche, hyperbole, and understatemen‘ for. example"
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Unfortunately, the traditional method of acquainting students with
figurative language has been the “metaphor hunt” and “memorization
of definitions.” Through the years, assignments such as “For tomor-
row locate ten metdphors and five similes” have probably caused
more children to “hate” the Odyssey and other innocent tut richly
rewarding literary selections than -any other single teaching device.
Worse yet, they have given generations of students the misconception

“that figures of speech are “omaments” with which clever authors

decorate their writing.
Nothing- could be further - from the fact, of course. The fresh,

pointed figure of speech is indispensable—at the same time that it
adds color to-writing, it suggests a shade or facet of meaning that

could not be expressed in any other way. Your child’s- ability to ex-

press his thoughts in literal language is basic; if he is going far as a.

writer, he will have to learn to express the depths and nuances of his
mmd in figurative langu ~ge.

“Students use -figurative language quite naturally in their everyday
conversation, but most find it difficult to write. Either they rely on

. stale, overworked figures (raining cats and dogs, blanket of snow,

eyes sparkling-like diamonds) or they create tortured figures that are
colorful enough but do not help communicate their meaning (on her
finger a huge ice-cube in a golden halo, a voice as hoarse as a drunken

duck’s). But the inexperienced writer must start somew’ re. At

whichever extreme he begins, he should receive not frustrating

criticism but positive help in his efforts to use figurative language ’

that is fresh, vmd and appropnate to his 1deas

AWKWARDNESS IN WRITING

A young writer often gets into trouble by putting sentence parts
together in an uncustomary way or by using more words or gram-

- matical constructions than he needs. His teacher, faced with an im-

poésible number of papers to corrcct often can do no more than pnt
but explalnlng nothing about the cause of the awkwardness).
Unfortunately the students whose writings contain an excessive
number of such flaws are usually the ones who cannot-diagnose the
causes fuz themselves. When they see Awk in the margin, they under-
stand that something is amiss, but they do not know what. If the
teacher is experienced enough or has been provided with time for
personal conferences, the exact nature of such errors can be dealt
with successiully. If the teacher is unable to pinpoint the cause of the
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trouble, the child may continue to be an awkward writer for the rest
of his life.

Children of native speakers of English are not as likely to mix up
their sentencc parts as are those with a foreign-language background.
For example, a native American child would not be likely to speak
ot write such an early Zsa Zsa Gabor type of inversion as “Him I
should shoot.” This kind of awkwardness is understandable in view
of the grammatical differences thr. exist ame 1g languages, but it i$
not entirely excusable. Both native-born children and those with a
foreign-language background have their chief difficulty with the
placement of modifiers and the accurate use of personal pronouns.

Misplaced modifiers that do not make immediately clear the idea
that they modify are common in student writing: “Everyone was
astounded at the view coming down the mountain”; or, “Crumpling
his fender, he misjudged his distance as he backed into the parking
space.” The student who is aware of his tendency to misplace modi-
fiers and who carefully rereads what he iias written rearranges his
sentences to read accurately: “Coming-down the mountain, everyone
was astounded at the view”; or “Misjudging his distance as he backed
into the parking space, he crumpled his fender.” Sometimes a modifier
has nothing that it can sensibly modify: “After standing in line for

an hour, the tickets were all sold.” This is easily altered by supplying-

the proper.subject: “After standing in line for an hour, we found
the tickets had all been sold.” At other times, a modifier seems to
make sense in two ways. Does the student who writes “I knew before
I arrived the place would be empty” mean that “he knew” before he
got there or that it was empty “before” he got there? A simple revision
can make the intended meaning clear. )

Language purists make a great to-do about the “split infinitive.”
(A modifier standing between the f0.and the verb, as in “to gracefully
swoop.”) Actually, the split infinitive is a fault only when it sounds
awkward and thus distracts attention from its meaniug. A critic
might justifiably question-such-a statement as “She told him to slowly
and carefully fill the tank,” rightfully preferring “She told him to fill

the tank slowly and carefully.” Not to split the infinitive in a state--

ment such as “He should be warned to carefully avoid overeating” is
to misinform the reader. He is not “warned carefully” nor is he
advised to “overeat carefully”! )

A different kind of awkwardness results from interrupting the
normal flow of a sentence unnecess>rily: “He ordered, with onions,
after they had finally found seats at the counter, hamburgers for two,”
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78 The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

should sensibly be rearranged to read, “After they had finally found
seats at the counter, he ordered hamburgers .with onions for two.”

Perhaps the most common error of all is the “shifted construction.”
This occurs, most often in telling a story, when the student fails to
indicate ideas that are equally important to the meaning. Instead of
writing “Milk is satisfying, flavorful, and nutritious,” he slips in his
final idea from a modifier to a noun, “Milk is satisfying, flavorful, and -
a nutritious“drink’” Shifts of this kind may occur in a number of
predictable ways—from one-tense to another, from singular to plural
forms and vice versa, from single noun to a clause, and the like.
Such shifts do not completely distort the. meaning, but-they lead to
awkwardness, and awkwardness confuses the reader.

BACK TO STYLE

If some of the matters-covered in this chapter seem unnecessarily
detailed, it is because style in writing is the product of many ingre-
dients. These ingredients range from the way a writer chooses and
puts his words together to the way he looks at life. Each makes its
contribution, and none can-be overlooked by the student who wants
someday to be considered an educated adult writer.
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Dad’s and Mom’s blood pressure -never rises higher or more surely
than when they believe that teacher has not given their Johrny the
mark he deserves. Of course, the “grade he deserves” is always a
higher grade. Understandably, few if any parents ever raise the
objection that the quality of their child’s work has been overestimated!

Though this kind of disagreement can occur in any school subject,
nowhere is it more likely than in written composition, for even learned
professors have been known to offer sharply differing opinions as to
the worth of a particular piece of student writing. Subjects like
mathematics and history that deal mainly with facts and figures offer
much less ground for argument. Composition, which combines the
writer’s ideas and judgmcnts{ with his subjective choice of words,
sentence patterns, and paragraph division, is quite a different matter,
and one that defies “exact’” measuremcat. This is not to say, however,
that-its “relative” worth cannot be agreed upon.

Mistakenly or not, in the eyes of most parents the grade a child
receives is the only proof of the pudding. Many schools try, but few
find it really possible or practicable to have you, the parent, sit down
face to face with your child’s teacher to discuss his work. Even in less
crowded schools that provide such conferences, their value is open
to question. There is just so much time in the school day—and the
time spent talking with you (and a hundred other parents) is time
taken away from teaching your child.

These are a few of the reasons it is important for you, as an inter-
ested parent, to undérstand some of the problems the teacher faces
in correcting and grading your child’s compositions.

If you are inclined not to believe this, try your_hand at evaluating
these compositions written by fourth-grade pupils upon their return
to school from a Thanksgiving recess. Assign each one a grade—
A for excellent, B for good, C for average, D for poor, F for failure.

Paper 1
One Thanksgiving Day the turkey that I ate was as big as an
Rhinoceros. It almost took up the wiole table. When we finished
79
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80 . The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

there was still enough turkey to last us, all seventeen of us, another
year. By the time we finished turkey two or three hours had passed.
The. turkey we had just eaten was probably the biggest one that
ever lived on this world. That Thanksgiving, I think, will always be
the best one I've had and will have.

Paper 2

‘On-Thanksgiving we went to.our country place and we had to get
settled down. The next day I went to the road, and I made mud cakes
across the road. I put, on my army suit and the cars on the road
-stopped when they saw the mud cakes.

) Paper 3
On Thanksgiving I ate my Thanksgiving turkey.
On Friday I went to the planetarium. .
On Saturday I did not-do anything at all.
On Sunday, I went to the park. I took a buggy ride in the park.

Paper 4

My Thanksgiving is a wonderful day for .me. We gave thanks
for -the day. We had for .dinner: -turkey, cranberry sauce, nuts,
corn, bread. We turned out the light and some candles and said
our thanks. My mother and father and my brother too gathered

:arourd the fireplace and sang very pretty songs. What did you do
on Thanksgiving?

Paper 5
On Thanksgiving Day, I went to the Macy Parade. I sat in the

grandstands of Macy with Mama, Grandpappy, and Sister Linda. ~

Thanksgiving evening Bob ocarles, a friend of Mama’s came to
dinner. . .

My Sister Linda, lost her favorite dog (a stuffed animal) just
before Bob came. We all (except Mommy who was fixing dinner)
looked for it but couldn’t find it.

After we sat down Linda came running WITH HER DOG and
said, “Look I found it on my bed.” -,

Having read these compositions, are you willing to say that one is
worth an A, whereas another is worth only a C? Or that some are
“passing,” whereas others are “failing”? Or did you perhaps think
they are all rather good and deserving of “high” marks? If this is the

case, are they all deserving of equally “high” marks? If they are not, -

which composition would you give A minus and-which B plus? Are
you a bit confused at this point? Imagine yourself a teacher with 150
such decisions to-make each time that you give a writing ssignment!

It is possible and indeed probable that a teacher can and will
evaluate in -. much more fruitful way than by giving marks like 4 or.
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B. He is likely to make use of check lists which the students have
helped to devise as they have learned one standard after another,
then use this standard as a point in their accu.mulating check lists. For
instance, the standards for writing a well-organized, clearly expressed
outline might make up a check list like the following:

-

Yes No~
‘Does-my paragraph deal with a single topic? - - - - -
Does each sentence relate to this topic?
Are the sentences in the proper order?
Is each sentence clear?
Do the sentences begin in different ways?
(and so on)

On the basis of such standards, the teacher is likely to write com-

ments on each paper that indicate success in following a particular .

standard or need for improving the paragraph in the light of another
standard. Such comments are evaluative in a constructive and mean-
ingful way. They say helpful things a B or C cannot possibly say.

WHAT DOES THE MARK ON A;COMPOSITION MEAN?

“Aye, there’s the rub!” The mark given a particular composition by
a teacher at a particular time may mean any one of a score of different
things. Perhaps on this assignment the teacher is concerned chiefly
with some such relatively minor matter as spelling or punctuation. Or
perhaps he is looking at your child’s ability to paragraph and organize
ideas. Or maybe in assigning this paper he has suggested the use of
figurative or affective language. Xle may (and we Lope this is the

case) have beén mainly interested in the significance and coherence -

of thought demonstrated by the writer.

