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ABSTRACT 

ALISON REYNOLDS 

THE COMPOSITION TURN: EXIGENCY AND PEDAGOGICAL RAMIFICATIONS 
OF BACK-TO-BASICS 

AUGUST 2009 

This dissertation examines how the term back-to-basics became a metaphor that 

drove a decade 's conversations about teaching writing. It traces how political 

ruminations about the state of education affected the public's sentiments, which led to 

heightened media attention on a much touted literary crisis. The momentum of back-to

basics came through the voices of the public whose vested interests in the education of 

their children and powerful indictments of school curriculums created the impetus for 

change. More importantly, the information regarding the literacy crisis, perpetuated by 

not those teaching the class, but by those outside the academy, arose from many different 

sources. The archeological approach used by Michel Foucault sets a framework for the 

excavation and examination of documents, such as speeches and newspaper articles, from 

the 1970s to demonstrate the discussions about back-to-basics. 

The first chapter provides both the political and cultural lens and the historical 

background for the study. Chapter 2 considers the literature of the 1970s and highlights 

documents that specifically address higher education and the back-to-basics movement. 

Chapter 3 provides the theoretical underpinnings and the methodology for this study. 

This chapter observes the relationship between exigency and the production of discourse 
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that influenced both the public and the academy. It also explains how, as a metaphor, 

back-to-basics created a new 'truth' about education. Chapter 4 traces selected 

documents from the 1970s that provide the impetus for the espousal of the term and 

illustrate the consequences and the corollary effects on the college English classrooms 

left in the wake of its appropriation. The documents range from political speeches to 

newspaper articles and culminate with a college newsletter. Chapter 5 is a discussion of 

the implications of the term that arose as a seemingly apt approach to talking about all 

that ailed education yet transformed the teaching of the students who were not meeting 

standards. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2000, I stepped in lo teach a college ·writing class.for the.first time. I arrived 

prepared lo teach not a typical writing course, hut hasic -writing. Armed -with my 

knowledge qfpedagogy and the script in_ji-onl c!f me, I proceeded lo teach the course 

through the directions provided to me hy a teacher who had taught the class the same 

way.for almost ten years. I.felt con?fort in knowing that I had the prescription lo teach 

students whose skills were underdeveloped and the tools lo prepare students lo hecome 

pn?ficienl enough lo succeed in college 1,vriling courses. However, as the semester 

pmgressed, I realized that the majority qfmy teaching centered on discrete skills such as 

grammar and building rudimentary paragraphs. Instead c!f teaching how lo write a 

college-level essay, I spent the semester teaching sentences and paragraphs. For me, 

and the teachers he.fore me, thisfu(/11/ed the requirements q/Basic Writing 

A I the end qf my.first semester, my students· did not seem much heller al writing 

than they were 1,vhen they arrived on the.firs/ day. Yes, they managed lo writefive

paragraph essays. Yes, they recognized comma .\plice.\· on a lest, !mt could they write? 

A I the end c?f !he semester, !felt shame as I still lacked Cot?fidence in the skills c!f the 

students. f ;ven though I had certainly enhanced the grammar skills qf writers who could 

write for a lest, had that semester worked toward helping struggling writers? I did no/ 

feel like someone who was teaching writing In.fact, !felt like I had.Just.finished teaching 

a high school_fi"eshman clas·s. Instead c!ffeeling the pride that comes at the end c!fa 



semester where the preparation lead~-to stronger students, l ended with questions about 

the purpose qf basic writing. My questions at the end of the semester have driven this 

study. Did the name of the course, Basic Writing, influence the course content? What 

does it mean to teach the basics? Where did the term come from? Hmv did the term 

hecome 'the way ' to teach writing? 

History of Composition Studies 

As I began to look for answers, I looked through the history of basic writing in the 

academy, specifical ly the inception of the course and its content. I then specifically 

explored discussions that addressed underprepared writers and that recorded the 

academy's treatment of the students. While the history of the teaching of first-year 

writing in colleges is replete with scenarios of students who struggled with the demands 

of college, institutional responses to the dilemma remain few and far between . However, 

Robert Connors' Composition-Rhetoric : Backgrounds, Theory, and Pedagogy provides 

an account of the story at Harvard in the late 1800s which highlights the academy's 

frustration with the writing skills of entering freshmen who the faculty believed could not 

write properly . Connors writes, "The educated classes in America were suddenly swept 

up in a wave of anxiety about the propriety of their speech and writing, and educational 

institutions responded to this anxiety. Harvard College administered its first entrance 

examination in 1874" The entrance examination supported the fears of the erudite as 

much "to the horror of professors, parents, and the intellectual culture as a whole, more 

than half the students taking the examination failed it" (Connors 184) . The reaction of 

the academy and of those who were responsible for teaching first-year composition 
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shi fled the focus to, as Connors suggests, "pedagogies that valorize[ d] formal and 

mechanical correctness" (13) . The emphasis on correctness became a characteristic of 

the course and defined its place in the academy. Though the topic regarding inconsistent 

or absent freshman writing skills galvanizes many people and draws attention from inside 

and outside the academy, the concentration on mechanical correctness and quantifiable 

assessment, which has clearly influenced the way that writing is discussed, has had less 

attention . The decades of discourse about literacy standards from outside the academy 

have frequently consisted of what should be taught, but little investigation that examines 

how these conversations erupted in the first place exists, thus leaving a gap in 

scholarship . In fact , even today the public ' s consensus, and often that of those within the 

academy, about first-year writing is that it is a course to fix students' grammar and 

mechanics . But who started the discussion? How does this overarching political and 

public understanding of writing influence pedagogy? More importantly, how has the 

information regarding the literacy crisis been perpetuated by not those teaching the class, 

but by those outside the academy- those without experience or degrees in teaching 

writing? 

Political-Cultural Lens 

While many studies of first-year writing exist, the power of political and cultural 

forces on the task of teaching writing creates a distinctive lens through which to 

investigate the ever-changing shape of the first-year writing classroom. Therefore, rather 

than looking at how somethi ng was achieved but instead by examining the conditions that 

made it possible for a way of thinking to take over, it is possible to unearth the influence 
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of the public on the academy. As texts such as Brian Huot and Peggy O'Neill's 

Assessing Writing: A Critical Sourcebook and Norbert Elliot's On a Scale: A Social 

History of Writing Assessment demonstrate, composition studies has historically 

attempted to address the problems in legitimizing assessment, which remains a concern 

even today. Although measuring gleaned skills in a math course and demonstrating 

knowledge of history or science on a test seems empirical, it is more difficult to calculate 

competence in writing. How are literacy skills measured? How does that measurement 

occur? Who decides the levels by which to create a standard? 

One way to view the discussions about the literacy skills is through the cultural 

and political lens in order to identify the influence of these forces on the perception of 

higher education. Stephen Parks provides a background of previous studies in 

composition history and recognizes a gap in scholarship, recognizing that '"each of these 

histories fails to place composition, as a field, against the shifting political and social 

terrain of time" ( 4 ). He believes that '"we need to focus more on the seemin~ly tangential 

caucuses and organizations that attempt to create institutional change" (5). Rather than 

looking on ly at the classroom, the documents in the following study, which include 

speeches and newspaper articles, provide fodder for examination as the tangential 

influences on the classroom came from discourse about literacy that occurred in settings 

outside of the academy. In James Berlin 's Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures: Reftguring 

College English Studies, he maintains: 

The cultural forces and shifts in demography and daily experience, 

coupled with increased international economic competition, explain a 
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great deal about the debate concerning the conception of culture that is to 

hold sway in schools and colleges. As the lived experiences and everyday 

language of citizens become more and more diversified, conservative 

forces insist on the imposition of a uniform set of texts and a monolithic 

set of reading and writing practices. These texts and practices are designed 

to reinforce the culture hegemony of certain class, race, and gender groups 

at a time when this hegemony is being challenged in the daily encounters 

of ordinary citizens-citizens who inhabit a disparate array of cultural 

spaces. (xx) 

The words of the mass media and politicians through their presentations and publications 

reinforce the hegemonic practices of the mainstream conservative facets of society. An 

example of how public discourse influenced the academy was the 1970s. In fact, the 

1970s are a snippet of time in the United States when these factors came together to 

create an opening to discuss what had been considered a taboo subject for politicians and 

the public as higher education had been an entity distinctly separated from the rest of the 

world . 

The 1970s 

As a picture of the 1970s emerges, an overarching sense of fear palpated through 

the discourse of the times. The fear came from national news of a less than literate 

graduating class and from businesses that were hiring and complaining about the 

seemingly undereducated workers. All the while, a belief that the status quo of 

universities was being threatened by the first-generation and minority students stemmed 
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from riots and discipline problems that began in the late 1960s in both high schools and 

universities . The public heard of the demands for access to higher education but also 

heard of the lack of preparedness of the students once they graduated from high schools . 

Because of changes in racial and gender attitudes, but more than anything the Vietnam 

War, which motivated many young men to try to get college deferments, and then the 

G . I. Bill, which enabled returning soldiers to attend colleges, the demographics rapidly 

shifted in colleges, and with that shift, an influx of first-generation students changed the 

composition of higher education classrooms. Along with the change in demographics, 

reports of less than basic competencies in writing and reading by the testing agencies 

arose in the form of the publication of lower SAT scores and poorly-rated entrance 

examinations into the universities . The purportedly undereducated students were taxing 

the freshmen classes of higher education institutions. What was lacking in the students' 

skills was a proficient or even functional command of Standard American English. Even 

today, the overal l perception of what it means to be literate, in regard to writing, is that 

the writer demonstrates command of Standard American English (SAE) . While that 

definition works when the majority of students are native English speakers who have had 

proficient education in writing, what happens to literacy standards when students are 

graduating from high school and are unable to pass written tests or when first-generation 

college students demonstrate ski ll s that deem them not ready for college writing? 

[nstead, the attention on the skills of students becomes a national conversation discussed 

by the public from coast to coast, and the real ity of a crisis regarding the lack of adequate 

education becomes a national plight. So the schools faced the politicians, the media, and 
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the public who all lamented about the 'literary crisis' and fought to bring about change. 

Along with the external pressure on the schools, the teachers faced an internal conflict 

because they saw demographics changing and wondered how to teach these new students 

who did not go to college prep schools . 

While identifying the conversation exposes the discourse of the times, the 1970s, 

as a representative time in U.S. history, are particularly illustrative of a decade where 

confidence in the government and in the preparation of the country's youth for places in 

the workforce plummeted. In It Seemed Like Nothing Happened: America in the 1970's, 

Peter Carroll writes that it is important to see "cultural studies not as a set of ideas or 

theories, but as an intellectual practice located in and influenced by historical conditions" 

(123) . Thus, a country at war, a war unsupported by the public, and news of racial 

tensions remained in the headlines and on people's minds. Together, the situations 

created a cultural phenomenon that undoubtedly influenced people's actions. As all of 

these factors fueled the riots at universities, intellectual groups gathered to attempt to 

address the problems. In fact , at the end of the l 960s, a summit sponsored by the 

International Association for Cultural Freedom at Princeton University foreshadowed the 

contentious time in higher education in the United States, and one of the questions was 

about the place of the university in the new decade, Stanley Hoffman comments: 

In this society of the future, what will be the role of the intellectuals? Will 

they be just the managers, the gatekeepers, the keepers of the status quo? 

Or will they continue to perform the critical function by standing outside 

and judging? This is a central problem in the crisis of the universities. 
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What is indispensible for the intellectuals, whether they are close to power 

or not, is to play the normative function . (qtd. in Duchene l 50) 

The questions posed by Hoffman shed light on the contentious times in universities . The 

universities were facing question regarding access and perceived elitism. In fact, the 

onus appeared to be the universities who were expected to play the gatekeepers as a 

means of keeping the unworthy out. However, people looked to higher education as a 

means that would lead to access to higher paying jobs. A university education no longer 

belonged to the elite class~ instead, a group of first-generation students were embarking 

on college careers. Smith writes that for the first time in higher education, droves of 

students were seeking access to a higher degree . Peter Carroll writes, "Rhetoric ran 

freely in 1970- rhetoric about the war and about peace, rhetoric about social injustice 

and possibility . There was also considerable rhetoric about rhetoric. It was a time when 

language itself became a subject for political discourse" (3 ). In fact, politicians and the 

media seized upon the nation's fears and used the language of its fears against them, so 

the 1970s represent a time in the United States where education felt the effects of the 

power of words . 

