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HOW NOT TO TEACH WRITING

by John DeW:tt McKee

From years of attending professional meetings and reading professional

to avoid teacking composition

[T}

journals, | have gathered many foolproof way
while appearing to teach it. Some of these are probably familiar to you
and using the same diligence and ingenuity displayed by speakers and writers
I have heard and read, you can probably invent méthﬁds of your own.
Those | have gleaned conveniently divide themselves into two groups:
1) those methods which actually-teach something else, and 2) those methods
of any kind to a minimum. Among the subjects sﬁmétimés disguised as writing
are the following:
Communications
Grammars -
Linguistics and history of the language
Current events
The current "in'' novel

Self-expression

Ethnic studies

Participation theater (happenings) and cinema ve
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Under the heading of teaching in name only come the following random
admonitions:

Make very few, and very large, writing assignments.

Make sure the first draft is the final draft.

Don't waste too much red ink on corrections.

Forget correct spelling and punctuation. Too much attention to these
matters inhibits creativity.

Don't teach your students to edit what they write.

Set aside one day a week (or month) for individual conferences on the
students' work.

Rely strongly on objective testing.

Be a "'resource person."

Make the writing session itself a period of ''sensory involvement.'

Several of these meth@ds obviousiy overlap. ‘Just as obviously, lrhava
left out some methods which other ﬁractitigners have found éfféﬁtive, 1t
is possible, for example, to teach philesophy instead of composition. It
is even possible to substitute a seméstersiang bull session, However, if
you master the methods | have listed, you should be able to go from the first
day in the classroom to the day of your retirement without having to teach
writing at all. Meantime, you will appear to be teaﬁhiﬁgistudents~haw'ta
marshal words on paper.

You can call what you are doing 'communication,' for example. -That-

involves reading, speaking and listening as wellkés_wﬁitiﬁgg

SENN B i

volves: eyebrow-raising, shoulder-shrugging and - nose-thumbin

us into seminology, believe it ér_natg;ana:,,LA”
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You already. have enough other alternative in ''communications' to avoid
teaching people how té write. Speaking and listening are your best passibi1itie§,
Both of them take a great!deal of time iIn class. That fact limits the number
of times you will be able to include the whole class in recitation. And that,
in turn, limits the number of lessons you will have to prepare. Speaking
appears to be especially useful fﬂ‘thiS respect. If, nowever, you can provide
yourself with a tape recorder, a stack of '"spoken word'' cassettes and a sheaf
of duplicated, keyed and sufficiently generalized mu1tip}egchoize questions,
teaching people to listen is perhaps the best escape of all.

| A word of warning about using reading as a substitute for hﬁ}iAE§: You
are likely to fine that many of your students simply cannot readgjﬂ?au'read
the assignment, and you discuss the assignment, actingall the while as iF‘they
had read it and were participating in the discussion.

Each of these methods of solving the problem of literacy has its own ad=
vantages and disadvantages. A remedial reading program, -if it iz done well
and actually prqduéas.réadérsi is at least as much work as a successful writing
program. .Nonethélessi such a program does involve the use of much, educational
hardware. Remember that educational hardware fs visible evidence of a teacher's
willingness to innovate. |

0On the other hand, the discussion system re{gires only that the instructor

has read the material and has the knack of asking leading questions. |t does

not take 20-20 vision to see that this method can easily be used to slide back

eFfartless?y into speaking and iisténingQ'"!F,yQu"use»tha“systeh;careFuiiy;Lﬁff%j

therefore, you can teach 'communications'" and at the same time avoid teaching =~

both reading and writing.
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There ame two solutions to this problem. One is to develop a

remedial reading program, complete with film strips, projectors,

screens and tachistoscopes. The other is to ignore the fact

that the students cannct read.
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There is also a fringe benefit. If you become an expert in “communciation,"