Whatever the teacher’s concern, it is clear that the mark oa a
particular composition is meaningful only to the extent that we
understand what th= teacher is looking for in “today’s assignment.”
If the teacher does not make clear in the assignment what he expects
of the writer, what is the student to assume? If the parent ‘does not
know the teacher’s objective, how can he interpret the grade on the
composition his child brings home?

Perhaps here we should clear up a rather important point. Teachers
do not read and grade student compositions for the edification of
the parents. The one purpose of this time-consumiinig activity on the
teacher’s part is, or should be, to help students to write better. The
grade on your child’s composition may mean one of several things to
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kim. It may serve to tell him how his writing at the moment com-
pares with other writing he has done. It may tell him how his writing
compares, ia content or in skill, with that of his classmates. It may
say that he has not given sufficient thought to his writinz or commend

him for the excellence of his ideas. The grade together with the

teacher’s specific comments should tell him what he has done well
or not done well enough. But if your child is not interested in improv-

ing his writing, the teacher’s time and energy have been wasted. Your
-interest in your child’s marks is commendable, but about the only

realistic way for you to influence them for the better is to help the
teacher make ‘your child more enthusiastic about the act of writing:
Scolding aud nagging about poor “marks” are likely to have quite
the opposite effect.

Most experienced and successful teachers of composition are more
likely to regard grades as a necessary nuisance than as motivation for
:mprovement They are more concerned with developing in each child

a sense of self-criticism. They want the child o recognize that writing, )

though’ seldom a pleasure, can result in great personal satisfaction.
To this end, they rely chiefly on specific comments, written marginally

or passed directly ..'ong in a student-teacher conference. They mark -

or correct only the most flagrant technical errors; they give the bulk
of their attention to the content of the writing.

Much student writing is inanc and poinii=ss because the student is
not writing for 2 real and interested audience, but for the “teacher”

‘and his “red pencil.”. The experienced composition teacher does

everything possible, therefore, to substitute for this teacher-audience

image a sense of writing for a “reader who cares.” When he reads -

and grades his students’ writing, this teacher carefully puts aside his
own opiaions and prejudices. He tries to judge the writing in the
light of the writer’s purpose-as well as its =ffect on the audience whom
the child is addressing. At the elementary level, the teacher often
reads the pupils’ paragraphs and stories to the class. "The writer, as
well as his classmates, notes the effective or ineffective features of the
written product (how interesting is the theme and general treatment,
how well organized, whether sentences vary in pattern and their
beginnings, whether there are sentence fragments and run-on sen-
tences). In teaching each child to evaluate his own product and make
revisions before submitting his paper, the teacher encourages him to
read it aloud to hir..self (in a subdued whisper, we trust!). Oral read-
ing is probably the surest check on sentence structure because a
poorly constructed sentence seldora “scunds right” when heard.
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MARKING AND GRADING A 83

After a child’s paragraph or story has been read aloud, it may
sometimes be discussed in the light of the standards he had in mind
as he wrote. His classmates should be encouraged to look for and
comment on strong points first, and occasionally they may suggest
an’important way to improve the child’s written product. This “help-
ful” type of suggestion should involve a standard for which many of
his classmates need to work; the teacher makes clear that each
member of the class should strive in the next paper to achieve this
standard, and he makes clear howto go about it. Valuable as well-led
class discussion may be in evaluating a pupil’'s writing, the teacher
does not forget how important his experienced criticism and guidance
are in promoting improvement in writing. His conference with a pupil,
his timely suggestions as the child checks his own paper before
submitting it, are essential.

WRITING WITH A PURPOSE

Your child writes best when he understands why he is writing.
Sometimes this reason is furnished by the teacher when he asks for
an informative report, an entertaining story, a vivid description, a
convincing argument. A more desirable situation is-one in which the
student determines his own purpose for writing. He knows what he

wants to say, and why. His purpose is thus simplified to the matter

of saying what he has to say in the most effective way possible.
Whether suggested by someone else or originating in the student, the
ideas communicat : are the main concern of writing. There is no
point in relaying them, however, if they are not expressed in clear,
accurate, and lively English.

Still, many subjective clements may interfere with a teacher’s
judgment when he reads a composition: To offset this tendency
toward bias, a teacher must have in mind some standards against
which to measure different aspects of writing and the work of differ-
ent writers. Experienced teachers have generally evolved such stan-
dards from experience. For young teachers (and for interested
parents) a number of possibly helpful suggestions are available.

The National Council of Teachers of "glish, for example, pub-
lishes special theme paper (called Ideaform Paper) for schools to
issue to their students for formal compositions. On each sheet of
Ideaform paper the student is rcminded of thic set of standards to
guide him in his writing:*

1 Copyright 1955 by the National Council of Teachers of English and used
by permission.
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84 . The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools
Comments on the ideas, or content:
Evaluation of the form |
. Good Fair Poor
Organization —_ -
Development

Sincerity of purpose and expression
. Sentence structure and punctuation
Paragraphing )
. Usage
Choice of words "
Spelling -
Penmanship and general appesrance

Other comments:

Amo Jewett, former director of the National Education Associa-
tion’s Dean Langmuir English Composition Project and also-Lan-
guage Arts Specialist in the United States Office of Education, offered
these “points to consider in correcting themes” as part of his report
on the project: o : .

I. Purpose
- a. Hr.w clearly is the purpose or thesis stated?
. b. How well is it achieved?
: ¢. Is the topic sufficiently limited? 1
2. Content
B a. Are the main ideas evident to the reader? -
z b. Are details given to develop main ideas or topics?.
C. Are examples used to illustrate and support general statements?
d. Is the content related to the writer’s purpose?
e. Are the facts or evidence acctiate or verifiable?
3. Organization (Unity)
a. Does-the introduction prepare the reader for what follows?
b. Is there a clear relafionship among main 1deas?
¢. Are transitions from one idea or topic to another clearly made?
d. Does the theme have a definite, satisfactory conclusion?
4. Style (Flavor)
a. Is sentence structure varied and smooth?
b. Is diction vivid and suitable?
c. Is figurative language fresh and fitting?
d. Is the tone appropriate to purpose and subject?
¢. Does the theme hold the reader’s atention?
5. Mechanics : )
a. Have the conventions of grammar and usage been observed?
b. Is correct punctuation used to aid the reader? :
¢. Are words spelled correctly?? ~

" 2 Amo Jewett and Clarles E. Bish (eds.), Improving English Composition

(Washington, D.C.: Na.onal Education Association 1965), 2p. 95-96. Used
by permission of the National Education Asscciation. :
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MARKING AND GRADING ’ 85

These standards, of course, must be applied in varying and appro-
priate degree. A high school senior, for instance, may reasonably be
expected to show more skill in-using metaphors and .commas than
a ninth-grader. In lower grades where the spontaneous expression of
ideas-is of first importance, standards such as these have no place
at all. -

A book widely used in courses training future English teachers
(Teaching Language and Literature, by- Loban, Ryan, and Squire)

sums up the problem nicely in a section entitled “Clarifying Purposes

of Correction”:

The teachers’ purpose is not so much to improve a particular
composition as to help pupils to become more self-critical and to
improve their writing ability. Thus he needs to ask himself whether
or not his correction procedures are effective. For example, the care-
ful and meticulous marking of -every error has been rejected by
almost everyone who has studied the problem.- One study of com-
positions .corrected by teachers of -college freshmen showed that
only twenty per cent of -the-comments helped the writer become
mdre self-directive, and almost thirty-six per cent of the comments
were worthless or positively false. Such findings show a lack of stan-
dards or critical wisdom on the part of many who read compositions.
In another study the weekly themes of two groups of ninth grade
students were read-and che led in two different ways. For the first
group, themes were read *» means of an error guide and code,
All errors were checked and the themes were assigned grades.
They were then rewurned to the pupils to be rewritten and returned,
to the teacher in corrected_form. For the other group, writing just as
frequently, only 4 grade was given. No erfors were checked or indi-
cated in any marner and no rewriting of corrected themes was
required. Comparison of the relative improvements of these pupils
showed that although the detailed theme < orrection was slightly
more effective in eliminating technical errors, the difference was not
gg,atsenough to justiy such a tremendous expenditure of teacher
time. . -

LETTERS OR NUMBERS?

Numerical grades on compositions give an illusion of exactness
and are therefore more satisfying to the pupil or parent who is intent
on “beating out” classmates. Experienced teachers invariably prefer
to give a letter grade because they very well know ‘the impossibility
of any one reader’s arriving a. a mathematically exact and fair judg-
ment of a particular piece of writing; whether Shakespeare’s or some
unknown studcat’s.

3 Walter Lobar, Margaret Ryan, and James R. Squire, Teaching Language
and Literature (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1961), p. 503.
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86 The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

Paul Diederich, of the Educational Testing Service, writing in the
“Notes on Grading Essays for Writing Ability” issue of The English
«tecord, amusingly Lut pointedly underlined the issue by suggesting
the;use of only three grades ir evaluating student compositions—A,
C, and F. Those papers that in one way or another interest and excite
the reader even as they inform’ him, he would award an A. To papers
that are dull, but_still not a disgrace to the school technically, he
would assign a C. But papers that are clearly a disgrace to the school,
both in content and in form—that, in his _colorfuily uninhibited lan-
guage, give the reader the impression that he bas “passed through the
bowels of the intellect”—he would give an F and try to forget!$

Most teachers would agree with this. basic assumption but would
probably argue for somewhat more flexibility—an A-B-C-D-F. scale
or perhaps ¢ven a 1-to 10-rating scale. Almost none would support
the accuracy or realism of a 0 to 100 scale applied to student written
compositions. For as we have noted earlier, who can say honestly that
one composition is worth exactly 64 credits and another is- worth 65?