With the changing class of students, which included women and African 

Americans, college classrooms were feeling the effects of new freshman demographics 

and the classrooms began to change shape. However, outside these new classrooms, an 

inundation of bad news from the media and politicians that vociferously bemoaned the 

declining literary standards defined and fostered the public's belief in a crisis in schools. 

Richard Miller draws attention to the recurring cultural evolution and explains, "One 
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need only to point to the long and venerable tradition of declaring one educational crisis 

after another to see that willing ignorance about the bureaucratic intricacies of life in the 

academy is often understood to be both a virtue and a sign of elevated intelligence" (3 ). 

Yet the numbers were not matching the data that the public received. While the national 

tests that set out to examine the skills of 9- and 17-year-olds students demonstrated that 

the skills had not dropped, the press and politicians continued to demand that educators 

needed to find ways to increase graduation rates and college acceptance rates, thus 

keeping the fears for the youth of America at the front of the public's concerns. 

To add to the problems facing the country's education woes, in the first five years 

of the 1970s, the United States ' government stayed enmeshed in political controversies. 

The government sanctioned shootings of students at Kent State University, the corruption 

of Watergate, and the continuing publically condemned Vietnam War remained on the 

minds of the public. Therefore, by mid 1975, with growing public angst directed towards 

crimes of the government, the distrust of politicians and their purpot1ed concern for 

citizens was at a peak . Carroll writes, "The government was in disarray, and as the 

country attempts to deal with the collapse of government trust, the national report cards 

on education continued to paint dismal pictures, and educational institutions had more 

problems with discipline. Consequently, Carroll explains, '"The crimes of public 

education, however, also included the obvious failings of the nation's schools" (238). 

His explanation of the schools' failure supports a report which reveals the troubling 

statistics : "The Office of Education published a four-year study of adult learning abilities 

which revealed that one-fifth of the adult population- 23 million people- lacked 
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sufficient educational competence to function successfully in contemporary society and 

that an additional one-third- some 40 million people- suffered serious deficiencies in 

basic ski lls" (238) . As the public and the media concentrated on the failings of educators, 

the basic skills and the incantation of the term hack-to-basics became the answer to how 

to fix all that was broken . But what are the basics and how are they gone back to? 

Back- ,c)-Basics 

In the 1970s, it is clear that the college curriculum was no longer divorced or 

insu lated from discourse outside of the walls of academe; indeed, the construction and 

purpose of the college curriculum became embroiled with controversy. As noted, one 

controversy was the under-preparedness of new college students, especiall y in core 

courses such as Eng li sh and mathematics . English departments have always been on the 

front lines of the need to be prepared for changing demographics and changing 

curricu lum s to meet the requirements of incoming students and additionall y to act as 

gatekeepers for those who are not capable of attaining a university degree . The 

curriculum, then, acts as a reflection of the shifting needs of both the university and the 

students. Berlin writes of the curriculum that " it occupies a position between the 

condit ions of the larger society it serves- the economic, political, and cultural sectors

and the work of teachers- scholars within the institution" (17). In the past, an 

understood set of expectations dictated a curriculum that remained relatively impervious 

to voices outside the academy. The changing demographics of universities, then , left 

educators questioning their pedagogical approaches to teaching writing. As a response to 

the shifting emphasis of educators, the curriculum shifted. Berlin sees this shift as 
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indicative of cultural and political pressure and writes, "The curriculum serves as a 

mediator between the demands of those outside the institution-employers, government 

agencies, political groups-and those within it-primarily faculty, the discipline they 

serve, and the students. The response of the curriculum to the exigencies of its historical 

movement thus represents a negotiation among forces both outside and inside the 

institution" (17). Because of the mediation between the forces outside the university and 

those inside the university who were teaching freshman composition, the concern for the 

how and what to teach became an overarching influence in the classroom. 

In light of the concern, the push for back-to-hasics from the media and the public 

altered the conversations about education. However, what did these voices mean by the 

call for back-to-hasics? Although the term back-to-basics predates the 1970s and has 

been used to discuss everything from religion to business ethics, during the 1970s, its 

incantation arrived on the heels of the calls for higher literacy standards, which begat a 

term that became synonymous with teaching writing. James Berlin writes that his 

discussion of the teaching of basic writing expands on Michel Foucault's "'Nietzsche, 

Genealogy, History," which explains how narratives of history are either the concept that 

progressive improvement of the human condition exists or the idea that "the past 

represents a perfect origin from which humankind has strayed, so that history will be 

fulfilled only with a return to the old ways" (Berlin 63) . The old ways in the public's 

eyes were the 3Rs. Even though the pressure to change the curriculums at K-12 schools 

was at a peak, higher education had been impervious and somewhat divorced from the 

same cultural and economic pressures. For example, Berlin points out that "up until 
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about 1970, the reading and writing practices taught in the English department responded 

in appropriate fashion to a curriculum and an economy that remained relatively 

impervious to alteration" (Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures 36). However, he continues 

that the period of stability ended in the seventies as "capitalism underwent a major 

transformation" and "along with this 'rupture' came a loss of faith in the effectiveness of 

the current college curriculum" (3 7) . The loss of faith created an increase in public 

attention on teachers and their methods of teaching. 

One of the attempts by compositionists to address the renewed public emphasis on 

teaching Standard American English and to address the changing demographics in the 

classrooms emerged in 1970 and appeared in full in 1974 when the Conference on 

College Composition and Communication CCCC adopted the new Students' Right to 

Their Own Language policy (SRTOL). The document addressed the teaching of 

language and called for an acceptance of natural dialects in the classroom. However, 

language and culture outside of the classroom walls ultimately altered the focus toward 

and influenced the language and culture inside of the classroom; in a backlash against 

those trying to redefine the standards of literacy and accepted language, the back-lo

hasics movement arose. Although the ideas behind hack-lo-basics were not new, the new 

movement represented a return to the same-old, same-old. In fact, the back-lo-basics 

movement challenged the very core of SRTOL and created a schism that remains in 

existence today. 
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The Term 

Since a term can become a stock incantation, it is important to recognize that 

through repetition a term can become more than just a set of words. Indeed, the 

repetition of a term can become metaphor that represents much more than the phrase 

itself The rhetorical effects of the phrase are interminable. Linked to the term back-to

hasics were connotations of a failing education system and a return to the good old days 

of teaching. With these implications, the use of the term spread throughout different 

venues, from politicians to the media and from the public to the academy. For instance, 

the term appears 1 ittering the pages of newspapers and academic journals. The idea of 

believing in the metaphor as true is troubling, though, as George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson in Metaphors We Live By recognize that "new metaphors, like conventional 

metaphors, can have the power to define reality ." They continue by explaining that "the 

acceptance of the metaphor, which forces us to focus only on those aspects of our 

experience that it highlights, leads us to view the entailments of the metaphor as being 

true" ( 157). For this study, I will argue that the term hack-lo-basics complicated the first

year writing classroom of universities in the mid-l 970s. In fact, the term became the 

driving force behind pedagogical changes that endure in today's writing classroom. If the 

term, adopted by a need to address a new demographic in universities, dictated how to 

teach these new students, what were the repercussions in the classes that followed? 

Lakoff and Johnson claim, "What is at issue is not the truth or falsity of a metaphor but 

the perceptions and inferences that follow from it and the actions that are sanctioned by 

it" (158). 
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The Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the college composition classroom of 

the mid-1970s, to examine under what contexts the hack-to-basics movement occurred, 

and to explain how discourse about back-Lo-basics drastically influenced the teaching of 

writing Many studies exist that examine the rise of basic writing, but at present no 

works exist that examine the rhetorical effect of the ideology of back-to-basics on first-

year writing classes. However, a number of works provide evidence of the contentious 

times . For instance, Ira Shor' s Cu lture Wars : School and Society in the Conservative 

Restoration 1969-1984 provides a thorough explanation of the politics of education 

during the period and examines the conservative influence on schools. For the purpose of 

this study, extending Shor's examination of the power of language and the political 

machinations of the time presents an opportunity to investigate the historical 

underpinnings that frame this study. He declares, "Language is part of the machinery that 

decides who will be masters and who will be servants. The dialect that dominates 

indicates the group that dominates" (65). Of the basics, he writes, "Back-to-basics could 

help restore order in language, school and society, but that order was in everybody ' s 

interest, not simply in favor of the elite, so the reasoning went" (66) . Another important 

work that demonstrates the academy's attempt to work with the political landscape is the 

Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) Students ' Right to 

Their Own Language document produced in 1974. Key composition texts such as Mina 

Shaughnessy 's Errors and Expectations and Paulo Freire's The Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed can be traced back to the 1970s, and seminal journalistic pieces such as the 
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1975 Newsweek article "Why Johnny Can't Write" are all in response to a changing 

demographic in the col lege classroom. 

With the advent of the Open Admissions policy at City Colleges ofNew York, 

teachers were scrambling to address the perceived lower writing skills of incoming 

students However, the pressure from the discourses outside of the classroom to 'fix ' the 

incoming class led to a classroom where the teacher struggled to address the needs of the 

students, teach literature, yet begin talking about culture outside of the classroom. 

Through various documents and speeches, a picture of the 1970s will demonstrate the use 

of the term and reveal that not many people understood exactly what it meant to go back 

to the basics. The study will end with the analysis of a university newsletter produced by 

Richard C Gebhardt and Barbara Genelle Smith at Findlay Col lege in 1977. The 

newsletter characterizes the difficulties faced by teachers, which is the impetus for this 

study. The newsletter elucidates conversations regarding the teaching of first-year 

composition in the mid-l 970s, when educators reached a quandary and asked the 

question, how should we teach first-year writing? The newsletter provides an instance to 

beg in unea11hing the discourse that exemplifies a time where those in classrooms 

addressed the conversation outside the academy in the academy . 

The study will investigate how a rupture in society outside of the classroom 

created a dilemma inside of the classroom and influenced the discourse about pedagogies 

in composition classes . How discourse effects change is central to what Berlin 

recognizes in the c lassrooms of the time. He sees an internal structure attempting to 

maintain a semblance of hegemony: "As the lived experiences and everyday language of 
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citizens become more and more diversified, conservative forces insist on a uniform set of 

texts and monolithic set of reading and writing practices" (xx). While many teachers 

attempted to teach the way that they had always taught, pressure from outside of the 

classroom--the public outcry, the outcry of the academic journals, the outcry of those 

who were funding legi slatures, and the outcry of the media-created a decade fraught 

with the struggle to go back to the basic skills of writing yet continue to teach writing that 

addresses the diverse classrooms. Many faculty members, daunted by the grumbles of a 

populace that claimed illiterate students were graduating from high school and ultimately 

graduating from colleges, struggled to teach English to first-year students, but did not 

know how or what to teach to quell the voices outside of the classroom. 

The demand to go hack-to-basics appears in newspapers, in political speeches, in 

cal ls for governmental investigations, and in college newspapers as teachers struggled 

with what the term meant and how far back to go. How does a term become a metaphor 

for writing teachers everywhere? Political barriers and the barriers of gender, class, and 

race afford a valuable lens through which to examine pedagogy. Important, though, and 

less stud ied is the influence of public and media discourse on pedagogy in higher 

education. Richard Miller explains, "All institutionalized learning occurs under 

conditions shaped by contingencies beyond the control of any of the individual actors" 

(5). Often we teach based on "best practices" or based on emulating teachers of our past 

while incorporating new pedagogy along the way, but do we ever consider how we got 

there? What voices do we hear as we step in the classroom to teach? Whose voices 

influence our pedagogy? As teachers of writing, it is important to study the discourse 
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that surrounds our field, not just in the classroom or in academia, but outside of the 

classroom, in politics, in the media, and then see how that is appropriated by teachers and 

how it ultimately defines how and what we teach. How can the appropriation of an 

ambiguous term salvage a seemingly failing educational system? 

The 1970s presents a capsule in time where pedagogy and the demographics did 

not move together. As a result, discourse about teaching had fertile ground in which to 

grow. James Berlin remarks that the "influence of structuralist and post-structuralist 

theories in the humanities, social sciences, and even the sciences- what [Frederic] 

Jameson called the linguistic turn- can be seen as an effort to recover the tools of 

rhetoric in discussing the material effects oflanguage in the conduct of human affairs" 

(xvi i). Thi s very effect of language on human affairs drives the following study of the 

term hack-to-hasic5; and its influence on the discussions and lessons in the English 

composition classroom. In this study, what was recognized as the "linguistic turn" by 

Frederic Jameson can be considered the 'composition turn' as composition classrooms 

struggled with the discourse outside of the classroom and the changing demographics of 

the university composition classroom of the mid-1970s. 