you will acquire a vocabulary full of terms like "input" and "eutput' and

""feedback' and '"noise.'" In this technolegical age, such a vocabulary can be

useful as camouflage. By a bit of judicious term-dropping, vou can convince
your colleagues in the sciences either that English is after all one of the
scientific disciplines, or that you are actually an electronics engineer.
Another very effective way to avoid teaching your students to write is
to teach grammars. This method has also gathered about itself a scientific
separate
aura. The trick is to teach the grammars as a serapats discipline and an end
in themselves, having no apparent relationship to writing at all. }F you
concentrate on the differences in nomenclature among traditional grammar,
generative grammar and transformational grammar, the chances are excellent
that you can even escape teaching grammars. Hotice the word is plural. The
vaiue of the plurality of grammars, ﬁaftiﬁuiarly to one who seeks to a&oid
teaching grammar, is that it legftimatizes naming as a substitute for doing.
It is best not to go beyond naming in that study. ﬁﬁaﬁﬁes are good
that you will not have time anyway. By the time you have GanFésgd your students
by using three terms where one has always served before, and have §Qvered the
whole front board with a transformational formula for a simple sentence, you
may Hayé used up the entire Séméstéf; s
Assuming that you do find time to go beyond naming, however, daﬁ't!‘

If you do, you might become involved with the content. of the séntences you.are i

analy;ung That would never do. It would lead ine ntabiy to a :onscderatian'fw

. S - RN ek et s s s A 2 e B reeaee s e o st simpasy o

oF meaning. To consnder meaning at a]i is ta IﬁJEEt into the study QF gram

:ité}’:t*;

the idéas_bf subjective jngWEﬁt‘and DfAFuﬂ;tlQﬂ:iQ_Cm
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to consider context leads directly 1+ thinking about the use of grammatical

structures in the expression of ideas. You must be very careful if you take

this tack in you teaching. Otherwise, the next thing you know, you will be
teaching people how to write about those ideas!

Safer than grammars, if you want to avoid teaching peaplezhgw to write,
is the study and teaching of linguistics. That linguistics is essentially an
anthropological tool, useful mainly in the study of non-literate languages,

should not bother you. If you can keep your students interested in such things

as agglutinate and inflected languages, back-forming words, dental FFicatives,

aspriants, low-back vowels and/or the lﬂtEFnational Phééetiﬁ Alphabet, you
should have no trouble avoiding even one writing assignment in the whole
semester.

There is a whole area of linguisties that gets into such esoteric matters
as the meaning of meaning and the levels of linguistic abstraction. |If you
want to make absolutely sure that your students will remain divorced from the
communication of their own ideas, build at least one teaching unit on i;veis
of }iﬁguigtic abstraction as promulgated by Korzybski, transmitted to academia
by S. I|. Hayakawa and popularized by Stuart Chase.

Study these methods in summer school, preferably in Fauf-week workshops.

If you study them during the regular semester, you might assimilate s&méth%ng

that will be of value in the teaching of writing, If you encounter them in.

four-week workshops, on the other hand, you wiil,be,inuﬁdatedWinla;shart:tiﬁeagw
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This is not to say that such st.:iies are of no value to the teézheri
The more you yourself know about the inner workings of the language and how
those workings developed, the better teacher of English you will be. But as
the teacher of a high school or freshman college course, you will be tempted
to use what yéu learn about such subjects as substitutes for what yeu do not

know about wrizing.

)

Another escape hatch by which to avoid teaching writing is the history

of the language. This is a faséiﬁatiné subject, and it can be made fascinating
to your students. Ransacking dictionaries can be as instructive as it can be
fun. You and your students should chart fhEEiQUFSES of some words, énd if

you work it right, you can substitute elementary philology for writing.

If you think that a discussion of current evagts bé]oﬁg; in social studies,
you thiﬁgiéarrezfly. Sui if you are !@@king for ways to avoid teaching people
how to write, you can have your class bring newspapers aéd turn at least one
peria& a week to the discussion of the news.