DOUBLE GRADES

Not upcommonly a student has interesting ideas, a fresh outlook
on the world about us, but shows little or 1o concern in his writing
about such matters ax spelling, punctuation, or paragraphing. Some
students, on the other hand, have dull, threadbare, insignificant ideas,
yet manage to express them in grammatically impeccable English.
Which is worth more? : ]

Unwilling to fail a student on either technique or form alone, some
teachers resort to a double grade. That is, for the same paper, a

~ student may receive an A Jor conte:it and a D for technique. Most

teachers, however, apparently feel that this method-begs the question.
_They prefer to judge the composition as a whole, placing most weight
upon what the student has to say, but deducting credit when mechan-
ical errors confuse the sense or otherwise detract from the effect he
is trying to achieve. Double grades are difficult to convert into
“averages,” and from the student writer's viewpoint confusing and
an open jnvitation to rationalization. Unless he has an.unusually
strong ambition to improve, he is likely to rest coutent with the higher
of the two grades, whichever it is.

4 Paul Dicderjcﬁ, What's It Worth? Abstract from “Notes on Grading
Essays for Writing Ability,” The English Record, 1V:2 (Winter 1954), pub-
lished at Colgate University for the New York State English Council.
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MARKING AND GRADING - 87

THEN AND NOW

Lest some parents and teachers think that we are underwriting a
“permissive” approach to thé grading of composition, we go back
more than half a century to an essay on the subject, written,in 1912
by one of the most respected composition textbook authors and

English teachers of the time, Alfred M. Hitchcock. * og'ether with a -

number of other suggestions, he says

_ Don't be a ferret. Overlook many errors. Take lt for granted that
some blunders are but marks of youthfulness; let them alone and
they will disappear in time. And don’t try. to -make a purse out of
a whistle. Some young people-haven't much; to say and never will
have. If a boy has a commonplace mind—or worse, he -ought-to -
produce’ commonplace themes—or worse, and if ‘he has expressed
himself within 10 per cent of his maximum of intelligence T am not
sure but he should receive ninety even though his compositions, on an
absolute scale, merit but twenty or -thirty. This rule does -not hold

- -in mathematics, nor in Latm, nor in-the teaching of literature, per- -
haps; I believe it does- hold in the teaching “of cOmposition, where
the instructor’s sole duty is to train the pupil that he will- be able
to express himself, regardless of whether that self be a Mnlton or
a Mollusk.’ . -

Our intention here is not to champion the “good old days” as such,
but to suggest that thinking people in every age seem to share basic
agreements about the nature of student writing. -

Unhappily, though letter grades are clearly the more reahstnc
answer to the needs of the composition teacher, tradition in most
schools requires..a numerical rating 'in every subject—in order to
establish an “overall average,” whatever that means. The wise teacher
nevertheless sticks to his guns where composition is involved, trans-
posing as he must letter grades to numerical grades: commonly,
C minus = 65; C = 70; C+ = 75; B minus = 80; B = §5; B+ =
90; 4 = 95; A+ = ? Teachers may differ slightly in their mterpreta-
tions, but in general this is the scale.

TEACHER’S PERSONAL COMMENT AND/OR A GRADE

The suggestion has several times been made that a teacher’s per-
sonal comment is more meaningful and helpful to the student than
underlinings, correction symbols, and grades. A student writer—any
writer—does not take kindly to passive reading and cold, precise
“correction.” He likes to feel that what he has written has made an

-5 Alfred M. Hitchcock, “A Composmon on Red Ink,” English Joumal |
(May 1912), 76.
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impression. He would prefer, of course, a positive impression, but
even a negative comment that shows that his teacher is interested in
his ideas is welcome.

In this respect, the number of papers to be corrected presents the
conscientious teacher with a real problem. Merely-to say “Good” or
“Your writing has improved” is not enough. The student writer is
helped only if the teacher’s comments are both encouraging and
specific. The best comment may be a_question: “Is this a sentence?”
“Do you really mean ‘superior'?” “Good, but what is your point
here?” Such comments lead the write: to examine what he has said
and to give direction to whatever revisions he decides to make. )

A legible handwriting, we might add parenthetically, is essential to

clear communication. Not all teachers, unfortunately, recognize this )

elementary fact. If the teacher’s notation or comment is hastily
scribbled, a half-hearted student may understandably pass it over—
just as an irritated adult reader might. Comments and corrections that
go unheeded are a waste of valuable teacher time and effort.

CLASS SIZE AND STUDENT WRITING

"All of the matters discussed thus far in connection with the correc-
tion and grading of student writing have meaning only when students
are given the chance to write. It is no secret that in many schools the
large class loads assigned to teachers make the effective teaching of
writing all but impossible. The current public concern about the
quality of student writing has led here and there, in more enlightened
school systems, to the realistic reduction of the English teacher’s load.
But, on the average, high school and junior higa school Englih
classes still range well past the point of diminishing returns. A daily
schedule of five classes with a total daily load of 150 students is all
too common. Some schools report, as normal, loads of 180 pupils
daily per teacher. At the elementary level, where the teaching of the
basic skills begins, the picture is no brighter; classes of 50 pupils are
not uncommon. .

The impact of such unwieldy classes on the amount of student
writing and _on the reading and correction of what little may be
written seems too evident to need comment. Most critics of the
schools, even while they are deploring the quality of student writing
and clamoring for improvement, acknowledge this obstacle. Yet even
though its seriousness is recognized, most school boards find it more
convenient to pass resolutions calling for more and better composi-
tion teaching than to hire enough teachers to make the job humanly
possible. We often know what we want in our society, but unless it
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falls under some such. categcry as wrne, women, or song, we aren't
always -willing to. pay- forit.: Though in some- of our substandard _
urban schools the rats are more comfortably housed than our. chxldren,

“a‘modern Pied Pxper would strll probably ﬁnd hrmself on the lxst of )

‘the unemployed

The colleges, partxcularly aﬁected by the poor quahty of student .
h ed- -of ; sto the: e =

. and budget wnll pemn ich ‘an-ideal situatio
the realm of: possxbrhty '7 ;:f - public-schools

each week ‘a total of about 30000 words of wntmg —to:read,j wexgh
and (lt 1s hoped) comment on If he devotes a mxnxmum of ﬁve to ten

teachmg perrod each day to read papers, the ‘amount-of- extra nxght
- work ‘might amount-to.no-more-than-four-to- twelve- hours per week. -
This is not, perhaps, anfexorbxtant demand, ~but- ’1s -a- good many
‘hours: more: than-teachers-of “other ‘subjects-are- 1kely to-expend.” It
-suggests- that'z ‘anyone-entering the: ‘teaching’ protessxon with-the: idea of-

- 1mplementrng hrs salary by “moonhghtmg” had better consxder some

'James B Conant, The Amerfcan H:gh School Today f(New York
McGraw-Hlll Book Company, 1959), P 51 = .
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When ‘we~ talk “about an Englrsh ‘teacher wrth a 100-pllpll load
however, we are talkmg about ‘an almost ideal and:as’ yét largely
nonexistent -condition._ At a generous _estimate, _probably no more -
-than one in 500 schools comes close to this-goal, though the- number

) 1sleowly increasing. What is the plcture when -a teacher has five or_-
~even six: classes darly m Wthh he meets- from 150 to 180 puprls" -

gether to hear a master teacher lecture on the wrmng of paragraphs

Theorencally, this. would be. a “super” lesson, replete wrth audrovrsual
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to prepare The students would then retum to the1r “small” classes -

where- they would: put the lnfotmatxon 12ceived into practice. The

: chlef weaknésses i this - devrce, where composition _is- concerned, -

Seems to be-the element of regimentation required; the 1neffectxveness—* o

generally of “talking about” writing, and the amount of complicated -
- scheduling -that s -involved. - WIth more expenence, some of: ‘these

- problems:t may “be_resolved.

antage more student 7papers are ’

S and;read cntlcally, the reading ‘is-more-ob

vacatxons, ]ob transfers, housewxfes fatxgue, and home

'responsxbxhtxes Becau e the successfu] teachxng of wrltlng most
 usually- results- from-;

and student the teache

anrests heav1]y ‘on-a: good workxng rela- ’

tronshxp between teacher “and--lay- reader.~English -téachers- tend- -

- notably to ‘be mdmduahsts, and: thxs presents a 10t - ummportant

problem For whatever 1t 1s worth -a-recent- study of the lay reader

than are adoptxng it
Parent.. who are dxssatxsﬁed
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7 92 R . The Teachmg of Wrmng m Our Schools
7and ﬁgures in- ‘mind. And they should not “forget that, lmponant as 7

composition is,-it-is only-one_of the Enghsh teacher’s_ many respon-

: sibilities. ‘For he must also teach reading, usage, grammar, speech
-~ -and most important of -all, literary.. -appreciation, to his 100°to- 180 -

pupils-per- day. If he is lucky, he_will: have_in. addition _only- -an
attendance-reZister to keep, a senior play to dlrecg, aqd;an assortment
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'.I.‘HE wm'rme OF 'ms'rs h

Y ”'part the teaching. process

i'They were-the- teacher - way of ﬁndmg out how much -his: charg es: ha

leamed 5and'at the same trme 'they ‘were

- _t?hlng, pec
1zed ﬁeld_rTestmg is. stxll used byf ¢ achers to. ﬁnd,,out how muchithen'

 students-have learned and-a few- still-regard it as a-useful-threat.”