Methodology 

One method to begin understanding what was happening inside and outside the 

university classroom is to examine the educational articles in mainstream magazines and 

newspapers of the 1970s. Another piece of this investigation looks at CCCC and 

N ational Council on Teachers of English (NCTE) policy adoptions, conference themes, 

and journal articles that address the needs and pedagogy of the 1970s. In addition, a look 
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at a specific newsletter of the decade will provide a lens through which examination of 

the period and affords a way in which to view the writing classroom of the 1970s. 

The analysis of the aforementioned materials answers the following questions 

1. How did socio-politi cal discourse outside of the classroom drive the curricu lum 

and influence the pedagogy of the 1970s? 

2. How did organ izations such as CCCC and National Council of Teachers of 

Eng li sh (NCTE) address the public 's call for more literacy? (Conventions, 

pedagogy, books, and notes)? 

3 . How did the term hack-to-hasics thwart attempts to teach writing or drive and 

manipulate pedagogy changes? 

To answer these questions, my methodology begins with c lose reading of genera l 

historical summaries of the 1970s. These texts will provide an account of the times that 

created a discourse that supported hack-to-hasics. Specifically, I begin with the words of 

Spiro Agnew as a precursor to the discussion about the readiness of students for hig her 

education. Hi s words foreshadow the decade. Another set of documents is the transcripts 

of meetings of education specia li sts and those who had the power and money to influence 

what the lessons in classrooms. In addition, an exam ination of the open admission 

policies and the demog raphics of the classrooms will explain the shift in the make-up of 

the student body at many univers ities. The Gallup Poll will serve as a touchstone to 

evide nce the public sentiment regarding education during the decade. Then I examine the 

mainst ream newspapers and magazines to see what the press reported and how that 

influenced the public. More examples of documents will be those of the CCC and 
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NCTE, which will provide a means of observing the national topics and conference 

themes addressed during the mid-1970s. How were these organizations dealing with the 

pressure from the outside to teach a new "class" of first-year college students? What 

language were they using to describe the challenges they faced? Academic journal 

articles provide the response of the academy. Finally, the analysis of the newsletter 

exemplifies the nature of the conversation that resulted within the academy following the 

political and public attention. 

The choice of method stems from Michel Foucault's Archeology of Knowledge: 

Toward a Theory of Discourse where Foucault suggests an examination of discourse that 

acknowledges that "every statement belongs to certain regularity- that consequently 

none can be regarded as pure creation, as the marvelous disorder of genius. But we have 

also seen that no statement can be regarded as inactive, and be valid as the scarcely real 

shadow or transfer of the initial statement" (146) . The regularity of the use of the term 

hack-lo-hasics through the analysis of documents demonstrates the reliance on it to 

conjure up a way to combat the perceived failing education system. However, just as 

impo1iant to the analysis is the recognition of all of the forces that influenced the 

classroom. While the term has its roots in times before the 1970s, the selected texts 

clearly reveal its use and power during the tumultuous times in American education. The 

political and public arrogation of the statement hack lo hasics and its relationship to the 

pedagogy of the mid-1970s, particularly those that stemmed from the notion of a less 

than adequately proficient student body, will be the center of study. 
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Chapter Review 

Chapter Two : In "Conversations Regarding Incoming Freshman of the 1970s and 

the Pedagogical Responses to Teach the "New" Student : A Review of L iterature," 1 

provide an overview of government documents, academic texts, and journal articles that 

discuss po lit ics and policies surrounding changing educational policies during the decade 

of the 1970s. 

Chapter Three: In "Developing an Analytical Framework : The Rhetorical 

Situation, Metaphors, and Archeology," I explain the methodology for rhetorical analysis, 

which includes Michel Foucault ' s Archeology of Knowledge, Lloyd Bitzer' s "The 

Rhetorical Situation," and George Lakoff and Mark Johnson's Metaphors We Live By. 

Chapter Four: In " Archeology of Documents: Discovering the Metaphor that 

Created Socio-Political Discourse and Influenced the Composition Classroom," I present 

the find ings o f a close reading of newspapers and media accounts of the times and then of 

discrete documents, pe11inent a11icles, and a university newsletter. Then I trace the 

influence of t he di scourse and explore how the academy responded to the voices outside 

of the classroom. While the back-to-basics became central to the discussions about 

education, I stress the importance of recognizing its vague and indefinable meaning 

Chapter Five: In " Summary, Implications, and Recommendations," I summarize 

the rhetorical anal yses, discuss the implications of the analysis for the curriculum, and 

recommend avenues of further research in the theory of rhetoric and composition . 
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CHAPTER II 

A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In this chapter, I review the texts relevant to the history of the 1970s and the 

conversations about the state of education occurring during that time. I then examine the 

texts regarding the pedagogy of the times, specifically addressing the resolutions that 

address the need to concentrate on dialect differences while dealing with an emphasis on 

hack-to-hasics in the c lassroom. Overall, this review of literature exposes conflicting 

moti vations, pedagogical concerns, and the realities of incoming freshman classes that 

found hi gher education unprepared to teach while concerns of society about the levels of 

literacy exiting colleges were abounding in the media. While some have called the 1960s 

and 1970s a renaissance in the teaching of rhetoric, the classroom teacher, faced with the 

scrutiny of the public and the business world, fought to balance the necessary lessons In 

the two sho 11 semesters afforded students in first-year writing courses, forces outside of 

the c lassroom defined the expectations and outcomes of the course. A rise in linguistic 

studies and in the study of student dialect and its connection to writing also opened new 

doors in regard to the teaching of writing. However, a prevailing term defined how the 

percepti o n of teaching writing and became synonymous with the teaching of first year 

classrooms- the term was hack-to-basics. Rack-to-basics rail ies came on the heels of 

low SAT scores and reflex responses of accountability and assessment. Another response 

to the lower SAT scores was the implementation of basic writing courses at higher 
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education institutions. As these 'basic ' writing classes evolved in higher education 

institutions, the term seeped into first-year writing classrooms where teachers strnggled 

with both the drive to return to the basics and the desire to heed the reemergence of the 

teaching of rhetoric. 

It is clear through historical studies that the country was facing a major shift in the 

blind trust afforded the government and even in higher education institutions. The spirit 

of change is evident in a speech given by Vice-President Spiro T. Agnew at the beginning 

of the 1970s at a Republican fundraising dinner in Des Moines, Iowa. In the speech, 

Agnew addressed the college admission crisis of the time. He was speaking on the heels 

of de monstrations across the United States that were demanding open access and 

address ing many changes in academic freedom for academics . In the speech, Agnew 

defe nds universities and calls for prep schools to prepare those who are not ready for 

four-year uni versities. In addition, he argues against racial quotas and open admissions 

and warns that opening the doors to the underprepared will degrade and "devalue 

diplo mas" ( I 09) . Although he allows for the fact that some underprivileged children are 

capabl e of facing the demands of higher education and should be given special treatment, 

he maintains that the majority of underprepared will not succeed and thus will lower the 

standards of higher education. To argue against those who say that everyone can be 

taught, he insists, " Preparatory and compensatory education do not belong in the 

university" and asserts, "Rather than lower the standards of higher education, we must 

raise the level of the studenf s preparation and achievement" ( l l 0) . His words begin a 

decade unlike any other in American education. 
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Agnew 's speech begins a decade fraught with concerns about education . One 

historical recount of the times, It Seemed Like Nothing Happened: America in the 1970s, 

by Peter Carroll , addresses the zeitgeist of the time : 

The separation of Americans from the major traditions of society 

represented a psychological leap far more fundamental than any 

geographical relocation . The shattering of the old consensus, begun in the 

sixties and accelerated by Vietnam, Watergate, and OPEC, demystified the 

symbolic connection that bound Americans to their leaders and 

institutions. Awareness of the failure of traditional culture permeated the 

society. (349) 

Carrol l then moves hi s study into what was happening in higher education. Even in 

1975 , the state of the nation ' s education was in question . Through national tests, Carroll 

explains, "the coll ege Entrance Examination Boards reported a decrease in verbal and 

mathematical aptitude scores, and a national study of writing skills demonstrated further 

decline" (238-39) . Indeed, in addition to the changing demographics, jobs were scarce, 

and fo r those w ho were teaching, accountabi lity for the students' learning became more 

public . The wall s of academe no longer kept teaching and learning private as the public 

wanted to know what lessons happened in the classrooms. They wanted the academy to 

make act ivities in the classroom and the daily lessons more visible to those outside of the 

academy. 

However, a paradox was occurring, for at the same time that the media's attention 

was on the poor skills of incoming students and national assessments of writing, another 

23 



group was stating that freshman English should not be part of the curriculum at all . The 

resources that once protected the English department now turned towards the claim that 

freshman English was an unnecessary part of an undergraduate education. The English 

Department was not under attack for the first time. In fact, before the 1970s even began, 

Leonard Greenbaum, then President of the CCCC, addressed the culture of complaint in 

his essay, "The Tradition of Complaint," written in 1969, where he discusses the history 

of comp laint against freshman English. Throughout his study, he addresses the repeated 

concerns voiced throughout academia and the media about education. One recurrent 

theme, addressed by Greenbaum, is reminiscent of concerns addressed in a book called 

Attitudes Toward En rlish Teachin by Joseph Mersand in l 961 . The book is a 

compilation of responses to a NCTE survey call for conflicting suggestions for improving 

composition instruction : "'Don 't teach grammar, ' 'Teach grammar, ' 'Teach just the right 

amount of grammar' - they do make clear that whatever is happening in college, it isn't 

meeting the expectations of the outside world" (l 83). Greenbaum believes that the 

Freshmen English course does not meet the needs of those who really are in dire need of 

help and does not solve the problems of those who have difficulties with reading and 

writing . In fact, he insists, "It imposes a standard of taste of a single discipline upon a 

freshman population whose command oflanguage is sufficient to its purpose" (187). 

Therefore, he wonders if the departments need to be concerned with teaching freshman 

English at all. He calls for the abolishment of freshman English because of its futile 

existence. 
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Nevertheless, Freshman English remained past Greenbaum's and the calls of 

others to abolish it. Patrick Shaw in "Freshman English : To Compose or Decompose, 

That is the Question," written in 1974 explains, "We who are involved with the teaching 

and administration of Freshman English are caught in a sociopolitical milieu which at its 

best is a sincere humanistic movement but which at its worst is a cover for 

irresponsibility and laziness" (l 55) . Shaw defends the need for the freshman 

composition classes at universities and recognizes the drive to recruit students and the 

need to retain them at universities . Universities, he explains, "must forego the idea that 

the English composition course is a 'service' for the other disciplines" (157). Shaw 

summarizes his essay by claiming that there is a real need to legitimize the teaching of 

composition and to facilitate a respect for the importance of teaching composition. 

ln the 1974 essay "The Composition Requirement Today: A Report on a 

Nationwide Survey of Four-Year Colleges and Universities," Ron Smith responds to the 

articles that lament the state of English Composition in universities of the late "I 960s and 

ear ly 1970s. Smith supplies a glimpse at the composition requirement by documenting 

the results of a survey sent out in I 973. He sent out the survey to 700 four-year colleges 

and universities and had a response from 491 schools (138) . His numbers claim that 

"24% of the schools surveyed have no composition requirement as such, 76% of the 

schools have a requirement of at least one course, and 45% of the schools have a 

requirement of two or more courses" (139) . His findings are pertinent as he suggests that 

hi s research "does point directly to the dangers inherent in assuming that required writing 

courses are not really necessary at the college level, that students who should work on 
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their writing will take courses voluntarily or will be advised to, and that 'writing will 

happen anyway ' during the students' college years" ( 142). Still, he fears that the 

numbers point to the abolishment of a Freshman English course. His voice joins those of 

many others who see a change in the curriculum as he laments, "The change that has 

occurred these past several years is not going to end very soon. All signs point to more 

schools dropping the composition requirement, more diminishing the one that exists, and 

more taking advantage of what will probably soon be better equivalency exams" (148). 

A second article by Ron Smith, "The Fall 1973 Survey of the Composition Requirement: 

A Summary of Results," repeats the information in the report. However, in this essay, 

Smith suggests that the effects of "uniform equivalency testing, true three-year degree 

programs, the general abandonment or streamlining of lower division requirements, 

systems approaches, performance or competency-based instruction, open admissions 

policies, adjustments to booming and then declining enrollments, and even 

'accountability "' are all considered as contributing to the state of the composition 

requirement in higher education (591) . 