This pigy is not too'hard to justify. The studentsphéve to have some-
thing to write about. What bettef_sgurce could thergibe éhaﬁ tﬁé studEﬁtS‘
“ldeas and opinions concerning the news of the world? The trick here is to
allow the discussion itself to take up all the class time and to be very care-
ful not to make any out-of-class writing assignments based on the;disaussiﬂﬁ.

Teaching the novel that is currently number one: on the students‘ hlt

pl'l

“ihe Fifes; ThBLQg Step

Q
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this device, you really have to be with it. You have te know what the current
campus reading is, and you heve:te read thenovel and build your course eFEUﬁd
it.

Literary value should be no concern of yours. What is important is that
interest in the novel be current among the students. [t does net matter that
this year's great hit may be completely and deservedly forgotten next year.
The point here Fe to be with your students in their current interest, and
to remember that anything that happened last week is ancient history.

There is a danger in this approach, of course. You might be tempted to
ask your students to writefpeee;e concerning the néveieczQ their authors.
Resist the temptation! That wey li=s the strong possibility that you will be
forced ;e»teeeh your efudeﬁte how to write.

There is, however, an excellent way to have your cake and eat it, too.
You can teach ﬂDVele You can experiment with all the critical theories you
learned in courses in literature and criticism. You can have your students
write about the novel. And you can still avoid teaching fhem how to write.

Simply let the student express himself. Thie-ie perhepe'the most beau-

#E%Ful eveideeee‘metheniem in the eo]ieetigni Other such mechanisms may seem
'te have less to do wfth writing (after all, the etuden; is actually putting
words on paper in the exercise in selF-eepreee?en), bu£ that very eeemiﬁg

is the beeuty eF it. Methlﬁg leeke more ee iF ‘you ere reeily teeehlng yeur

etudente how to write than a greet scraw. ed sheaf eF self-expression. Nethiﬁg;-t

en  the other hand, takes ieee eFFert on the pert of the teeeher.f_ﬂ°”

If the etudent has expreesed hlmeelf he hes fuifilled the requirement
ef the eee|gnment

thet lt le heevnly lerded with the Anng—Sexe

ERI!
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functions and other intimate activiti=s. It does not matter that his spelling,
at its best, is strictly phonetic, and at its worst fades into unfathomable
mystery. |t does not matter that his writing is as Fréngﬁtary as his thinking,
nor that he perpetrates a %Gmpieté sentence only by the merest accident.

It does not even matter whether or not there is any discernible content in

what he puts on that paper. In self-expression, anything gces**ar.nothing.

1f the student hands in a paper at all, he is off the hook--and so are you.

The newest, shiniest, gaudiest way to keep from teaching writing is,

wy

of course, ethnic studies. The term is so delightfully broad that it is
almost as serviceable as self-expression. But there is one éajgﬁ difficulty
with it from oufRpoint of view. It puts the burden squarely on the teacher.
For here there is apparently not even the pretense GF!tééChiﬁg éﬁgii;h; |
sat in a meeting not long ago and heard a speaker tell a room full of high
school English teachers that it was their responsibility to learn the lan-
hicana, the language of the

guage of their students, whether it be 1ihgua C

Black ghetto, or the language of the Navajo..

The purpose of this linguisitic exercise was not only to provide a
bridge across which the teacher could communicate the intricacies of English.
Indeed, the teacher's communication was of secondary importance. The real
purpose was to make it possible for the student to communicate with the
teacher without Having to resort to English.