-the most “important. testsithat ‘your chxld may:face “will-be. writtes not :
by “his® “teacher-but by -committee of experts of -whom" nert '

nor-he-has-ever heard And the test- -will- be: given not-just fo_ your
chxld in hxsown schoolbutto thousands S 1

overworked teacher On the- other hand the experts can never know ]
with: certainty what" teachers:-in_individual-schools all over-the- country
have ‘been-teaching. As _he should, each- teacher will-selectmaterials -
- and give- emphasxs in-a somewhat dxﬂ'erent way-from other teachers.-

- If-the-teacher’s approach-differs- radxcally from: the testmakers’, then:

his-students’ may well find- themselves at'a dxsadvantage Yet,-in- spite - -

*_of this, the teacher may ‘be. domg -an- excellent ]ob of teachmg and
-_ the-test may'| ‘be a very good test. - '

"No ‘matter what is done to- prevent 1t asa- test achxeves state or
‘national 1mportance, it tends to ‘take on'a supervxsory function. That -
is, it tends-to-force teachers to-teach_ for=the test; regardless of the

2 needs of hxs partxcular students and the commumty At the same
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Sove s L . - attention to-important matters that otherwise they would- neglect

- T = Other possibilities could be. explored here, but- the poxnt seems o

R LI S clear enough: Tesung in -the-modern school “is no-longer-simply a
’ © < Z - matter of “checking up” on- your child’s- efforts orof enforcing- his -

T - -attention._It-has taken on’ other, more. complex':functtons And no-

R ) - where are these functlons “more- dlfﬁcult to p' lown':th:

] 8; = >
essentxal:to the- mastery ot' all‘subjects (thh the poss1b1 exc
*of mathematxcs), your chlld’s abllnt I to-

., many of ,the tests- 7our child wrll

face m a vanety ot' s|tuat|ons may dep d- almost comp etely on 'hls, -

Tests are:of three baslc kxnds ’aptxtude tests,—dxagnostxc:tests, aud
ach|evement tests. Aplitude tests attempt to_predict-a child’s- probable
‘success-in-a speclal s|tuat|on for example dinzan~ advanced -English
~class or-in a. “college. They {ry-.to- measure -what- ‘he- is ‘capablé-of --
" doing in_the: future, not: what-he’ has done-in-the past oris- presently

IR | "~ doing. In English, ‘they aim chiefly-at a child’s potential-ability to-deal-
B R T ~ withthe complexities' of ‘words; to" read-and -listen- with- comprehen-
- sion and perception, and to express himself-with some 'style_ in-writing.-
Theoretlcally, there-is-no way -to- -prepare -a- student for-an-aptitude ~ -
test; but in" fact- the_more experience and_training he -has-had_in-
language and composmon, the better-he is- llkely to do with: the test.
Because™of- the- technicalities” involved- in - constructlng _a teliable
_‘measure_of - aptitude, most. schools - -and. colleges rely on nat|onally

- standardrzed aptltude tests rather than attempt to. construct the|r own.

= - t1me, -it may force other not - as well-prepared teachers to - payf '

Y
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 The. aim of a dtagno.mc st is-to- uncover specrﬁc weaknesses in.-~ - :

] . ] ,the child’s skill ‘or_serious™ deﬁcrencres in his knowledge ‘In English, - - -«
T T such-tests are used-in connection: with- -every-kind-of actrvrty—spell- JEURCINE SR
T L “ing, dictionary ‘use; hterary knowledge, ‘writing. Sometimes. referred';; S NS

~ to as “pretests,” they help the teacher-by revealing where- the main - | . "
emphasis-in- hrs teaching. should fall. The _scores” achieved, ~whether. - -
good-or- bad,- -do-not(or- ‘should: not),becom’ vart-of-the-student
—'i::,achrevement -record, *though-the may-late

—At- hatever evel, they,r - [

_~ have. one thrng in- common—they attempt to- discover, - not'what'the - i -

- *child-can learn or ‘what- he needs- to leam buf what he actually has" - -
leamed from hrs studres : S AR = S

’Tr-:srs OF wmrmc; Lo T B S :
- To- ‘understand what your chrld wxll encounter in the way of tests; AR S
—concemed wrth wntmg, here are descrrptrons of ‘a- few that are
- typrcal =

Havrng taught the uses of the comma in: addresses and dates one .-

3 day, the-teacher . gives a short” quiz- the- followrng day to see_ how'r
~“well the student has_learned (remembered) -to use the:conventions. _ -
" The test-may- consrst of ﬁve 1tems that he 18- to punctuate correctly -
- - (Achtevement) S ' o
~ - Atthe begrnnrng of the year, the teacher grves a test on the recog- R I
. nmon of sentence fragments The test consrsts of ten items, some -
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-of whlch are grammatrcally 1ncomplete “The “student is asked to-
*~ -identify and rewrite correctly those that are ‘incomplete. On the basis. -
" - of this information, the teacher decides how much:time he-must spend- -
R ~~ -with the class-as- a-whole on sentence fragments ‘and* whxch students' .
Tl T, e I S are hkely to- need 1nd1v1dual attention. (Diagnostic) - -

e _In-his_junior- year. of high* school,-the student who s applylng for

= entrance-to college. may-have- 1o tak’e'the'%Prehmmary Scholastic Aptr- o
e'—’l‘est f_the “College En jon”

. ?Ne\y York State: Regen Comprehenslve
Enghsh thlrty‘credxts of: thefﬁ'la's score_is-

credlt he recelves :1s5deterrmned7 by: ..ompanng “his- composmon wrth,,,
' —7a number of “mpdels & He -can: affordto use-about one- hour:of :

passxng score' in- the test (Achzevement) e

A subsldlary effect” “of ‘external examinations: such as the Regents
_is their supervxsory 1mpact _uponthe-schools: When- tests _are_ -widely.
used, ‘when-back- ‘copies -are. avarlable, -and-when_the _pressure_for
passmg” ‘scores-is “high, thenr 1mpact upon- the: school program can
“be w1despread Although ‘meant as’ ‘measures. 0| achlevement they
sometlmes “become:the: “basis for- cumculum desxgn' Aside- -from- ‘cram
“courses-built around copies of the ‘examination- from- previous years

tent of entife courses to _prepare-students: for the kind of: questxons and
approaches to- sub]ect ‘matter- reflected-in_these examinations. -~ - -
~When he_enters _junior- hlgh ‘school; “the“child- ‘may-be given -a na- -

) tronally standardized - test, obtained-from-a _commercial - ‘publisher: -
_-The"test- may -have - sectrons deahng wnth spelhng, punctuatxon, sen-
-tences, usage, paragraphxng, and so forth.-On-the basis of- his score, -
-the-child may be- placed in-Section 1 -or. Section 10 in. Enghsh If the -

school is-well- run,. teacher Judgment or’ subsequent testlng may de-

t
ity ! e .
o o
i ] !
I [
o
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- “schools or- 1nd1v1dual teachers-may shape the- approach and the con- ¢
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. termme that he should be moved from Sectlon 10-to Sectxon 3 or

~ from Section-1 to Section-5. If the school is mﬂexrble in. thrs regard

_ he may-well-be labeled for Tife. (Diagnostic) - . _—
* At the university level,. the ‘doctoral candxdate is reqmred to- pre- o
sent a thesrs Thousands of dollars and years of effort may. be-at - ]
stake A commrttee ‘of dlstrngurshed professors reads and ev«luates R

. should be- expected at: all time: 05express hrmself in- the best wntten* -

Engllsh ‘of which: -he-is capable, ‘whether he is ‘writing a- “biology- re- -

- port;-a_history. test, or a- thank-you note to-Aunt Emma. -Such-situa=- -
__tions-are- “beyond~ the ‘control-of -the- Englishtcacher. ~They are, ‘or
,,,»’should be;. the common concern ‘of ‘all other teachers -or-parents.- One

-~ does not become a- competent writer by- practlcmg ﬂhteracy ‘And this -

. apphes also to-the way" a ‘student: writes-his. tests—in a very practlcalf
way, because there are some teachers wlio - do take 'hrs factor of )
,good wntmg mto consxderatron T e -




som-: SPECIAL TESTS OF WRITING iiF—,r ,

e S e

- ~Jersey, and- Berkeley, “California." Estabhshed orlglnally i
- - marily by_asmall :group -of the so-called “Ivy” colleges-in-the East, -
" _the Board is now. composed of -over 590 colleges in _all_parts-of the -

j98 . - T he Teachmg of Wntmg m Our SchooIs

In the best educational sense, each woid - that a: chtld wntes is a_

test. of his writing ability. Naturally, every parent would-like his child -
to emulate’a Winston Churchill, a John F.Kennedy, a William Faulk- -

are- happy 1f they turn: outit be—'ll rate, -

exarmnanon Some “of- these are made “up- and admrmstered by “the -
individual® college-to-only- its-own- candldates for-admission. Others ji
_are admtmstered for the: college byoutsxde testmg agencies. A

- “Perhaps-the ‘most venerable-of these- are_those tests-of the- ollege ST

Entrance Examlnanon ‘Board, with" headquarte at- Pnnceton,'New

country, more than 2000 secondary schools; and almost™ 50 educational -

~associations.” Unable” to-cope- -with" the “recent flood tide of - college

applxcants, the Board'in-1948;; “with- suppori-from the Camegxe Corpo-

_ ration_and the Amencan Counctl on: Educatxon, establlshed an: 1nde-
- pendent, nonproﬁt‘ organlzatton called -the” Educatlonal Testlng
- - Service, whose_main- functions_are. to-carry- on research in - testing

and-to produce tests for-the: College “Entrance- Examxnatlon Board;

- _-as well ‘as-for governmental” and- other scholarshlp agencies. -

- A candidate for -admission-tc-any.one-of “the- member colleges of

Test (SAT), which-is a-test -of -verbal- and ‘mathematical - aptitudes. -

~ In-addition, he- may also-be. reqmred to- take the: Enghsh Composmon o
- Achievement- Test- (ACH), ‘whichis-an- attempt to ‘mcasure - objec- -

tively -his“knowledge. of”_writing. Not content with  just an objective

'measure, some colleges also ask candldates to: take ‘the Wnttng

ner, or even a: Shakespeare Few of. our chrldren, however wrll We :

E CEEB -will-almost- certalnly be-asked-to- take-the ‘Scholastic- Aptitude

1900 pri- .
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- testing agency but is forwarded- dlrectly -to the college of the candi- -

i-nzs'rs oF wnrrmo AND, THE WRITING OF TESTS . . ‘,799’," :

Sample ‘whlch is pure composmon The Sample is not graded by the

date’s choice to make-what use the Admnssrons Office will: =

~ Parents- brought -up-on:the-ideaof an absolute 0-tc 100 per ‘cent -
perfect scale sometimes-find it difficult to understand the percentxle
method-used in- grading:-tests of this kind. Students do not - “pass” or"

- ?ffthe adrmssxons pxctur’ ho

7 - Harvard may -accept a

the overwhelnung number of- composmons ‘written, an- objective- test -
-of -composition- skills- was- -substitutec Durrng'fthefwar years-of ‘the-