Another document that examines the writing tests of the times is "Writ ing 

Mechanics, 1969- 1974 : A Capsule Description of Changes in Writing Mechanics" 

reported w riting and multiple-choice tests assessments of 9-, 13-, and 17-year-olds 

between 1969 and 1974. The document includes a response from Richard Lloyd-Jones 

and W . Ross Winterowd . The writing tests were considered as an effort to measure "two 

equivalent samples of people at two points in time" ( 45). The findings were published in 

l 975 and suggested that, among other things, "grammar is an important subject in its own 
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right; there is no correlation, however, between ability to describe language and ability to 

use it" ( 45). Most telling from the study, though, is one of the general comments about 

the findings that insists that "there is no evidence that schools must 'go back to basics '; 

indeed, the basics seem to be well in hand" ( 43). The study, widely cited in composition 

studies, is central to the obvious contradictions between the media reports regarding the 

dire circumstances regarding the lack of skills and low literacy rates of graduating seniors 

and the results of government tests that indicated that the skill levels of students were 

I ittle to worry about. 

The findings of the studies were in vain, however, as education, specifically 

literacy skills, was under attack . The argument to keep freshman English was only part 

of the worry ln fact , because of opening access to higher education, a notion of dropping 

standards in entrance and class requirements in higher education compounded complaints 

about lowering skills. ln Thomas Sowell's Inside American Education: The Decline, the 

Deception, the Dogmas, his primary goal is to address the state of education in America, 

and in doing so, he provides some history of declining standards in not just grade school, 

but in higher education as well. His words resonate as he recognizes the link between 

public discourse and the lament about literacy rates and the resulting activity inside of 

academe. He observes that universities continued to lower standards and reports that the 

evidence of this trend appeared in the grades given by teachers at the universities: "twice 

as many C's as A ' s in 1966, but by 1978 the A's actually exceeded the C's" (2). 

Although Sowell' s point rests on the history of grades, his research illustrates the 

incongruity between the conversations outside of the academy and the obvious 
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achievements of students. However, Sowell believes, "Blaming social problems outside 

the school for academic shortcomings inside the school has become a common tactic of 

educators" (251 ). Indeed, to add to this, in David Tyack 's Turning Points in American 

Educational History, he writes, "Ours is an educational system peculiarly responsive to 

the community" (xiii) . Tyack's book illustrates the need to examine how knowledge of 

educational history can shape education as he believes, "Grave challenges prompted 

Americans sometimes to cling to the old with new vigor and awareness, sometimes to 

seek new means to preserve old values, sometimes to alter or retain attitudes and 

in stitutions with blind disregard for causes and consequences" (xiv). A new lens through 

which to look at the educational system arose through Jack Nelson and Thomas E. 

Linton ' s edited collection of essays, Patterns of Power: Social Foundations of Education. 

Originally published in 1968, the revised edition added new essays regarding the troubled 

American educational system. ln the preface, the authors claim "schools reflect and 

respond to social change" (ix) . One particular essay in the collection, "Constant Values 

in American Education," by Seymour Lipset, explains, "By 1954 more than half of all 

high school graduates continued their education . Today about I in 4 of those in the 

col lege age group (18 to 24) are attending college, compared to 1 in 5 in 1900" (103) . 

Ulti mately, hi s observations center on the mass education of the times. He states, 

"American cultural radical ism consists of breaking down the barriers of class, of 

inheri ted background, and opening the doors of real culture to the entire population" 

( I 08) . 

28 



Although the history of the education system is important to this study, specific 

mention of what was happening in English departments across the United States must be 

included to illustrate the rupture that separated the administration, the faculty , the 

students, and the general populace. Debates over the content of composition classrooms 

mirrored the outside debates regarding the declining literacy of high school graduates. 

But the college classrooms were not the same as they were in previous decades. In fact , 

along with the open admissions policies, more women, more minorities, and more first

generat ion students were entering colleges, so the demographics of the first-year writing 

courses were radicall y changed. Teachers, primarily trained in literature, faced new 

demands for teaching the evidently lacking basic skills to the new student population. 

However, the teachers of English were holding on to the teaching of the past. At the 

beg inning of the 1970s, literature remained the focus of the classrooms, and graduate 

students were prepared to teach literature with their MA in English, i.e . literature. In the 

meantime, faculty struggled with first generation students who were seemingly 

unprepared for college- level writing . 

In 1968, Michael Shugrue published a book that looked back at English teaching 

in the 1960s. Although the majority of the text pertains to English education in the 1960s 

and the need for reform, pertinent to this particular study is Shugrue' s call for an 

exami nation of the way in which English departments teach their craft . In addition, the 

final chapter in his book questions the move towards testing culture that "so often leads 

to deprive youngsters of every background from the rich linguistic experiences which 

come from heterogeneous grouping" (l 86) . Shugrue's text creates a rich history that 
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develops an account of teaching writing during the 1960s, but his call for a teaching of . 

English that is more cognizant of linguistic differences is pertinent to this study. 

Shugrue ' s discussion is a precursor to the concerns regarding the change that was on the 

horizon. 

At the turn of the decade, a meeting of the Conference on College Composition 

in Seattle, Washington, a workshop entitled "Language Study in the Composition 

Course" provided recommendations that included "better understanding of the 

relationship between language and composition" and claimed, "help in handling dialect 

problems is needed" (276). John Nist chaired the workshop, and the panel included 

David McKenty, William Carpenter, and Thomas Erskine. As has been noted, up until 

that time, the call for the abolishment of freshman English had been at the forefront, but 

with heightened attention from both the public and academia for the government to 

address declining literary skills, authors, such as Patrick W. Shaw, defend the need for a 

first year writing course. He contends that the argument regarding the abolishment of 

Freshman English classes is flawed. In fact, he states, "If English composition is 

unteachable in college, then it is unteachable at any other level, for only the finesse, and 

not the basics, of the language changes from elementary school to college" (157) . His 

essay calls for better training for graduate assistants and more respect for the teaching of 

composition. His defense of the course represents the ongoing debate over the literary 

skills prior to and folJowing a college education . The call for tightening the reins over 

the teaching of English really came at a time when the demographics were altering so 

drastically that the consensus across the campuses and outside of academe was that the 
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university was not serving the underprepared student. However, to compound this 

problem of defending the composition class, those in English departments who taught the 

Freshman English classes struggled to maintain literature as the focus of the classes . 

Instead of focusing on the literacy and the writing skills of students, many English 

professors wanted to maintain freshman composition classes as introductions to writing 

in the humanities and through the lens of literature. 

A collection of works written in Winifred Bryan Homer's Composition and 

Literature: Bridging the Gap addresses the "widening gulf between research and teaching 

in literature and research and teaching in composition" (1 ). She points out, "In the 1970s 

the situation in the English discipline changed drastically, again for a number of 

pragmatic reasons" (7). She explains the dwindling enrollments in programs in the 

humanities and the loss of many professorial jobs as students opted for "more practical 

degrees that would ensure them a share of the dollar pie" (7). Homer's collection 

includes an essay by Walter Ong. In the essay, Ong remarks, "[T]he McGuffey Readers, 

often cited in 'back to basics' literature and talk, had objectives quite different from those 

commonly advanced today. They were in tune with our times in the sense that they were 

remedial texts- designed to improve the defective elementary and secondary education" 

(127) . Although the majority of Ong' s essay examines the oral culture and the 

connection of orality to literacy, Ong's investigation highlights the changing classroom, 

specifically the classroom of students who arrive from predominantly oral cultures. He 

believes that through examining the oral culture, the teacher of writing can be "sensitive" 

to the backgrounds of students who come from cultures where the oral tradition 
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supersedes the written one. A second essay in the book by Richard A. Lanham entitled 

"One, Two, Three" examines the questions plaguing English departments and the 

teaching of literature or the teaching of composition. He states, "It is now daily front

page news that the orderly sequence of American education has broken down" (25) . 

Recognizing the dilemma of the English department's responsibility to teach intellectual 

curiosity, yet maintain literacy levels, Lanham believes, "The great power of the literacy 

crisis comes out of the enormousness of its problem" (28). The shift in focus in 

Freshman English and the change in demographics of the university compounded the 

quandary . 

The previous texts illustrate the conversations that were driving forces for change. 

Questions about not only what was being taught, but questions about how to teach, 

created a schism between language, literacy, and the public's perception of the English 

department's place in academia. Because of the calls for an examination ofliteracy 

skills, specifically the decline of writing skills, not only in higher education, but also in 

grade schools, the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) implemented a 

study in I 969 and repeated it in l 974. The survey compares results of writing 

examinations given to 9-, l 3-, and 17-year-olds in 1969 and l 970 to those obtained in 

1974. A holistic assessment of the papers and mechanical correctness of student writing 

provided an evaluation of student writing over the period. In addition, Richard Lloyd

Jones and W. Ross Winterowd point to the changing dialect and the idea that dialect is 

"an index of social aspiration, and a decline in the number of people learning or 

mastering it may have much to do with changing attitudes toward society as it does to do 
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with changing proficiency in writing" (43) . The study recognized the idea that writing 

was changing because of the many levels of proficiency associated with the altered make

up of the student bodies in universities. 

The response to Lloyd-Jones and Winterowd was indicative of the vast opinions 

regarding teaching writing. As Assistant to the Director ofNAEP, Henry Slotnick writes 

in "On the Teaching of Writing: Some Implications from National Assessment" that the 

implications of the study need to be addressed. He draws upon the findings to illustrate 

how educators could best use the results. His final words were important for the teaching 

of writing: "The importance of writing- for students and adults- ought to be 

reconsidered and the general communication needs of both group taken into account 

before we decide what should be taught in the schools" (1253). His comments drew 

comments from professionals who disagreed with his findings. In responding to 

Slotnick ' s comments that the national assessment of writing was both "useless and 

uninteresting," John C. Maxwell responds in his essay, "National Assessment of Writing: 

Useless and Uninteresting?" He remarked that the test was not a true depiction of student 

writing as it really represented an unpolished rough draft . Maxwell also believed that the 

holistic scoring by readers was evidence of"the public's expectation of high skill in the 

many aspects of communication" ( 1256). Although many criticisms of the national study 

exist, Maxwell ultimately proposes, "Writing assessment is misnamed because writing 

was not assessed" (1257). He believes that no help came for the teacher who needed to 

know what to teach, and he argues that the test's emphasis on speed neglected the tools of 

invention and process. 
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To add to the multi-faceted problems facing the teaching of English, open 

admissions, so abhorred by Spiro Agnew, became a reality in ] 970 with the Open 

Admissions movement at City Colleges of New York (CUNY) . The program created an 

open access college for students, but along with the new students came new literacy 

problems. Many of these problems were the new dialects and second language learners 

who were making up the freshman college English classroom. To address this new 

literacy question, at an annual meeting of the CCCC in Seattle, Washington, in 1970, a 

workshop entitled "Language Study in the Composition Course" identifies the 

"desperation" felt by teachers as they write, "the open door policy of the community 

college has admitted a militant, underprepared, but not uneducable student" (276) . The 

following recommendations arose: "a better understanding of the relationship between 

language and composition"~ "help in handling dialect problem is needed/' and ultimately, 

the group addressed the question, "What is being taught during the hallowed hour of 

Freshman Composition?" (276). The ultimate focus of the workshop attempted to define 

the "nebulous substance of Freshman Composition" (276). 

First-year writing courses were not going away, though, as evidence showed that 

the students entering colleges were not only underprepared, they had linguistic 

differences. In fact , as the idea of declining standards in the use of Standard English 

became a topic for the press and for politics, a new population of college students was 

changing the make-up of first-year writing courses. In response to the multi-dialectal 

student body, after calls to address the deteriorating abilities of students, the Conference 

on College Composition and Communication produced a resolution that would forever 
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change the response to the language of students, or so they hoped. The resolution, 

"Students' Right to Their Own Language" (SRTOL), rejoined the concerns of English 

teachers who were facing an influx of student dialects and did not know how to configure 

their teaching. In 1972, the CCCC Executive Committee presented a resolution on 

students ' dialects. The following is the statement : 

We affirm the students' right to their own patterns and varieties of 

language- the dialects of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they 

find their own identity and style. Language scholars long ago denied that 

the myth of a standard American dialect has any validity . The claim that 

any one dialect is unacceptable amounts to an attempt of one social group 

to exert its dominance over another. Such a claim leads to false advice for 

speakers and writers, and immoral advice for humans. A nation proud of 

its diverse heritage and its cultural and racial variety will preserve its 

heritage of dialects . We affirm strongly that teachers must have the 

experiences and training that will enable them to respect diversity and 

uphold the right of students to their own language. (SR.70L) 

At the same time, a special committee prepared a statement that would provide an 

explanation of the resolution. At the CCCC regular business meeting in Anaheim, in 

1974, the document was voted in as policy by a vote of 79-20. This document began the 

debate over the language used by students in writing classrooms across the United States. 