And look at the ways that are Qpen‘tﬁ“yau'frém‘thefE; Consider these™ == " =
as substitutes for the teaching, not only Qf“writiﬁg,wbg@ﬁgfﬁgggliiﬁbjg§glfinﬁ%c§q
Ethnic (supply your own branch) history, cuifure,‘fnlkare, art, ]iteratgée, o

even language. The possibilities for avoidance appear Eﬁmgét e@dléssi

&

10
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Several years ago | watched a ruomful of high school English teachers
eagerly write into their notebooks the suggestion that they stimulate their
students' writing by encouraging the performance of what were then called
Yhappenings'' in the classroom. Ostensibly, the happening was to stimulate_
writing, but we all know it would not have to do so. 'If we really want to
escape, we can allow participation in the happening to SQEStifqte for writing
about it. After all, a happening is a kind of communication. And our main
concern is communication. MNever mind what we communicate.

Recently, though, the happenirg dodge has been refined, technologically.
less write about the partfcipéti@né If you have a relatively affluent and .
indulgent department, the Tatest, most innovat ive th{ﬁg yaugcan do is to
equip your students with movie cameras and f{Tm in place of paper and pen.
This may sound FFighteniﬁg if you have never had anything to do with movie-

making. It need not. Remember that you are dealing with cinema verite,

Life, with a capital L, and telling it (you should excuse the expression)
like it is. All the student has to do is point the.camer and shoot. It
is self-expression without the arduous nezessfty of writing. And look at

all the paper checking it saves!

The one great danger of using the devices discussed above is that if

you rely on them exﬁiﬁsiveiy, you might not even appear to be teaching

writing. Not to teach writing hxs long been’aciéﬁtabie“gﬁéEETté;”nct to "

appear to be teaching writing has _never been. It is né;ésggky,,thgreféfg,.1ffui.;

not only to know the methods of avoidance, but alsc.tc_bgléb}éitq;gc~thféﬁgh7

R
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the motions of teaching composition -:-n anyone is looking.
S5ince behavioral psychology is now in the saddle and . =2 ghost of
John B. Watson walks the land in the guise of B. F. Skinner, there can be
no better way to seem to be teaching 5tuden;§ how to write than to substitute
a battery of objective tests. |If the results anﬁhe instruztibn cannot be
objectively evaluated, sé:crding to'the latest encyclical the in;tfucﬁicﬁ
is faulty. The coroilary to this, of course, is that is the results can be
so evaluated, the instruction is doing a}l that it is supposed to do. In
other words, teaching need not result in education. It need only result. in
information about the students, information which can be objectively . tabulated.
Though this does nothing for the student, it moves the behavioral
ps yshal@gn t one step closer to hfs dream of standardizing human personality.
It is also, of course, a boon to English teachers who Dtherwise miéht’be
The real beauty of the aéjeztive approach is that it Jooks so much as
if the teacher were concerned with the writing skills of therstqdents. Vocab-
ulary, spelling, grammar and mechanics are undoubtedly part of the equipment
of a writer. The students' skills in the use of that equipment can be tested
objectively. It takes no great le:p of the imagination to substitute théé&
necessary supporting skills for the actual writing skill itséiff”_lg_ﬁgesr -

not matter that a student may be able to spell faultlessly, diégram SEﬁtEﬁEES

in hIS sleep, dec?une Lhe persgnal pranauns thhcut a hlt:h EDnJugate verbs‘_

2

- R = P e i s b e e ——

all the way thraugh the future pEFfEEt and sti!l Fall miserably at ‘the actual

writing. |If he can’ pass the BbJEGtIVE ‘tests in tha auxlllary k ilgftnii

writing, he appears to know how to write. The»henéfit:tg Ehé teaché?,{s
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obvious: It is easier to teach the auxiliary skills, especially on the basis

éf,gbj ective testing, than it is to teach writing itself.