-1940s, ‘this test wnt largely nnchalle ge -as=our-military_con-_~ " .
cerns lesscned and-we began-to- take=stock-of odr cultural and- edu- e

_cational’ achlevements, it became-a- center “of controversy.:: =
~Critics-attacked: the_test on-two_ points: ~first,-they ch; enged the
ability “of an- objectxve test _“about - -writing”: neasure a “person’s-

- “fail”-these-tests.in-the- usual sense. -Onthe: basxs -of. his-responsesto- ~
- ;;several ‘hundred- objecti

- by commxttees of - teachers ‘and- professors appoxnted by therBoard
When:the niumber: of- college apphcantsfxn'tj e- .-
-s0_sharplythat the- Board-was.no long read: thh justxce -

actual- abrhfy “‘to-write.” Second, “they- maintained- that the: objectlve L

test encouraged. teachers-to put more: emphasis-

compositions- should ‘be written " than- -upon-the :essentral practxce of -

_writing.-In its- defense, the College Board cxted—studxes to show that
‘objective tests_are fairly reliable predxctors: -
so-than" written-compositions, -because-no- . 't
probably ever -will do so) a commonly: agreed- upon- r method for
evaluatlng the writing-of an-individual. Several- ““experts”-reading a
grven composmon mevxtably asslgn 1t a- vanety of scores. Neverthe-
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o . less, in- response to- the popular cnttelsm, the. Board in 1960 began
- LT s ~ to offer the Writing Sample for the use ¢f those colleges that desired -

. . - B it.. At the time-of. this wrmng, the Boaid is engaged in"an éxtensive
- B S reevaluation -of - its‘entire English" testing offering—an indication -that
P - - - they- thenselves are not completely satnsﬁen wrth thelr present testmg

T The nly natronally’ir pcrtant est- program that,deals pnmanly

__subje E —;andtdate -is-given- ,(under‘
) Zsupervxsxon) a- standardrzed: test on usage “and’ wrttmgf sklll and -on
:,hterary awareness S ’ S

- The number of- candi-
- dates whxch a hlgh school may nomxnate depmds -upon- the-school’s
‘enrollment-in grades-10-to 12; with-up to 500_students; for- example;

~_a school-may_enter-one- eleventh-grade candldate,' between 500 _and
- 999, two candxdates, -and $0-on. Thebrochure- listing -all-finalists-is
sent-to-all college ‘admissi~ns -officers, college - Engllsh department
”f{—chaxrmen -governors, and- members-of- Congress. In_the_ few years-of-
it existence, the program- has been- responsxble for the_ _granting of
-_large-sums of scholarshnp money-to_students whose excepttona' Eng-

- 'ltsh abnhty mxght otherwrse have gone unnoted. B

- -with- wntmg sklll s that instttuted byfthe Nattonal Councxl of. Teachers e
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- WRITING #UR TESTS R ’ , - : ' }

Wntlng for ‘tests is no drl’ferent from writing “for other- purposes
except that it is done under greater pressure.. Instead of several days
‘or an’ evening .in ‘which to-collect ideas, organxze them, write them
out, and revise them, thechild ‘may have no more than_an hour or.
two, perhaps only twenty minutes. (as on one 1mportant national
~ ~test),.in-which-to- carry out thrs complex process In addmon, he 4s -
- under -the- 'added -
. i:produces;!
e Perhaps more than anything “els “in a
E 0 test situation~that causes otherwise - well-prepared st udents to- wnte
badly Granted that some tudent ,:sul’fer tensxon only bccause they

R s TS

] respect Some can tum out several thousand-words a day ove longi,
period; others, by their_own -admission;_consider- they havé-done-well-
to turn-out-a: sxngle sentence in“that tine. -

] ~-Your interest,_ naturally, i5-how to»help— your chrld to wrrtef :
- both m general and -on. these test

wnte well 1s a- lengthy, often pax"ful —:process Hmng -a: ,tutor at” the

zero- hour -is-not-likely -to~have- ‘much-effect upon-your-child’s - test -
" results. He will- begxn to-learn to-write well-when -he-wants to-learn -

to-write well.-But “wantmg to” is-only-the- starting point. “Wrmng

~ well,” for most of- us, is- the: product of much practice.-One ‘does-not~

* become-a. good writer any-more- qurckly -than-one becomes—ja good
tennis player, actor, cook, or automobxle mechamc T i
" Perhaps the -most- helpful thrng ‘you, as a_ parent can_ do 0. help
your child-is, in your own-mind, to- put- tests in _their proper perspec-
“tive. They are 1mportant and- they are inevitable, Bat in- the long run,
there are worse things-in- this-life_than farhng a school test however i
d1sastrous the 1mmed1ate results- appear tobe. — -

ORI T

G




. W
L L e G
o o ey g bt b 6 ek s b Sh .
j . , R

0

o
ey '

= ground likes - and;dxshkes, {10ca1;school and communxty demands),j;
-~ and-one-begins- to-realize why- “Enghsh programs -in: dxtferent patts
- of the: country or-even- in-adjoini mur -
=" _As a-matter_of fact, two. English-teachers’ m'adjacent rooms- teachmg -
- - the same material'may-use such different methods-that a: visitor would- =~ -
- - findit- dxﬂicult to- beheve that-he was. watchxng m both classes aldesson - . -
-~ ~prescribed by the school’s Enghsh - syllabus. e
- --difficult-to’ ]udge whxch of th 4
———erOb.,‘ o j : -
< In spxte “of the- dtﬂicultxes presentea by such human consxderatxons, o
-most-schools do attempt to.set-down:the- Enghsh ‘program:they-would - -
) hke to have their- teachers follow Irrlarge ‘communities, this. programf'j’ I S
may: be: -decided upon“by-a committee of: teachers_and_ supervxsors' R
- -representing all- schools “Their- ﬁndxngs -are generally ‘written- =Gown - - - i
~ formally,- pubhshed as a_syllabus -or -course-of- study, -and” given-to- "
- _each teacher as’a gutde -In=smaller- communities or in single-schools,
‘courses-of- study ‘may-take the:less i impressive “form:of 'mmeographed"f' :
sheets, -or consist- snmply of - verbal agreements ~arrived at in faculty

lounge -discussions’ -(or-in- the- boiler -room;’ —1f,no provxston s madej
for-faculty- conference-—whxch is- often the- case).

" In the main, English-courses of study:tend.to- be conservatrve, re- : ]
;ﬂectxng the- skxlls and matenals that the. student wﬂl be tested on, -

the recommendauons of authontxes, and” sources of help such as’ ‘the
National Council” of Teachers of Enghsh and othet professtonal or-
~ ganizations, - - ]
Dtstressxngly few courses of study in Enghsh show a dtsposmon to }

experiment with recent  (though not untested) materials and methods

of presentation.. This is only partly understandable, for:only through -

experimentation and- capxtahzatton on .new -ideas and methods ‘can
we hope to move- ahead in teachxng ‘the young more effectively.
102 - ) ’
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" saving “wonder drugs

- accept the cautxous phxlosophy”that ~the - old way is - the safe and

THE VARIETY THAT- ls' ENGLISH . - 103

Actually, the school with a staﬁ adventurous and energetlc enough
to accept the extra effort that new-programs_entail will-come out

ahead in most: cases, no ‘matter how' successful or unsuccessful the -

“idea” itself proves-to be. Because they are-traveling a new road,
" the: staff-is alert and_ enthusiastic in a way that teachers- following the

- old familiar—and often tired=—routine can never.be. This enthusxasm

communicates. itself to children - -who, in" turn, become excited -about -

proﬁtmg from such,—d

therefore - superior- way- of -proceeding.” More often than not, such-
schools “have the- poorest :

‘hoods that have been freed from the demands of the. general syllabus
Though some schools ‘may experiment-with new-content; as in the
schools that ‘are-trying “structural”-in"place of -traditional grammar,

most expenmental -programs-are_more likely -to* ‘concentrate on new -

methods of orgamzmg and teaching the old ‘content. In some schools

- the change is no-more-than that of* apolyxng methods that -are new.-

to the_local situation_but- have been tried widely in schools elsewhere.
In othels, it-is-the -introduction- of completely:new.. technxques, such -

as team teachmg and lay -readers, for example In_other words, the

expenmentatxon may ‘be_so limited and- conservative “that: the com-
munity is unaware it’is- happemng, or'it may be so radical that it calls
for complete “reorganization—of ‘the. school’s - program—usually ac-
compamed “by: commumty-wxde repercusslons

and mvolved in the sub'ect'm a- way thatffnotmally they would not* o

7 pment_and-most meager student back- -
ground. They-may ‘even- “be=city._ ‘schools-in: -disadvantaged nexghbol-
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- The followmg are brief descriptions of some of the programs-that’ S
schools in_various_parts of the_country have set- up_in- an effort-to '
‘improve the teaching of composition- (in-most cases, as part of the -
whole _subject of Enghsh) They -are of ‘both types, conservative and
i R radical. No attempt is-made Lere to judge the- strengths or weaknesses
& T Tl of these: programs. Perhaps the school your child-attends is already -~ -
- T tryrng all or part., of these"plans, perhaps rt has even lntroduced

P Oneof:'the ‘more- radlcal and excxtxng expe nmen i
: - ,the ‘nongraded- school;” “and one of the most,pubhcxzed of these 1s the R
:"Melboume Hrgh School Ztw “m edy, -

2.-An‘in ( Jtlonally
—conventlonal rural school system forced authontxes to search for a

- abxhty mxght ﬁnd a challeng' “is-a-
) carded grade-level age-level easures Instead at. Melbourne, a stu-
' dent can move. ‘ahead-as fast: as he-can-master the- prescribed mater1a1
. Students enterlng the -high- schoolf'are ““sorted” on- the;basrs -of‘na- -
i tronally standardized achlevement ests and assxgned to “phases"
) 'rather than to grades - T e e

1
'