Although the CCCC accepted the resolution, the document added fuel to an already 

flaming debate. 
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The first part of the document is a letter from the 197 4 Chair of the CCCC, 

Richard Larson. In the letter, Larson explains the impetus for the policy which was "a 

major problem confronting teachers of composition and communication: how to respond 

to the variety in their students ' dialects" (1) . The overarching question, "Should the 

schools try to uphold language variety, or to modify it, or to eradicate it?" is central to the 

production of the document (1 ). The authors consider the idea that the average teacher is 

not prepared to address linguistic differences. Understanding that the document could 

cause consternation, the members of the committee defend the students and explain that it 

is generally the uninformed public who is responsible for the perception regarding the 

lack of skills of students. [n addition, the teachers did not receive training in linguistics, 

which left them unable to have an informed position on students' dialects. The 

committee explains language varieties, especially emphasizing the differences in "small 

towns where a clear social cleavage exits between the wealthier, more educated portion 

of the population and the mass of people" (5) . In fact, the authors claim, "[D]ifferences 

in dialects derive from events in the history of the communities using the language, not 

from supposed differences in intelligence or physiology" (6). They continue by stating, 

"The linguistic concepts can bring a new understanding of the English teacher's function 

in dealing with reading and writing skills" (9) . The committee provides a list of skills 

that suggests that teachers of English become proficient in these areas, which include the 

history and use of linguistics. Even though the committee recognizes the difficulties 

faced by English teachers, it addresses the common goal of English education, the 

employability of the students. Furthermore, to acknowledge the expectations of the 
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public and employers, the authors claim that "it is necessary that we inform those 

students who are preparing themselves for occupations that demand formal writing that 

they will be expected to write EAE [Edited American English]" (23) . At the end of the 

resolution, a bibliography that addresses the four sections of the document suggests 

further reading for teachers. 

The SRTOL was a response to the conversations regarding the changing standards 

of literacy in Freshman English classes. However, beliefs about how education was 

slipping had been on the forefront of conversations before the SRTOL, and in David 

Tyack 's Turning Points in American Education, written in 1967, he recognizes the link 

between societal perceptions of literacy and the "crucial role of education in the shaping 

of American society" (xi). Although his book primarily addresses turning points in 

education prior to my study, his work highlights the importance of examining specific 

periods of time as he writes that we can learn "by examining our educational history in 

thi s open ended manner, by investigation the options, the individual and group decisions, 

the social conditions that restricted or expanded choices" (xiii) . He believes, "[O]urs is 

an educational system peculiarly responsive to the community" (xiii) . In fact, the 

response to the outcries from the public created a need for the SRTOL in the first place. 

For a specific look at what was happening in English departments across the 

United States, historian James Berlin's Rhetoric and Reality: Writing Instruction in 

American Colleges, 1900-1985 provides a synopsis of the times. His text is concerned 

with both rhetoric and how and what was being taught in the classrooms. He addresses 

the conversations regarding the abolishment of freshman writing but argues that the 
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media ' s attention on the literacy crisis placed an important emphasis on the necessity of 

the course and ultimately created more focused attention toward the indispensable work 

of the English classroom. Berlin describes the rhetorical movements through the 1960s 

and 1970s, but his focus is not on the content of the classrooms; instead, he elucidates the 

pedagogical currents that ran through the period. However, a seemingly ignored 

undercurrent in Berlin ' s text is the actual work in classrooms of the time and the effects 

of the cultural frictions outside oft he classroom on pedagogy. Although Berlin seems to 

develop the different pedagogies, he does not address the socio-political times except to 

recognize that it created "more and better writing instruction" ( 183). Berlin's hi story of 

rhetoric does not add to this study but does draw attention to the questions of pedagogy. 

He also recognizes the need for accountability in the teaching of writing, both from 

administration and from the faculty . His study illustrates the pedagogical movements of 

the time and brings to light the forces that were trying to legitimize the study of writing, 

but what this study recognizes is that the activities in the classroom, such as reinforced 

attention to grammar and style, directly responded to the forces outside of the academy. 

With such a large gap between the actual lessons in the classroom and the public's 

perception about the literacy standards of graduates, the response was the basic writing 

course, which became a way to allow under-prepared students to enter the university. In 

the course, students studied basic skills to prepare them for success in the Freshman 

English classroom. Research in this area is vast and includes defining basic writing. 

Mina Shaughnessy' s book Errors and Expectations, published in 1975, is a seminal work 

in basic writing and a text that unquestionably influenced the opinion of and the content 
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of basic writing classrooms. Shaughnessy defends basic writing and the open admissions 

policies. In fact, in her position as director of the writing program at CUNY in 1973 , she 

was central to the open admissions policy that defined open admissions. Her central role 

in the debate on basic writing provided a backdrop for the conversations in writing 

classrooms across the United States. However, her call was not just limited to the basic 

writing classroom, as the ultimate charge of accountability in English departments 

affected writing in many freshman English classes. Mina Shaughnessy ' s text highlights 

the difficulties faced by teachers in freshman English and is the first book of its kind to 

address the teacher of basic writing in higher education . In her forward, Shaughnessy 

defends the "misconceptions about errors" which she argues, "[A]re frequently at the 

center of misconceptions about BW students" (6). She states, "The fact that a person 

who does not control the dominant code of literacy in a society in history is likely to be 

pitched against more obstacles than are apparent to those who have already mastered that 

code" ( 13). Through her explication, she defends the basic writer and her place at the 

university as she recognizes the social and cu ltural stigma of those who have not been 

privy to the language that separates them from the privi leged ones. Class is certainly 

central to the basic writing classroom and to access to higher education . 

Shaughnessy' s text illustrates the need to recognize the "basic writer" and the 

need to emphasize the importance of teaching the avoidance of error for student writers. 

The majority of the text is an instructional text for teachers~ however, Shaughnessy 

makes it clear that "getting things right should be a central concern for the writer only 

during the proofreading stage of each composition" (289). She concludes the book by 
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stating that "matters" such as class size and teachings loads "are in the hands of 

administrators, whose perceptions of the so-called remedial problem largely determine 

whether basic writing is to be viewed as a college contagion ward staffed by teachers 

who are brought in for the emergency and expected to perform miracles" (290) . 

Suggesting that teachers "wi ll need to question and even abandon styles and methods of 

teaching that seemed to work before," Shaughnessy' s work illuminates the difficulties 

facing the basic writing teacher, but she also calls for the work of first-year composition 

teachers to be reexamined (293 ). Shaughnessy' s text arrived at a juncture in college 

composition classes. Between appeals from the outside to let students in to colleges and 

the admonishments from businesses to produce graduates with high literacy skills, 

Shaughnessy ' s text offers a manual for teachers facing a dilemma. 

Other sho11er works by Shaughnessy are also pertinent to this study: "Diving In," 

"Some Needed Research on Writing," and "Open Admissions and the Disadvantaged 

Teacher." In these works, Shaughnessy defends the teacher of basic writing and draws 

attention to the difficulty that the teacher of basic writing faces . Of particular importance 

to this study is Shaughnessy's discussion regarding the institution and the perceptions of 

the under-prepared writer. Although Shaughnessy faced the first open admission policies 

at CUNY, she articulates, for possibly the first time, the shattering of the misconceptions 

surrounding the developing student writers . She recognizes the guarding of the standards 

of higher education in "Diving In ." In this essay, she vocalizes the idea that it is 

imperative to look at the programs that accept basic writers. Shaughnessy attacks those 

who say that the under-prepared will not succeed in higher education. She addresses the 
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complaints by saying that "these messages are proliferated through the media and made 

available to the policy makers, who dip into the reservoir for the numbers they need" 

( 401). Shaughnessy' s defense of the under-prepared writer asks if the numbers expose 

greater cracks in higher education. She ends the essay by asking if society is willing to 

salvage itself because of the under-prepared skills of the rising class of open admission 

students. Shaughnessy continues her reproach of the responses to the new student body 

in higher education. In "Some Needed Research," Shaughnessy rebukes the lack of 

stability in the teaching of writing~ she explains, "The pedagogies of literacy are in a 

puzzling state of discord, with theorists and practitioners and taxpayers all arguing about 

how people become literate or why they don't" (3 l 7) . She recognizes that the problems 

in education were not new, but the emphasis on accountability accentuated them, which 

resulted in the recognition of the failure in public education. As a result, she cautions, 

"We cannot hope to solve the problems that arise out of vast inequities in public 

education by arguing that when those problems were no/ being solved, or even thought 

about, higher education was in excell ent shape" (320). 

The state of freshman writing prompted studies of entering remedial students. 

Once such study, a study across four years of remedial students, was performed by 

Andrea Lunsford at Ohio State University and is recorded in an essay entit led "What We 

Know- and Don't Know- About Remedial Writing." Lunsford selected ninety-two 

students whose ACT scores were below ten, and she examines her findings in the essay. 

She contends that she is not surprised by the results and explains that "the overall 

findings supported my hypothesis : putting remedial writers into traditional courses (the 
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old sink-or-sw im philosophy) not only does them little good; it actually does them harm" 

(52) . The essay emphasizes the exigency for classes for the remedial writers accepted 

into the uni versity. Lunsford ' s recommendations for how to teach the remedial writers is 

illustrati ve of the pedagogy that became a mainstay in basic writing classes and in the 

freshman Eng li sh classes of the late 1970s. 

A question of access to education is clearly at the center of this discussion . The 

need fo r basic or remedi al writing arose because of the new demographics of the 

uni vers ities, w hich were the result of open access and lowered admission standards. 

With the universiti es being open to anyone who wished to attend and the almost 

pervasive sense of declining literacy skill s, advocates for higher education searched for 

ways to maintain the standards. In Tom Fox ' s Defending Access, he points out that the 

uni vers ity entrance "exam system and later, freshman composition, were created as a 

moat to protect the castl e within" (2 l ). Higher education was under attack from the 

masses that were demanding access to the fruits awarded to those who had college 

degrees . Fox be li eves that the battening down of the hatches was a clear response to the 

changes and draws attention to the fact that " maintenance of standards is prompted by 

fear and defensiveness" (21 ) . Fox's di scussion of open admissions is most pertinent to 

thi s study. He asserts, "Standards invariably reflect the values of those in power during 

times of change" ( 4 1 ) . The 1970s were tumultuous and demands to maintain standards in 

writing skill s reflected not only the standards of higher education, but of society. 

However, in higher education, standards of rudimentary skills such as mathematics and 

Eng li sh were under the watchful eye of the media and the public, but Fox suggests, 
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"When standards were discussed, these standards inevitably referred to writing ability" 

(43). 

The name of the course, Basic Writing, came from the idea that the basics 

separated the poor writers from the successful writers and the be] ief that denying students 

access to the college classroom if they lacked proficiency in Standard English upheld the 

standards of higher education. However, another word emerged as a means of explaining 

what the unsuccessful writers needed- the word "remediation ." The designation of the 

term remediation is important to this study as it suggests the idea that by going back to 

the basics, raising the general competence of students would be possible . Tn fact, 

remedial classes were and are courses in the basics. Mary Soliday' s book The Politics of 

Remediation explicates the backdrop for remedial classes in higher education: '"remedial 

English [ was] for 'the man who was deficient' in grammar and mechanics" (20). She 

continues by saying, "Institutions of higher education developed strategies such as 

admissions policies to cope with- increasingly, to rationalize- various crises that are a 

consequence of a capitalist society: periodic cycles of boom and bust, fiscal growth and 

contraction, and demographic shifts and aspirations that accompany these" (23). Soliday 

traces the trends and the influences of changing student populations in United States 

higher education. She explains that Wellesley College held the first remedial class in 

1894 (26). 