]
o

:ppgse, however, that in your system, éﬁjéctive testing is not -enough. R
Suppose thathyQQﬁ students must prodice a specific number of papers a 'semester.. |
"The best way around that problem has two steps.- The firsﬁ is to announce
that yéu are gging to allow your studeﬁts to exercise their ;feativﬁty:in“

your class. What you mean, of course, is that in your QIESS thé studeﬁﬁsi

may write anythlng they choose, any way théy ch@ase tD write itlr :Haviﬁg
estab1nshed the creative intent of your c]ass,,ycu will Furth;r énnaunze

that your fuﬁithﬁ will be that of a ”resourﬁe persgn If ncbgdy questions” g
this, let.it lie. |f someone wants to knBW"what itvqgané,ta beha resouftéf |
persan, you tell him YGU.Wi]] be in the room as he wrltes and ava;]able ff

he asks for help. MHake it very clear, hcwever, that unless the students ask

for help, they will be left to their 9ygfres§Qf;55;

Your justification for suzh a pro

interfere with the creative process. ',

t~iﬁé Etudent be':
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-+ 1If, for some reason, you cannot manage such a complete disengagement from

your class, your next best bet is to arrange for "

sensory involvement'' in the

writing proc ess itself. Two ways in particular offer aﬁportunities for the

teacher to retain his amateur status. First remove the chairs and desks from

the classroom, clearing the floor. Next, cover the floor (and the walls, too, ‘

if you are that energetic) with old-fashioned butcher paper. Now supply §ogr' .
students with an assortment of writing instr ts, such as;baii—ééint'péﬁs,

harking pens, crayons, pencils, and Gﬁiéfédl;hélk, and turnutﬁem loose on : f

the péper,é Let them roam around, sit, stgnd, or lié-dGWﬁ,.writ}ﬁg what they
- will, where they will. This method purparts'tg release the studen ts 'nhLbs

itions about writing. . It allows them physica al fr edom whlie they write and

provides them with a variety of tactile expérienzgs thr@ugh useiqf thz variaus

writing instruments. It has another advantage, as far as'the "resource person'

is concerned. It is physically impossible FGF the teacher tg de aﬁythtng

[
-

with the result except to admire its colorful varlety and then thraw lt away

- - The second way .to provide students SEﬁSOFy awareness QF the wrltnng
- process is less messy but more expensive. It !nvalves taklng mavnes of thef
students while they are writing. Thg purpus

wéy of a ﬁot-sa—instant replay, that wr E ng - ’

phySIQEI aEthIEY full QF squlrmlng, twnt:h{ﬁgv'

ERIC
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“”1f;“év&ﬁ”as“a_“resaurze“persoﬁ““whD=pravideg his students-with''sensory =~
; , o A v

involvement," you are constrained to show some physical eﬁfdénce'gf the

semester's activities, make as few actual writing assignments as you conven- .

T

seme

W

iently can. At the beginning of the ter, y

. ‘D‘

u can tell your students,

"After today, we shall not meet as a class. ﬁuriﬁg thg-semESter, you yil]
write six papers. These are the due dates. |If yourhaye problems with'any ' ;,
of the papers, make aﬂ.appﬂiﬁEmEﬁt with me,sénd I‘T] see yr ?n‘my éfficégi'
When f@u have finished a paper, you méy br:ng it to my afF ce or depas:t

it in my box. | won't interferEKUﬁiessbiau‘ask.me‘tc.l After all yau are(

an adult now, and the féspaﬁsibiiity is yours."

ab

Such an announcement should ju

ccmpleté the ﬂisen agement.- Yé

papérs in handg

as ygu ‘need to and as few as_yau aan manage;ignd

Remember,
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All the methods detailed in this paper have been tried in_the ziasgruam,;agw

and, if one accepts the enthusiastic reports of their authors, they have
succeeded even beyond those authors' understanding. One method aF avoiding

teaching the young. how to write still rema?ns,"hgweVEr. It is simple, it-is

minate

I

Surasf}ﬁa, and it eli the student from consideration altogether. The

" best and most prestigious way to avoid the teaching of writing is to make a
career out of attending professional meetings and writing and reading papers

like this one.

New Mexico lnstitute EF_
Mining and Technglggy
Socorro, NM
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