. , f Phase j :Subjects are concemed largely thh"f“remedxal” work. .
- " Phase 2. Subjects deal with “basic” = N
"Phase ‘3 “Subjects-are desxgned for students seekxng an “aver— A
i _age” education. "~ o E
- R - Phase 4 Subjects -are- provxded for students desmng educa- - .
- } L 7 tion-in “considerable” depth. S
: { - Phase 5. Subjects are_open- only to: students w:lhng to assume
T : responsxbrhty for their-own’ leamxng and to go be- -
~ - ? ) - yond the boundaries of a single-course in-their- S R
- 1 Phase 6. This “Quest™ phase -is intended_for students with -
. - § - : . well-developed creative talents. ‘who w'sh to research -
R a_special -area, -either- to -develop creatxve _powers or
o ~in quest-of knowledge. A student may "pend from
=1 one to three hours a day in Quest. -
g _ fé Phase X ,Nonacadenuc subjects like typing and- physxcal edu- -
. - = catxon are ungraded but also. unphased ; -
- X
£ A student’ entenng Melbourne- ngh who i is weak in Enghsh (pre-

~ sumably lncludlng composmon) enters Phase l He devotes two
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_ hours a day |nstead of the usual one hour to the sub]ect until he has

" raised himself to the- standard set by. the- school. If his particular

weakness is writlng, ror example, he-spends this time-in a writing.
laboratory, containing a-maximum- of fifteen students: Descnptlons—,
- of the program, unfortunately, deal more fully -with the handlmg of -
readrng and literature than of - composmon ,Presumably, composition - - B
d is_ closely integrated . = _ ©

_in-Phase_5 is_a_part of the- -research-process

of the 1nd1v1dual “upon-the ideal" of “excellence,”iand pon the-

. penonty of* “1hcjmry” to.memorization-of facts- as the- hasncrand mostifﬁ, e

To “raise. therwntlng level ,1ts students

-o

*Langmmr Project on: Improvmg English- Composmon

- This: plan -attempts: to ‘strengthen-the- -emphasis-upon -composition: T R
by-using-lay readers of student- -composition,-double periods for those . - -~ |
- -who-need-it;. and closer mtegratxon of composxtlon'— wntxng “with- other':— R

o subject ﬁelds
In th1s program, each

aboratory teacher

7 teacher An elghth-grader,,or example, has a doub efpenod of Eng-', T
- lxsh and socral studres, a mnth-grader, -of Enghsh -and- scxence,

case, the teachers work and plan togethe S

Compositions are_graded “both by a‘lay- reader and by the sub]ect—
matter teacher, and each composmon recerves two grades—one for

wnung techmque and one for content

B: Scrence teachers grade for content
~-C. Lay- reader’s - grade- for . wntrng performance or Englrsh
teachers evaluatlon

From the descnptlon, one-assumes that the Enghsh teacher 1s- marnly

responsxble for 1nstruct1ng in. technrque, as- well as for readrng studenta

papers e =

- In- general th|s program appears to put chxef emphasxs on tech-

7 mque, whxch seems to mean- conventronal grammar, spelllng, punc-

‘the: Greensboro, North,_; L

o Carolxna,,ngh “School-has - 1ntroduced a laboratory plan; The details -~ =~ -

- - of:thisplan-were_worked-out-by_the- local staff_in-consultation: with-~ -~ - -
- ‘Arno-Jewett, Director-of the National Educatlon ‘Association—Dean- -

ias two classes wrth S
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tuation, and on content denved largely from the other sub]ect matter
ﬁelds ’ - -

_*

" A GRADE 1 TO 12 INTEGRATED COMPOSITION PROGRAM

A descnptlon in summary of the complete. program in_ composrt!on
, - ~of the-San Diego City- Schools- reveals carefulrrntegratron of wntmg
L '—:;actrvmes wrth speech’an i: i

1 ders at th secondary level
= :In the eleme ary-school

,,composrte
__ - writing_skill, :he—beglns 0
: V-fhelprng htm wrth format!on,

ences as chrldren wntrng the!r names, addrng captron to' rt work or
) ,labehng a rack for a collection.~This i is: follow by srmple announce-
~-ments;: records of events and weather ‘and

N program ‘as_ groups work on composrte sto :
-is- frequently used for:a pnmary class-writing- pro]ect On the ﬁrst day
- the teacher mrght read a tory or- show a: ﬁlmstn : it ion

cussion contrnued as the- teacher 1ntroduces - r
'sub]ect of- thestory or ﬁlmstrrp “While: they ”!scuss “the prcture, the
children: think about-what - ‘they- mrght ‘write-in" their stories.-Time is
given:for. the children to- write, and - therr'storres are- ‘collected-by the
" teacher. Before the third: -day, the teacher reviews the stories and plans.
a penod in- whlch children proofread and' aluate therr wntrng and :
= are given an opportumty to revise their stories. - = -
' " In the upper elementary -grades, letter-wntrng 1nstructron is-con-
tinued. Here “the aim=is- to stimulate_a~flow- of -“natural” instilled-
’ 'wntrng, emphaslzrng ‘content “first and- then. form:_ Other kinds -of
practical expository’ wrmng are also encouraged: such as prepanng an
explanatlon for-a-science d!splay Notetaklng ‘and outhnrng ‘are-two
-skills !ncluded in the currlculum, and: proofreadlng by the student of

-
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his ‘own work is - emphasxzed as a part of the program in- teachmg

" usage and 1 meg)amcs of wntmg -
-In the personal wntxng program for older elementary school -
children, an -attempt is made to establxsh a classroom atmosphere
-conducive to releasing creative. abrlmes “The teacher takes time to

note novel fresh or unusual mcxdents He. also tries to: burld a feelrng

- Lay readers
: '—be evaluate : y

: 7th1nk|ng

e THE I ANGUAGE-EXPERIENC -APPROA
—SAN ‘DIEGO ‘COUNTY scaoot.s :

Chapters 1 and 2 referred ,to he wrdely recognxzed language-
~ experience program, ‘which-is-being expenmentally ‘compared -with -
- - *“traditional,” ‘more: “prevaient: ways - of “teaching the: Englrsh language
arts. Chxldren - using- the- language-expenence approach start ‘their

_ writing-activities early-in first- -grade, with' the teacher acting as- ‘secre- -
“tary.to-individuals_and- -groups-whotalk-about- their current interests -
- - and 1ntnguxng expenence . The: chtldren are learnxng to use manuscnpt
_ -~ ‘writing_at-the same- time_ and-are soon- able to-copy- part-or-all of -
~- - what the-teacher has-written down.- They-also-start-individual: ﬁles of -

- soon as. 1ndependent wntxng begxns
- From-the -beginning, these" pupxl-drctated sentences and, storres are.

experience. -program- ~write-before: they read. Actually, all the: English
) EER _ language-arts move: along together-as_children’ speak. -and:listen, ‘write -
- IEEEI - and read-as. part of one comprehensrv :leamrng actxvxty, ,whxch soon ]

7 through lxterature expanded ‘and clanﬁed;th)rough cl"ss analysrs and— 7
- dxscussxon, and ﬁnallyésynthesxzed*and reﬁned through wntmg expen- Eltiae

] the basis for- ‘reading lessons. In effect, then, children-in-the language~ o

- words-that are-used so- ‘that such- words can’ be spelled correctly as -
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" not occu pied in such. diptition “are drawing or painting large illustra-

- tions, which will'—accompani'the:stg;y that has been-or soon will.be -~

- dictated. Similar illustrative activities accompany independent writing

- “at" later ‘stages. The four -compositions that follow- were -written as

* children - were-learning to_use’ cursive _handwriting instead of the- -
~ - cardier-manuscript-letter forms. Thefirst-composition is a factual -

acht-club.and:the playground

. —catch'me.!-

’I‘womhef‘:hﬂdfen -

. Inthe moonlight? —-
<. 7. Orinadream? . - -
i =m T 0 7S Inahole? -t S
e - Orinthewaly. -
o Y .- - Ormaybe:

T '";—Any,placgatialir!f'—’f':'—, S S

- -One-girl, while not inclined to rhyme, made her vivid contribution
tothe Brier Patch’s booklet, No.:3: =~ ~- -" ~" -~ . -
= = A-summer night'brings moonlight-down by the valley: and shows

-its splendor over the lakes, hills-and-seas. The trees rustle their- leaves

. és:a’:plénc;—gqésfby.lg;\s;l{lié;'in’—j:my'fbedfandf,logklou’tfmy 'Wiﬁ?QW}f': S

I;’heag::peoplé—w;lk—;by} i}and;ghéirfsh?db}vs srhrirnggmegf!ly}"—; e T

1 From My Il’e’niéil??s—a,r.S:ailifnigi.fhip. a-publication of ihg’iﬁﬁer— Patch School

" in-the:La Mesa-Spring Valley ‘School-District,"LaMesa, California. Used by -

permission-of the -District,-David -D. Pascoe, assistant -superintendent; instruc-"
tid;l;iagd,;Nahgiy ‘L. Leeds, Teacher-Enrichment Curriculum Department. - -

Ibid. o~ C - o e T T R

-2 From All Aboard for Poetry Land, Volume 11, a publication-of the-Brier

- Patch”School in~the- La Mesa-Spring -Villey ~School- District, -La Mesa, Cali-

fornia. ‘Used by permission of the Distridt, David"D: Pascoe, assistant superin-

':pe’x;d;tniqnt;:: E S

" tendent, instruction, and.Nancy -L. ‘Leeds, Teachei-Enrichment - Curriculum
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SMALLER CLASSES AND L[GHTER 'LOAD FOR
— "ENGLISH TEACHERS '

One program that has taken senously the recommendatlons of
James:B. Conant, the Natinnal Council of Teachers of English; and -
- other. professlonally concerned-groups—that if-the- -quality_of-student
wrltmg |s ‘to-be- improved, the number of students: ‘ussigned-a teacher -
dally “must_ achleve a more realrstrct—level-—rs that of thefPlttsburgh
Pubhc Schools NE - -

The reducuon of each Enghsh teach s assngnment to four classes,' B
- "totallng ‘no-more than.100- ‘pupils, with :
"~ -to -a—regular - preparauon “period, -soo rought “positive- Tesults. .
;}Frequent departmental_ meetings, conferences,- demonstrauons, com- - -
-~ parisons - of - -compositions, -numerous_sheets” of - “mimeographed ma-- -
terials,-and_the-use of - audiovisual : ‘aids have- -produced- an-English _