Soliday' s text illuminates the very political nature of remedial courses in higher 

education; however, most important to this study are Soliday' s chapters that discuss 

remediation between 1966 and 1980. Central to Soliday's chapter is Mina Shaughnessy's 
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work in remedial English. Soliday critically asserts, "Shaughnessy' s theoretical 

approaches were inconsistent. For her almost obsessive attention to grammar also shares 

space- sometimes in the same text-with examples or expressions of uncertainty about 

the relationship between form and meaning" (74). Soliday writes, "[Shaughnessy] did 

not politicize language use; but she did politicize the use of remedial courses as the 

primary means of access to traditional study. She understood that remediation is often 

used to solve institutional crisis and to manage conflicts between enrollment, mission, 

and curriculum" ( I 02) . The majority of Soliday's text calls for a new look at 

composition pedagogy and the ways in which subcultures gain access to the dominant 

languages She suggests practices that include a "translation theory" that "counters 

reactionary representations of students while offering a substantial intellectual practice 

for the classroom" ( 185). Even in the 21 st century, Soliday 's work illustrates the amount 

of research concerning the underprepared college writer that remains open for 

investigation . 

In addition to the numerous books that reference basic writing and hack-lo-hasics, 

other academic sources are important to this study. Research of the current library 

journals and databases provides an interesting observation. Although many journal 

articles directly responded to the pressures to change education to diminish the declining 

I iteracy rates, many of them suggested a return to teaching basic education as the remedy. 

In the 1970s, fourteen titles of a11icles with Back to Basics in the JSTOR database can be 

found with the term incorporated in them. However, as of this date, the phrase hack to 

hasics in the JSTOR database has 364 entries between 1970 and 1980. Even though 
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many of the articles are not in response to basic writing or the composition classroom, 

they illustrate the country's emphasis on the lack of education that seemed to be plaguing 

high school graduates. To add to the literature, a search of the Education Resources 

Information Center (ERIC) using the phrase back to basics adds another 233 articles 

between 1969 and 1979. Many of the articles directly address the hack-to-basics 

movement and the repercussions in education. 

ln ''What Do They Mean by 'Back to Basics?" Norma Goecke discusses the 

imp! ication of the back lo-basics movement on the ai1s . She states that "the education 

pendulum is swinging back forcefully to emphasis on conservatism" and the effect of this 

is less time to focus on subjects such as art and music (31 ). She sees the back-to-basics 

movement as the response to calls to address the declining literacy skills of students. 

While discussing the effect that this concentration on basic skills will have on other 

subjects, Goecke addresses a comment by Joseph A. Labuta who writes, "The demand for 

accountability has grown with the rising costs of public education and the concurrent 

dissatisfaction of students, parents, politicians and lay people with the results of this 

education" (33). She believes that the hack-to-basics movement is a response to these 

calls and the dissatisfaction in the standards of education. Goecke's essay illuminates the 

conversations by educators who were facing the backlash of complaints. ln a 

presentation at the American Association of School Administrators Convention in 1979 

titled " Back to Basics," James M. Burk explains the back-to-basics movement but also 

examines the difficulty in understanding the meaning of the term. He explains, "It is easy 

to see that a redefinition of what is meant by basics is imperative as any 'return to basics' 
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is to result in a positive program for American education" (6) . Charles Weingartner's 

"Getting to Basics that the Back-to-Basics Movement Doesn't Get To" is a discussion of 

leading practices in teaching English and argues against the hack-to-hasics phenomenon. 

He call s the movement "fanaticism" and believes that "there is mounting evidence that 

the regressive ' back-to-basics' movement is making things worse rather than better, even 

in its own terms" ( 44) . He continues, "The old, conventional procedures being 

reemphasized by the ' back-to-basics' never did work" (44). Weingartner 's criticisms 

directed at the movement highlight the ambiguity of the term and its practices. 

Coll ege Eng li sh January 1977 editors, W. B. Coley and Richard Ohmann's 

editorial call for "Literacy and ' Basics"' received conflicted comments from teachers. 

For instance, Edward Proffitt writes in "Have You Stopped Beating Your Wife" that the 

call "did not inspire a wide-ranging and massive response. " Proffitt believes that "the 

battle cry ' back to basics' is pure media jingoism," which illustrates the power of the 

media over the reality of what was happening in classrooms (738). He also questions the 

term as he asks, "What does ' back ' mean and what are the 'basics'?" Although he 

recognizes the ambiguity of the term, he also addresses the idea that the back-to-basics 

movement was not there to stay : "Like all fads, 'back to basics' would take us to an 

extreme position." Consequently, his admonishment of the response of the academy is 

clear as he exclaims, "How galling, then to be told that we must get hack. The whole idea 

amounts to nothing more than a reaction of vacillating administrators to their former 

acquiescence" (739) . As the editorial call suggests, the conversation about the basics in 

ar1icles was pervasive. 

46 



Another article that examines the effects of the hack-to-basics rally is Dean 

Memering 's "" Forward to the Basics," written in 1978. He begins the essay by evoking 

the 1976 Conference on College Composition and Communications whose central theme 

was " Get T hee Back to the Basics." He goes on to state that there was '"a vociferous 

group who would have us believe that English teachers ought to be getting down to the 

business of spelling, punctuation, grammar, and so forth and therefore not wasting so 

much time on w hatever el se we've been doing" (553). He ends up stating that the 

unstab le nature of English fosters call s for higher skills and argues against those who 

claim that student writing will improve through focusing on grammar and mechanics . 

The questions surrounding how to teach English are central to his paper as he believes 

that teachers want both "styli sts and substantive writers" (557). Nonetheless, he clearly 

sees the diffi culty facing freshman English teachers . However, he does not see the hack

to-hasics movement as the way to fix student writers. Interestingly, this paper 

predo minantly addresses the needs of teachers of freshman English and not those 

teaching remedi al Eng li sh courses. Ultimately, he brings the argument back to the idea 

that freshman writing classes need to focus on the basics . He states, "The back-to-basics 

answer to the problem is, I think, simple-minded in its simplicity," and that history makes 

it clear that the mi sguided call to make better writers by teaching mechanics is faulty 

because "we know that students can ' t be 'grammared ' into better writers" (559). 

Memering's paper demonstrates the difficulty faced by freshman English writing teachers 

in a decade that was fraught with prescriptive advice for teachers . 
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A critique of opinions such as those held by Corder and Memering comes from 

Martha Kolln in her essay "Closing the Books on Alchemy." Kolln argues that there has 

been too little focus on the teaching of grammar in English classes and that the reports of 

the needlessness of grammar instruction have allowed alchemists to rule. She reports that 

many of the students she has taught have had no formal grammar instruction, and she 

believes that "studying grammar can also mean thoughtful discussion of choices in 

generat ing and combining and manipulating sentences- at every level of the curricu lum" 

( 149). However, she believes that the movement away from this type of instruction 

comes from fear and laments, "We have been warned so often against teaching grammar 

for its own sake, we are even wary about asking our students to learn basic terminology" 

( 149). Her attention to the conflicting opinions about teaching grammar is indicative of 

the age-old arguments surrounding how and what to teach in freshman writing courses. 

Her argument was an obvious attempt to change the perceptions of teaching writing . Her 

essay promotes the idea that a true education in English comes with an understanding of 

grammar and with an introduction to the tools needed to be able to use language 

effectively. 

Academics responded to the onslaught of negative media coverage~ for instance, 

Rodney J. Ba11h' s " Notes and Quotes on Back to Basics" written in 1976 is a direct 

response to the Newsweek article "Why Johnny Can ' t Write." Barth examines the 

impetus for the article and believes that the declining ACT and SAT test scores and the 

NAEP study led to the public's discontentment with the education system. He then goes 

on to explain different essays that take the idea of the basics to task, especially the 
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definition of what the term means . He states, "The apparent decline in performance on 

tests has sparked a debate about back-to-the-basics, and there is a lack of agreement not 

only on what is basic, but also on what should be taught and tested for in English, and 

more specifically in writing" (90). In fact, he points out, "If the back-to-basics 

movement is going to be anything more that a meaningless phrase, those who refer to 

'basic skills, ' "back-to-basics,' "the basics movement,' or just plain "basics' need to 

define their terms'' (89). To add to this discussion, Robert Donmoyer writes, in "Back to 

Basics Now and 20 Years Ago- A Comparison of Two Movements," that the back to 

basics movement in the 1970s was "paralleling the emphasis on subject matter and the 

intellectually rigorous curriculum of the late 1950s and early 1960s" (555) . His 

discussion of the 1970s is most pertinent to this study. He declares, about the 1970s 

hack-lo-basics movement, that " Instead of journeying into unexplored regions, we are led 

by a country boy in a retreat to old values; instead of an era of economic expectations, we 

have an era of limits; in place of local control of schools, there is increasing centralization 

to state and federal levels" (555). In his comparison of the two movements, Donmoyer 

exp lain s that the earlier movement was concerned with excellence, but the movement in 

the 70s is one of "adequacy ." Another comparison is through the justification, which 

changed from one of national welfare to one of "individualistic concerns." Clearly, the 

study examines a recurrent theme in education, but one with different motivations. The 

hack-lo-basics movement had evidently taken hold of the academy by the middle of the 

1970s. 
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At the forefront of a call for the return to basic education was Charles R Cyr 

whose address before the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) in 1975 was 

called "Back to Basics" Grammar, Rhetoric and Disciplined Thought." In the speech, he 

criticizes the current state of the teaching of English, and he repeatedly enjoins going 

back to the basics . He states, "The Freshman arriving thru [sic] today's open door to 

college needs basic help, basic training, and must be given it by colleges as a first order 

of intellectual business" ( 435). He ends his speech by discussing "the basics of grammar 

and rhetotic and disciplined thought expected of higher education. We must teach them 

all in college classrooms now- either anew or again- as we get Back to Basics" ( 436) . 

Cyr ' s exclamation illustrates the pulse of the times. The idea of back-to-basics was a 

retreat to t he known and the safety of measured success in teaching. The emphasis on the 

needs of incoming students and the increased responsibility of colleges to return to the 

ways of the past are Cyr's answer . 

To add another element to this study, the control of the public 's perception of 

perceived language deficiencies was through multiple forces, so its progression is 

important. One work that examines the manipulation of public opinion is Famous Last 

Words : The American Lanouaoe Crisis, written by Harvey A. Daniels in 1983. Daniels 

asserts that the language crisis does not really exist, but he does see the myth perpetuated 

by the media and through public discourse . A part of his book concentrates on the effects 

of the spurious public discourse on education. He addresses the critics, claiming, "The 

ministrations of the critics, with their inaccurate notions about the workings oflanguage, 

threaten to bring back old- or to inspire new- teaching curricula and techniques that will 
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hinder, rather than enhance, our children's efforts to develop their reading and writing 

and speaking skills" (8). In the book, Daniels defends American language and literacy, 

and he is quick to warn of the pitfalls of regressive education. Daniels' book thoroughly 

examines the discourse surrounding the exaggerated literacy crisis and vehemently 

defends 1 inguistic change. 

ln addition to the discussions that reference the literacy crisis, scholars were 

examining the cultural and economic literacy boundaries faced by minority groups 

entering universities . Although he did not enter the conversation until the 1980s, as one 

of the voices for at-risk students, Mike Rose ' s anthology of works includes Lives on the 

Boundar and Possible Lives, which are representative of the challenges facing the first 

generation college students . In these books, Rose examines the underprepared student's 

experience in learning both on and off the university campus. He provides glimpses into 

the li ves of students who before the open admissions policy would not have been 

academically ready to enter higher education or even considered as capable of managing 

university courses . One of Mike Rose's essays, "The Language of Exclusion: Writing 

lnstruction at the University" provides a glimpse into the history of teaching writing at 

the university and is pertinent to this study. He recognizes that "the strong desire of our 

society to maintain correct language use" is created by forces outside of academics (345) . 

He states: 

The trend seems to reemerge with most potency in times of crisis: when 

budgets crunch and accountability looms or, particularly, when 

' nontraditional ' students flood our institutions. A reduction of complexity 
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has great appeal in institutional decision making, especially in difficult 

times: a scientific-atomistic approach to language, with its attendant tallies 

and charts, nicely fits an economic/political decision-making model. (345-

46) 

Rose continues his discussion with a history of composition, specifically to understand 

the term remediation and its place in the university. His explanation of the term 

'remediation ' echoes the term hack-to-hasics in that it excludes struggling or weak 

writers through its "etymological wisps and traces of disease" (353). Rose continues his 

argument by discussing the "myth of transience" which is attributed to the idea that if 

something is done, then things will get better: '" Like any golden age or utopian myth, the 

myth of transience assure its believers that the past was better or that the future will be" 

(3 56 ). Hack-to-basics links into this myth as the better times were, to the public and to 

the academy, when the product of effective teaching of the basics of grammar engendered 

students w ho were more literate. To them, the efficient teaching of English had at one 

time existed in education, but it was lost. 