7 7_;jdepartmental sohdarnty -and: a -continuity - of teachnng and learning

N , ',processes that -are- producnng both teacher and pllpll |mprovement— 7

in wrmng i-

Westmghouse Hrgh School whlch enrolls 2 ( 007students began

" its new English™ programin- 1958.-As part- of -its- -plan, 100. of -the
- ~-mostable students are arbltranly asslgned to special classes. Teacher
_ committees” Wurk out units’ and lrsts of suggested acthltlt's for the
whole. group ; I :

A course in- grammar accompanned the assngnments, not as. an; o

isolated body of instruction,-but-as_an-j strument-guide: for-writing,

the various tools for which:are-utilized"in each-theme_ problem This -

rntegranon of grammar- wnh ‘composition ~constitutes, “perhaps; a

unnque contribution of the program to- the general methodology of
_instruction j in Enghsh s - - . -

] —Because the reductron in- Englrsh teacher loads to 100 students '

danly makes it practicable, this plan- ‘places ‘a major-emphasis: upon
theme-a-week writing. Nine- English- teachers-were added  to the- -staff-
to-make this posslble “English teachers meet dunng tneir theme-read-
1ng periods=in a common -ro0m to grade and dlscuss student
compositions. - :

Westinghouse High- School is the. second largest hrgh school in
'»Prttsburgh, -and-it has’ a hlgh percentage of Negro students. A srmrlar

4“’1‘he Pnnclpal S Ponnt of Vlew,” Tlxe Engllsh Program at Wemnghouse
High School,- Plttsburgh -Schools, - XXXVI- (January, Apnl 1962), - p. 153
-Reprinted by permission of -Pittsburgh_Public Schools.”. - - -

5 “Background- and Organlzauon,” The Engllsh Program at Westmghouse -
Hrgh School ibid. - . : ) .

“theme” period. in addition. - ~
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-program was rnstltuted in 1962 in Peabody ngh School, the second-
_ary high school with the second hlghest percentage of college-bound

) students in_the city.

A TEACHER-WRIT]‘EN HANDBOOK FOR

provrded in whatever way seem:’: most advantageous to a partrcular -

. class or- 1nd1v1dual§

““The: ‘hope-of theWntxng Standards Commrttee 1s that the matenal— 7 )
wxll be consrdered & model insofar- such practxces as- the followrng are—, -

L concemed

L _V1gorous, well-organrzed aching < of wntten composltron - P
~ Teaching of basic principles by the inductive method. - -~ - -
- - Thorough teachlng -of pnncpresEbefore theme: wrltmg is begun

- Use of theclass period for- the actual wrrtrng;;'f‘i,:,', oL

- Active’s supervision-of the writing-as it is done in class. - o
- 'Stude 'evaluatlon of one: another s papers, accordrng to estab-

- lished criteria.
" Proofreading by the student of hrs own wrmng : -
iffCorrelatron of -the teachmg of sentence structure and usage wrth
- . the teachrng ofw 'tten composmon i

Basrc to the _program presented in the handbook are the belrefs )
that speclﬁc -attention " to- organization_ and detail will -result in im- -
proved wntxng -and that:this emphasis will'not ‘interfere with- a chrld’
creativity. Further, it subscribes-to-the- thesis that: types-of-sentence
"~ structure are- best acquxred by the student when “emphasrzed and used'—

COMPOS!TION lN A SCHOOL FOR THE GlFI’ED SR o .
Hunter College Hrgh School isa publrc high school for grfted g1rls—
who are drawn from al' ‘of the_ publrc, pnvate, and parochral schools 3
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of New York City. The median 1Q: of its 1,150 students, grades Tto -
12, is between 145 and 150, and more than 98 per cent of the girls
enter college. N -

- The unique feature of the writing program, whlch places a heavy -
emphasrs upon both creative-and closely- analytic writing,-is-that there
1s no. formal program One of- the chref quahﬁcatxons for hmng staff

—of hterature The rat:onale for thrs “nonprogram
good writing is possible’ only ‘where-there is-sot

_-sound-thinking- develops not. from-a-plannex seties-of 'steps,fbut from SR

the day-to-day use of the mrnd 1n deah

Concurrent wrth classroom practxce in’ composmon,: 1 -
department asa whole cames on a cont:nuxng campargn to encourage

of all - courses are- 1nv1ted to- Cal‘l’y “on- wntmg projects o£ a: creatrve: .
nature related to- the1r sub;ect Dunng thi wa-ek too—authors, edttors,i:' :

" Such’a- program is probably posstble only thh students who are
hrghly verbal-by ‘nature and are: strongly motivated to develop- their
exceptional . talents. Such students, it -is -assumed, -need to -be- -given
-every -opportunity- to accept personal responsrbrltty for developrng:
clanty and-style. ~- =

“A_careful- observer may have nottced that there is'a good deal ofr S

overlapprng among’ these various _programs. Even the most_unt:sual
shares some -common: characteristics- with. the_more- conventxonal .
English. is Enghsh after all, no-matter- 0w it is taught: At the’ ‘same’
time, a fatr-mrnded observer can hardly-help-concluding that there is
‘more than-one way to- approach this- complex problem—helping the
young ‘to-express themselves more- et’fectrvely in the_difficult medium .
-of -written English. For this- very reason,parents- should: try- to be
sympathetlc with and: not bhndly critical-of their- school if-its. Enghsh;
staff ‘makes an- et’fort ‘to-improve its- teaching-of composrtron-—even
when the et’fort appears, on. the surface at least, unorthodox i
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'process Now in- summary, perha 1
- can. take to- help your~ son or- daughter to become a: better wrlter 1s inc
- “order. . - i

7 after-they -have- reached the “age E )
- Enghsh -whether -at- ‘the- elementary or-the- secondary level, is-usually -~ -

Thxs book has dxscussed the more 1mportant aspects o£ the teachxng"r o

list: o£ the specxﬁc steps’that you'—r'

Many of you are;probably only too. wxlhng to- admxt that you had'

: ?too little- composmon training yourself in- school-to .be-able to- help'{ -
-your children in"any direct-way-now. “Even those of ‘you-who-did have
* (or have: Tearned:it- the_hard"way, sxnce) ﬁnd that your- children_ are{ -

not_ especxally receptxve to- your suggestxons and adv1ce, especxally

better-able. than- you-to=handle_the technical -problems-of- teaching
:composmon—though it must-be admitted that.a- ‘good-many teachers
are-not as-well trained for. this: particular- responsxbxhty as they-should

“- “be. Still, if-the child has: any- dxsposmon or-ability to leam, the teacher.
~is, ‘psychologically-at_least,- in-a better- posxtxon to- motxvate and guxde -

the development of writing: skxll

L But no matter: how effectlve the teacher may be the parent cannot"

Here then are some of the ways i whxch you assunung you are of the'
latter group, can be of real- ‘help; primarily to your-children but:also
to-the- school Jinits- efforts to teach them to become more competent .
writers, Lo -

1 Encourage your chtld to- verbaItze—to express hts tdeas both'

-old admonmon that “a chxld should be seen- and not hear - may have ]

produced more- peaceful families in_ the old days (though this has

ilever been proved), biit it-certainly-must have robbed-countless gen- -
erations-of children of invaluable expenence with the use of language :
Acknowledgmg that there are other factors to be consldered normally )

,of composmon in- the schools today Along the way, it has also trxed;f o

eleven “The -teacher -of c
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- likely to-be happier and,in the long run, to produce. the more effective ) S T

~between"the “meaningless” and the- “meaningful” :
,always easy:. The-parent- should-beware - of ;judgin the- 1deas
siX- or-the sxxteen-year-old by standards ol thrrty-srxfor even: twenty- -

- :: look drﬁerent'

_ likes to- thmk thatsomeone 1s;listemng 10 0 readmg his: words:-Al
-~ though- the. famxly -should:not-be -a- chrld’s sole- audlence,,;: shot

_~ -audience. Nothmg is probably- more - . o
~ -parents than a-child-who will:not- corrmumcate -Somietimes- thns is-due -
_to: condmons that-have:no connectxon,whatsoever ‘with- language But

) ,;welcome, that his: Enghsh is
- “an-utter- drsappomtment to: hi

call attention -to-words- that are especxally 7well 'used
"~ ticularly: mterestmg for _other: reasons. Words of thxs kmd appear

) ’constantly in. ordmary .conversatiot i :
" to-may-to, but we-all say- to-mah-to"”), o TV- and radro commercxals

7 Incxdentally, the parent -who has-himself never-paid much: attention-to-

- and report: accurately the world around- htm{ No-other-skill-may- be-

the family in-which the- child is encouraged to “speak hrs preee” is . o B

and literate- adults. We do not refer” ‘here, of course, to meanmgless o
babbling or to rude interruption, but to the verbalization of ideas that

are important to the child, his- famrly, and indirectly to-the culture. - ]
In this- connection; -you perhaps ~should -note - that" dtscnmmatmg -

snx-year-olds Time- and matunty 1ave:

,1;>¢=al€s

especially for- younger children,

‘it should- never result

om: ¢ a chld,sf,feelmg t‘;at “his: rdeas are. un- - :

=3. Createin your:chil

at; are 7par

and-programs-(“Why-do. thmgs taste-good like- they should?”), and in’ - _
newspapers-and books. When-a child-becomes curious: about words
as such, his: vocabulary will: grow: many times . its* ‘normal: rateﬁ I

Educatronal word games-such:as-Scrabble and anagrams- may help
t00,- and -older- children_ will be- mtngued'by ‘the " crossword- puzzle. .

“words”-mayreap an unexpected bonus from these actrvmes! One is
never too-old to’ Ieam - R .
4. From the time- he begms to talk teach your chzld to observe
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more important-to him through all-of “his-life- than this. Yet-do_not_
forget that not all_children_ _are equally -endowed: In_his eﬂ‘orts 10
verbalize_ hrs -world, a:child -may -be hand:capped by poor hearmg, L
poor vision, -color blindness, tone- deafness' or-any-one of-a _number
of other sense deﬁcrencres In one- way “or another, nature usually
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- -writing-But=“good”” wntmg—does not—mean only' the-
-~ jarity-with the.writing-of- aucer. hakespeare Swrt‘t
© -7 and” others—cannot help: ennchmg persons; 15€- of language but

o spectlves, 1t' he has been alerted -an are. an 1mportant factor in. the'
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compensates for -such deﬁclencles but in- any case a child ‘should
neither be expected to perform the impossible nor should he usually
- be “babied” because of his deficiencies. Unless the problem isclearly

organic, he can and should. be expected to’ improve, though one child- -

may - not develop as-far- or as fast- as- another VNever, above all else

,'Epenence, the- readlng a Chlld does:'r usually hls most 1mportant Eomce;

- 7ot‘ new-words-and-ideas. Fu

process,-exposure :to the: sentence pattems and

—"good contemporary wntmg is- als;,

, fl'ered by motmn plctures and
'televxslon ~(in- moderatlon) should not:-be: scorned.J\Iot every famxly
,can aﬂ'ord extensxve travel or'—tnckets -to-im

;s broaden the mdnvxdual’s per-

'growth of his- vocabulary =L

=9 _Insist on “real” letter wnnng, and- set a. good example yourself
One_of the commionest and: most. important writing activities that

- adults- engage-inis- letter wrmng, both'soclal and-business. Though

" schools: ‘spend- conslderable time on the forms of letters,: they find-it
~difficult - to set up - practlceletter-wntlng ‘assignments that -have- real
- meaning’ ‘for_ the “student.- Yet most -homes- and families - offer -many-

’ ] opportunmes for- children to write- t‘nendly letters, invitations, -thank-

you-notes, business letters- ‘of: order “and -complaint—letters that go
to living people and have a genume purpose -Far'too many adults'put
“offor neglect entlrely this important avenue of communication;- largely.
~ because-the-habit of.letter: writing. was not 1mplanted in thelr sehool

h experxence and not encouraged at home. - T

=8, -See-that such- -basic.writing tools are: always on hand as paper,

- penetl pen, or typewmer, a- wrmng desk or. surfaee, and a reltable,

B paragraphlng -of-a-good- writer is-bound-to: influence- the ch|ld’s ovm o

]
R
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up-to-date dictionary. Most important, of -course, is having a place
available in the home where your' child can write (or complete his
: other studies) undisturbed by-family activities, television, and- assorted -
other distractions. Such a place should be well supplied with paper

i% suitable for both-rough and-final drafts, and with writing implements. ,
S Typing -is not required-in-most-schools-and- colleges; but-a child who - e
can-use a-typewriter-has certain advantages- over-his-nontyping- class- i -~
~3 _mates, evenif he practrces only the “hunt-and- peck” system. - Not- only N S
* do neatly- typed-papers-put the- reader in-a-more_receptive” frame of o
N mind, but-the writer himself_is-better-able to judge his- work if it is - %
§ in the form of print rather. than-in the longhand_ that 1s often difficult -
i for-even:the one who wrote-it to-decipher. - - - -
; Special note must.be taken-here-of -the 1mportance of a- rehable,'
{ up-to-datc dlctlonary ‘No: book is- more :generally- useful-to the.edu- -~

cated person at every age-than-the- dictioriary. For-a -writer it-is -
indispensable, and its-use-must "be made- habitual, startmg in_child-- -
hood. Yet many homes have no dtcttonary ‘at all,"or-at best-have only
a-ragged “anthue” or a “supermarket specral” dlctlonary for the',
- family to use..

*i . Any dlctlonary is of course better ‘than none. But today-there are -

good dictionaries for every age ‘ard purpose: easily available. There = -

are dlctlonanes for the. elementary,- for the intermediate, for ‘the high
school, and for the college student. ‘There are even-inexpensive-paper-
back editions of some good-dictionaries. Unabridged- dictionaries - are .
the most complete_of all; however, they are not: ordmarlly ‘the most
usable kinds, nor do most modern homes have space in which to-store
them, For most purposes (for meaning, - “pronunciation, spellmg, and
word division), a good high school or collegiate level dlctlonary is of
most use to children at the secondary level.

9. Don’t do your child’s writing or- revising for him. It would -be
ridiculous to think that normally -concerncd.parents never _give help-
to their children when they can. This-help may. or may not be neces-
sary, but if given, it should at least be offered- inductively. If you
want to be helpful, don’t-tell your child-to “put in a comma here” or
Xcapitalize that word.” Instead, be inductive. Ask questions that will
force your child to think out his problems for himself. “Should there
be some kind of punctuation here?” or “Is that the right spelling?”’
You may advisedly work closely. with your first- or second-grade
child and give considerable help in planning and in- spelling; -but
remember that a child who always has a-parental crutch to rely on
will be a long time -in accepting responsibility for his own wrltmg,
even as an adult. -
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10. Be an example to yrourr child—be- honest: in writing, dis-

courage plagiarism, however innocent. Even more reprehensible than
doing your child’s writing for him is encéuraging him to pass off

other people ] wntmg as his own. Before the law, this practice is con- -

sidered a crime equal to that of taking- another “person’s money. or
property.Each year.the-sponsors:of-both local-and:nationally. signifi-
cant wntlng contests are plagued- by dxshonest ‘entries. Because no-one

person has read -everything that hcs-been wi1tten, these- plagxansms

are sometxmes hard for ]udges ‘to- detect ln one- unfortunate case,

]udges and the dlsgrace to ‘the boy, hls teacher, and his-school; half

_ a year later a dentist from-the-opposite -end of the- country reported -

to the_contest sponsors that he- recognized- the story as-one that had
appeared. ﬁfteen years before-in a- ‘little-known -magazine. The case
was particularly regrettable because the writer happened-to be a

- brilliant student-who was quite capable of wntlng a story even- better'

than the onc-he-chose to steal. - .

- A teacher can explain the morahty involved i m the act of plagiarism
and thus-may keep most- student-writers from-making innocent mis-
takes. But he cannot control  deliberate _dishonesty.” A"child’s char-
acter, after all, is basically-the responsibility of the: parents.”

11. Don't ridicule or condemn the teacher in the child’s presence.
In English- more than in any other subject, your child’s success may

- be affected by’ ‘his confidence in the teacher. Not all teachers, admit-

tedly, are equally ahle or well trained (nor are all- doctors, lawyers,
and automobile mechanics, for that matter!). Thus, when a child is
assigned fo a teacher who seems for one reason or another less effec-
tive than most, your adverse criticism at the family supper table can
only weaken your child’s confidence in his teacher. Certainly such
behind-the-scenes quarterbacking will not help the teacher to become
a better teacher, however much you may desire it. If you have a com-
plaint, discuss it first with the teacher. -

12. Don't demand the impossible of 'your child: be realistic about
his capabilities. Educationally, it is as dangerous to demand too much
as it is not to demand enough. If the English program is shallow and
unchallenging, your child will find it dull and unrewarding. He will
respond witn 4 minimum investment of his ability. On the other hand,
to set goals that are clearly impossible for him to attain is to invite
disaster. Whatever-the field of human endeavor, nothing succeeds like
success—or at least the possibility of success. Common sense tells us
not to waste time trying to-accomplish- the impossible; an old folk
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saying, in fact, advises, “Don’t bang your-head against a stone wall.”

Many parents, unfortunately, find it difficult or they-literally refuse
to assess realistically their child’s capabilities, They demand that he
be assigned to-an advanced placement class, for example, when he
is doing his very best in a regular English cia’;s’. They make the child’s
life and their_own miserable driving to get him-into -Ivy University

- when-the child’s inclinations, test scofes, and academic performance

generally indicate to the unbiased that his only chance for satisfaction
and success-lies in the less demanding (but-for him more suitable)

program_of an intellectually less exacting school.” -

The skills of English are basic to- a child’s success at all’ grade
levels, especially the skills of reading and writing. If-a parent is not
able to judge for himself his-child’s proficiency with- these skills, then
he certainly should be willing to- share the. school’s (that is, the
English teacher’s) professional judgment in the matter. In turn, the

~ school has its solemn responsibility to determine, as accurately as it is 7
_possible to do,. the child’s potentialities. One baffling ‘and constantly

recurring question to teachers is “How- much and-what kind of com-

- position training is actually necessary for these children?”

13. Be encouraging -and, if possible, constructive in commenting
on your child's writing. Resist the easy temptation to point out, first
of all, his spelling, punctuation, or other mechanical errors. Begin
instead with a favorable comment about his ideas, remembering that
they should be judged again’ according to the writer’s age and maturity
level, not according to your ow. Your purpose, bear in mind, is not
to impress on the child how much he doesn’t know, nor is it to
impress upon him how much more you know than he does.

Your purpose is, or should be, to add to your child’s self-confidence
as a writer—to encourage him to want to £o on writing down his ideas
for you and others to read. For many children at the elementary level,
a bulletin board, hung in a moderately conspicuous place in the home,
may serve to bring their composition work to the attention of the
entire family. Once you have established a good writer-audience
relationship with your child, then the way may be clear to make
occasional suggestions about the mechanical flaws in his writing,

It is only fair to note at this point that some parents and children,
for reasons that have nothing to do with writing or the study of
English, may never achieve this kind of favorable relationship. In
fact, where teenagers are involved, lack of communication betweer.
parent and child is possibly a more normal state of affairs than not!
At least a part of this trouble may stem from the pareats’ failure to
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118 - ‘ i - The Teaching of Writing in Our Schools

set up a trunk line- early enough. The child who begms early in his
elementary years-to view his parents as an understanding and enthusi-

astic audience is not as llkely to shut them off when he slips into-

adolescence. - - -
In making these suggestions, we are fully aware that parents who

achieve a 100 per cent batting -average-in- -applying them -successfully-

must.be paragons-—and ‘probably-have exceptional children“to begin

with!. All we can say at-this point- is that. the closer you come to-
" practicing-the suggestrons offered-in “this- chapter ‘the rore_helpful” -

you-will-be to-your cliild—and tothe school i in -which, after -all, ‘the
responsibility rests for ‘helping to-make him a‘more competent writer. -
Needless to say, the corollary is-also -true. ‘Your failure to take an
active-interest in his writing may not block your child from- becommg

a competent writer, but rt certamly won’t make the road easier for

him. - ) ) :
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