David Bartholomae is another prolific writer who writes of the difficulty of basic 

writers, who were often minority groups and were from low-economic backgrounds, in 

the academy. His works, '" inventing the University," "Facts, Atiifacts, and 

Counterfacts," and "Writing on the Margins" all examine the world of the underprepared 

students in the academy. Another text, "The Study of Error," written at the turn of the 

1980s, examines the basic writer and error analysis . As a continuation of Shaughnessy' s 

study in Errors and Ex ectations, Bartholomae' s work is an examination of how basic 
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writers write and how their errors can be seen as more than a "simple or childlike" 

grasping of language, but are instead, he recognizes, "[W]riters who need to learn to 

command a particular variety of language- the language of written, academic 

discourse- and a particular variety of language use-writing itself (254) . His look at 

basic writers as more than the term 'basic ' adds to the understanding that the term back

to-basics is problematic. Ba11holomae defends the basic writer and believes that as 

teachers, "we have not read as we have been trained to read, with a particular interest in 

the way an individual style confronts and violates convention. We have read, rather, as 

policemen, examiners, gate-keepers" (254-55) . Bartholomae' s understanding of error 

analysis competes with the theory of process-oriented writing that was pervasive in the 

middle of the 1970s and beyond . He understands that if teachers are being trained to 

examine writing for error, the emphasis on error and basics would return. 

Responding to the public 's opinion on the teaching of writing, Anne Ruggles 

Gere, in the ed ited collection The Politics of Writing Instruction : Postsecondary, 

indicates her stance in her essay "Publ ic Opinion and Teaching Writing." She explains 

that writing has "a central place in American values" (263). Gere's extensive 

examination of the media of the mid-1970s and how its representation of the "literacy 

crisis" came to pervade the public 's feelings towards the teaching of writing is applicable 

to the claim that hack-to-hasics drove pedagogy. Gere thinks that the public interest in 

the state of writing skills in the country led to the production of articles in mainstream 

newspapers and magazines such as Time and Family Circle. Although Gere's argument 

centers on the terms "contested ground" and "conflicted meanings," her discussion 
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regarding the public ' s sentiments about the state of writing must be included in this 

study. She connects to newspaper articles that bemoan the state of education and 

illuminates the fuzziness of the discourse that called for the need to address the literary 

CflSIS. 

Another essay in Gere ' s collection is John Trimbur' s "Literacy and the Discourse 

of Crisis. " In his opening line he recognizes the surge of attention regarding a literacy 

crisis; he exp lain s, "S ince Newsweek's ' Why Johnny Can ' t Write ' appeared December 8, 

1975 , t he idea of a national literacy crisis had become a fi xture in the popular 

consciousness" (277). Trimbur then demonstrates how the article, written by Merrill 

Sheils, created negative attention that drew the public ' s attention to the literacy cri sis and 

began t he d iscourse that perpetuated a nation ' s fears about falling literacy rates. He 

recognizes, though, that "below the surface of Sheils ' scenario, however, more powerful 

because it is not articul ated explicitly, is the ongoing crisis of the middle class, the threat 

of downward mobil ity to baby boomers and their children as the bubble of postwar 

prosperity and American global hegemony burst in the 1970s" (278) . The attention on 

the li teracy c ri sis was more than awareness of the need of a better education system ~ it 

was, as T ri mbur acknowledges, much more about politics and access to education . By 

allowi ng open access to hig her education, the standards seemingly lowered and American 

values concerning upper and middle-classes appeared challenged. Trimbur ' s essay 

illu minates the ori oins of the discourse that resulted in the clear demands for higher 
b 

standards in education and teaching. Although the doors to higher education institutions 

opened slightly, the gate remained guarded by the concentration that the press paid to 
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declining literacy skills. English's charge was to teach traditional skills that reinforced 

the social usefulness of the composition course. 

As a historian of composition studies, Robert Connors explains the tumultuous 

history of writing classes in higher education. In fact, through his texts, it is possible to 

reflect on the practices of the composition teachers through their history in American 

institutions. One such investigation is a historical text that explores grammar and its 

place in the teaching of English. Connors' essay "The Rhetoric of Mechanical 

Correctness" addresses the fact that much emphasis is placed on the English composition 

course and that " more than any other subject has it been shaped by perceived social and 

cultural needs" (72) . His essay centers on societal perceptions of literacy standards. He 

exp lains that post-Civil War college students were claimed to have had 'atrocious' skills 

and as a result "the first ' back- to-basics ' movement, the first stab at remedial college 

Engli sh" occurred (72). Connors' history of writing instruction and the needs of 

composition teachers to acquire some sort of quantitative measurement of writing 

because of their workloads of hundreds of papers at one time explains the necessity to 

focus on the measurable skill of grammar and usage. Connors observes that those 

teachers working under such condit ions found a way to work with the intolerable 

amounts of work. ln recounting the history, he notes that different techniques were used 

to combat the workloads and suggests that "the obvious answer to the problem was a new 

so11 of textbook, one that would explain and exemplify the sorts of rules that teachers 

were increasingly asking their students to learn and practice" (86). ln 1907, he relates, 

the "modern handbook of composition" arrived . As a result, the practice of mechanical 
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correctness became the pervasive pedagogical practice that continues today. He quotes 

James M . McCrimmon's 1941 essay, "The Importance of the Right Handbook," which 

says, "Little wonder that in such a sea of confusion he (the teacher) clings to his 

handbook as a shipwrecked sailor clings to his raft, and by interesting human weakness, 

soon comes to believe that these rules, which only yesterday were unknown to him, are 

the sole criteria of good writing" (92). Connors explicates how the rise in mechanical 

correctness as the measurement of good writing gave rise to the understanding that hack

lo-basics would be a return to that correctness that the public equated with proficiency. 

In a related essay that examines the textbooks of English composition, "'Textbooks and 

the Evolution of the Discipline," Connors states, 

We have seen many educational fads, but after the 'abstraction ladders' 

had fallen down, the ' four communication skills' had melted back into 

expository writing, the 'structural linguistics ' hierophants had been 

Chompsky ized, the day-glo covers had faded beneath the harsh light of 

back-to-basics, the textbook of the 1980s was mostly material that would 

be familiar to a teacher of I 950. ( 11) 

Connors ends hi s essay by returning to the problem that has faced all teachers of 

writing- how to do both. Although Connors recognizes that research illustrated that 

grammar drills were ineffective tools in teaching writing, he does admit that the balance 

between teaching writing and teaching grammar is difficult to strike, but the investigation 

of the topic is impo11ant to the profession as it legitimizes and does not allow for an 
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"unexamined tradition" (95). Connors writing illustrates the divide between what is seen 

as the root of writing-grammar-and the art of writing. 

Another essay by Connors is "Grammar in American College Composition: An 

Historical Overview." The essay is impo1iant to this study as it highlights the practice 

that is fraught with pedagogical implications. Connors verifies the challenging link 

between teaching writing and grammar teaching. He provides a history of grammar 

instruction in higher education by acknowledging that with the implementation of the 

entrance examination at Harvard and the recognition of deficient skills in the most 

privileged of students, "the most popular remedy prescribed for the cure of 'illiteracy ' 

was the collection of form-based mechanical lessons that came to be known as 

"grammar"' (124). Interestingly, though, is Connors' recognition that grammar was not 

present in the rhetoric texts of the 1880s: "The sort of grammar being taught in college 

courses reflected the most old-fashioned, rigid, and puristic prejudices of the nineteenth 

century" ( 127). Connors adds, "The old Right, handbook traditionalists, remained in 

English, but even the tenuous bridges between linguistics and handbook grammar that the 

structuralists had built were impossible to maintain after the ascent of transformational

generative grammar" (135) . Connors reveals that because of research in 1963 that found 

that the teaching of grammar had "negligible" effect on students' ability to write, 

"traditional grammar did not flourish openly;" however, he notes, ''it continued its 

malevolent half- life in its accustomed lair : handbooks and workbooks" (135). 

As one can see, the history of writing instruction in the 1970s has created a 

multitude of axes to examine the influences of the time. With the competing quantitative 
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research and the pervasive declarations of declining literacy juxtaposed, the forces of 

returning to an instruction that had worked in the past gave rise to the search for 

something else. The invocation of the term hack- to-basics, innocuous in its simplicity, 

promised to solve societal ills in literacy, but then it hooked into the nation ' s fears and 

took hold . 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

What made the 1970s different from the previous almost one hundred years in 

college composition? ln 1884, teachers at Harvard University were bemoaning the 

writing skills of entering college freshmen. The future complaints did not abate, but 

instead became a driving background voice that influenced first-year composition 

teaching. From the inception of English programs until the present day, first-year writing 

has been fraught with questions regarding the composition of teaching the classes and the 

ski I I levels of entering students, with teachers quite often having to work with disparately 

skilled students. However, the unequal ski ll levels of students in the decade of the 1970s, 

where open admissions and changes in college demographics created a new class of 

students, exposed a crack in previous pedagogies. Many investigations have studied the 

effect of student populations on the teaching of English. In fact, some theorists have 

posited the claim that the publicly recognized low skills of students who were entering 

college undeniably attributed to the emerging diversity and open admissions policies of 

universities. 

Problematic times created a world in which citizens and politicians struggled to 

come to terms with a lack of 1 iteracy skills in America's youth. The questions that 

motivate this study derive from its invocation. What circumstances created the call for 

back-to-basics? Who perpetuated the term? Finally, how did it develop as a metaphor 
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that influenced the teaching of writing? Through exploring the theories of Lloyd Bitzer, 

James Paul Gee, Richard Miller, Jay Lemke, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Sara 

Mills, and Michel Foucault, I shall develop a working knowledge of how a metaphor is 

created and continued, and then 1 shall demonstrate how the term back-to-basics 

influenced higher education. 

For this particular chapter, l argue that the discourse surrounding the state of 

education in the 1970s, which certainly reflected the changing demographics of higher 

education, promoted the adoption of the term back-to-basics. Many different media, I 

argue, enabled and influenced the discourse. Politicians responded to their constituents 

and supporters by addressing the state of education, frequently echoing the news media 

and the businesses that, at first , tried to limit access to higher education. When the gates 

that in previous generations had remained closed to certain groups at universities opened 

and diverse groups crossed the threshold of higher education, then news media and the 

businesses began an onslaught that panicked the public into believing that education was 

in trouble and literacy skills were falling at an alarming rate. Consequently, the term 

hack-to-ha..r.:ics became a metaphor that many people embraced because it seemed to 

suggest a way to correct or address the literacy ills of society. A desire to investigate the 

documents produced in a particular moment drives this research to illustrate how 

discourse influenced the way that society viewed the state of education and suggested 

how to fix it . Ultimately, examining the term through a multi-axes lens provides an 

account of the discourse that created a consistent torrent of call s for remediation and 

drove a nation to question politicians, teachers, and students. The analytical framework, 
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created through defining the rhetorical situation, followed by an archeological 

investigation of documents, and culminating with an explanation of the creation of the 

metaphor, provides a scaffold that allows for a detailed examination of how discourse 

drove and defined composition pedagogy. Indeed, it is necessary to know exactly what 

was going on at the time, but through examination of documents, including newspaper 

articles and newsletters, journal articles, and books that were produced during the period, 

I think it is possible to examine the widespread use of the term back-to-basics and 

elucidate the development of discourse that defined composition. 

The Rhetorical Situation 

In 1966, Lloyd Bitzer presented his essay, "The Rhetorical Situation," at a public 

lecture at Cornell University . In the essay, Bitzer explains, "Rhetoric is situational" (3 ). 

In fact, rhetoric is employed because of situations. He argues against the limited idea that 

rhetoric is only for persuasive purposes and contends, "Every audience at any moment is 

capable of being changed in some way by speech~ persuasive situation is altogether 

general" (3 ) . He believes that "a work is rhetorical because it is a response to a situation 

of a certain kind" (3) . Pertinent to this study is Bitzer' s belief that "rhetoric is a mode of 

altering reality, not by the direct application of energy to objects, but by the creation of 

discourse which changes reality through the mediation of thought and action" ( 4). In 

addition, he acknowledges that rhetoric is in response to situation: "So controlling is 

situation that we should consider it the very ground of rhetorical activity" (5) . Discourse, 

then, arises from a situation, and discourse controls people's perceptions of reality. Thus, 
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the transformative power oflanguage is in its ability to create reality. It is through the 

lens of situation that Bitzer' s theory will be applied to this study. 

Bitzer explains that there are three parts to the rhetorical situation: exigence, 

audience, and constraints. Exigence, he clarifies, ""is rhetorical when it is capable of 

positive modification and when positive modification requires discourse or can be 

assisted by discourse" (7) . Another key part of the rhetorical situation is audience, which 

Bitzer defines as consisting of"only of those persons who are capable of being 

influenced by discourse and of being mediators of change" (8) . However, in the 

rhetorical situation, Bitzer admits, constraints limit the audience. He believes the 

audience has "the power to constrain decision and action needed to modify the exigence." 

He also recognizes that "beliefs, attitudes, documents, facts, traditions, images, interests, 

motives" are causes of constraint (8). 

Consequently, if the rhetorical situation creates and sustains discourse, the 

situation, extending Bitzer's argument, can be seen as reflective and responsible for the 

discourse of the times . While the 1970s gave rise to many political changes, specifically 

in education, what is ultimately telling for this investigation is the fact that politicians, 

businesses, and the media adopted an urgent call that drew attention to the declining 

literacy rates of youth . In regard to the discourse created by such focus, Bitzer writes, 

"the situation which the rhetor perceives amounts to an invitation to create and present 

discourse" (9). The " fitting response" of those in power was to discuss the problem of 

literacy skills, to bring their problems to the forefront. Bitzer contends that the rhetorical 

"situation prescribes its fitting response ." So how else, but through the media and 
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through the voices of politicians, could a better and more fitting response be examined? 

ln fact , Bitzer' s rhetorical situation necessitates a "real situation." His definition of a real 

situation is one that is "objective, publically observable, and historic" (11 ). For the 

purpose of this study, even if the argument that there were flaws in the perception of the 

literacy crisis exists, the discourse surrounding the crisis was as critical and real. Political 

speeches, studies by agencies such as the National Assessment of Education Progress 

(NAEP), academic journal articles and newsletters, and the prolific media articles in 

national, high-profile magazines such as Newsweek and Time illustrate a real 

environment of discourse that decried the literacy standards of the United States . 

Bitzer ' s lens al lows for a study of the rhetorical situation and the environment that 

fostered growing concern for the quality of education. The audience for the academy had 

changed. 

An Introduction to Discourse Analysis 

Bitzer' s concept of the rhetorical situation sets up the historical framework for the 

study . A further look at the rhetorical situation can afford a means to explore how the 

term frequently described what needed to happen in classrooms. Politicians and the 

public wanted a return to teaching the basics, or hack-to-hasics, which became a way for 

educators to combat the complaints the low literacy rates of high school graduates and 

first year college students. In his book, An Introduction to Discourse Analysis, James 

Paul Gee believes that "when we speak or write we craft what we have to say to.fit the 

situation or context in which we are communicating. But, at the same time, how we 

speak or write creates that very situation or context" (11 ). 1t demonstrates, then, that the 
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use of a specific term can and does create the perception of a subject. In the 1970s, the 

government reinforced the perception of literacy standards and media discourse. 

Through theses venues, the public heard of the declining literacy of their youth . Gee 

writes, "An utterance can be authored, authorized by, or issued by a group or a single 

individual" (14). Through the government and the media, the fear was perpetuated- Gee 

explains, "Not just individuals but also institutions, through the 'anonymous ' texts and 

products they circulate, can author or issue such 'utterances'" (14) . In addition, the 

discourse has to be connected to the time period as it is essential to view the term through 

just the words themselves; Gee writes that "[a] Discourse is a ' dance' that exists in the 

abstract as a coordinated pattern of words, deeds, values, beliefs, symbols, tools, objects, 

times, and places in the here and now as a performance that is recognizable as just such a 

coordination" ( l 9) . It is clear, then, that an intricate web influenced by multifaceted 

elements produces discourse. This study examines those influences. 

Social Languages 

Sorting out what a term meant at a specific historical moment is complicated, and 

hack-to-basics is no different. However, by examining hack-to-hasics through the 

instances in which it was used and through the purpose for which it was used, it can be 

deconstructed . James Paul Gee proposes that "meaning is not merely a matter of 

decoding grammar, it is also, and more importantly, knowing which of the many 

inferences one can draw from an utterance are relevant; and relevance is a matter deeply 

tied to context, point of view, and culture" (33 -4). For this study, it is necessary to put 

the term into the framework offered by Bitzer' s rhetorical situation. By connecting the 
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discourse to the social environment that made the term a part of the conversation that 

affected pedagogy, it is possible to get a sense of how and why the term became a conduit 

for change. As Gee suggests, "[T]he conversations make sense because of the context

the time in which the utterance took place" (34) . Without the connection of the situation 

and the discourse, the utterance would not have the same meaning. 

Cultural Models 

1t is vital to link together the diverse voices that promoted the call for a back-to-

basics movement and envision their voices not as disparate fragments but as a cohesive 

whole Gee believes that it is necessary to forward "a totally or pat1ially explanatory 

theory or ' storyline ' connected to a word- bits and pieces of which are distributed across 

different people in a social group- that helps to explain why the word has different 

meanings and possibilities for the specific social and cultural groups of people that it 

does" ( 44 ). Indeed, Gee suggests that it is in "the 'lifeworld ' of those contexts in which 

we humans think, act, and communicate as 'everyday people and not as 'speciali sts"' that 

we can evaluate discourse ( 45) . As a result, the everyday statements in context are 

representative of the culture and the times. 

Metaphors We Live By 

In addition to viewing the creation of discourse, via social and cultural 

construction, examining the connection between the situation and the use of the term 

back-to-basics is only a part of this study. Another aspect to consider is the term 

metaphor and to evaluate how a metaphor comes into existence. Metaphors have been 

studied in depth, but for the focus of this study, I will specifically work with George 
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Lakoff and Mark Johnson's Metaphors We Live By. which posits the claim that 

metaphors define reality. In their book, the authors argue, "Our concepts structure what 

we perceive, how we get around in the world, and how we relate to other people. Our 

conceptual system thus plays a central role in defining our everyday realities" (3). 

Metaphors, thus, according to the authors, are responsible for creating how we perceive 

our surroundings. While they are responsible for creating reality, there are not a limited 

number of metaphors as they are not a closed system. In fact, Lakoff and Johnson claim, 

" Rather than being rigidly defined, concepts arising from our experiences are open-

ended" (125). In addition to a constantly evolving bank of references, metaphors can be 

descriptors of cultural mores and beliefs . Lakoff and Johnson write: 

New metaphors have the power to create a new reality. This can begin to 

happen when we start to comprehend our experience in terms of a 

metaphor, and it becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act in terms 

of it. If a new metaphor enters the conceptual system that we base our 

actions on, it will alter that conceptual system and the perceptions and 

actions that the system gives rise to. Most of cultural change arises from 

the introduction of new metaphorical concepts and the loss of old ones. 

( 145) 

The idea of metaphors creating reality or even reflecting reality is important to 

understand because of the inherent power that can be associated with their use . Lakoff 

and Johnson write, "We act according to the way we conceive of things" (5). Thus, if the 

term hack-to-basics became the metaphor to address the way to fix the literary crisis, then 
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the argument stands that back-to-basics shaped the way that people thought and acted in 

response. 

A central part of this study is to identify how the voices outside of college 

classrooms provided the motivation and set up for a term that controlled and established 

expectations in composition classes; accordingly, the adoption of hack-to-basics became 

a metaphor that drove a pedagogical movement that influenced teachers to teach what 

were perceived of as basic skills to an entering class of underprepared freshmen . 

Consequently, the metaphor back-to-basics defined and altered the perceived landscape 

of English composition pedagogy. Even though pedagogy in teaching composition was 

in a flux, the perceptions of first-year writing from outside of the academy were based 

upon an understanding a type of pedagogy that was focused on writers whose Standard 

American English was well constructed-standard-measured by grammatically correct 

sentences. Through an examination of the readings, it is clear that the adoption of a term 

ultimately influenced pedagogy. If, in fact, back-to-basics did control the teaching of 

English composition, then it fulfilled the metaphorical principle of metaphors' driving 

reality . Thus, the use of the metaphor led to fractures in the motivations and practices in 

composition pedagogy because of its use outside of the academy and the power of the 

public discourse to influence what occurred within the academy. 

To understand the meaning of the term back-to-basics it is necessary to see the 

term as a metaphor, so detangling it is necessary . As illustrated, a metaphor exists by 

virtue of the relation of its concept to other concepts. Lakoff and Johnson state that 

"most of our normal conception is metaphorically structured~ that is, most concepts are 
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partially understood in terms of other concepts" (56). Back-to-basics has two parts. The 

first pa11 of the term is the word back, which can be either a spatial or a temporal 

orientation . It is interesting that the spatial term 'back' reflects an idea of returning to 

something. Back-to-basics does not exist only in this context, but for this study, the 

associations with education, specifically first-year composition and writing in general, are 

the focus. In the context of education is the implication that hack, in this particular use, is 

the idea of back to a specific type of learning. Lakoff and Johnson note, "Spatialization 

metaphors are rooted in physical and cultural experience; they are not randomly assigned. 

A metaphor can serve as a vehicle for understanding a concept only by virtue of its 

experiential basis" ( 18). Arguments regarding the unprecedented influx of first 

generation co ll ege students compounded with the teaching of writing and the lack of 

focus of skill s deemed necessary for college admission to exacerbate the situation. To 

add, often these students did not have the specific level of skills in English, reading, 

writ ing, and mathematics, which would deem them college worthy. Therefore, hack 

references the return to the teaching of the skills that were supposed to have taken place 

as part of the student ' s elementary education. Back may also refer to a time, in the past, 

when reading, writing, and mathematics were solidly entrenched in student learning prior 

to leaving school and entering higher education . 

In reference to a spatial orientation, Lakoff and Johnson suggest, "The structure 

of our spatial concepts emerges from our constant spatial experience, that is, our 

interaction with the physical environment' ' (56-7). The authors explain that the "direct 

physical experience" that is used as a frame of reference for spatial metaphors is "never a 

68 



matter of having a body of a certain sort; rather, evetJJ experience takes place within a 

vast background of cultural presuppositions" (57). 

The belief in a 'golden age' of homogenization can be the back to which this part 

of the term refers. The longing for the good-old-days was truly the longing for a time 

that may not have existed; even when colleges were for the upper class and the elite, 

complaints about standards of literacy came from English teachers, but the public was not 

aware of these complaints. Consequently, the perception of a better time persisted In 

the 1970s, the pub li c eye scrutinized education and took educators to task. Politicians 

and business execut ives held educators accountable for their teaching, and all eyes were 

turned toward the past when teachers taught the three Rs . Indeed, for the elusive 

standards of the past to return, the argument maintained, the change had to take place at 

the roots of language. 

The second part of the term, the basics, is abstruse. The dictionary definition of 

the word basic refers back to the word fundamental, but for this study, what was the 

implicit understanding of the term basics in relation to Standard English? In fact, the 

word basics when discussing writing could refer to literacy, grammar, or content. It is, 

unquest ionably, a vague term with a referential link to childhood and basic knowledge 

that is learned in elementary or primary education. It is evident that the spatial term hack 

represented the idea of returning to a teaching method that emphasized basic skills, which 

could be elements such as grammar and usage . However, through reading literature of 

the times, the evidence points to a change in what was being taught, with less emphasis 

being placed on the mechani cs of writing and more being placed on the creative nature of 

69 



writing where content was more important than form. The expressive movement and a 

process-oriented approach both arose during the 1970s. But both inside and outside 

academia, in terms of learning, the understanding seems to have centered on the idea that 

returning to teaching the elements of grammar and sentence structure would effectively 

create stronger writers and remediate their deficiencies, which was in direct opposition to 

those who were more concerned with teaching form. As more students were entering 

college without the literacy skills of previous generations, the charge from faculty, the 

media, and businesses came to teachers to address the basics of literacy-in both writing 

and mathematics. If students did not know how to add and subtract or were poor at 

spelling and grammar, then the schools were neglecting the basics of the 3 Rs. The term 

hack-to-basics symbolized a return to these skills. 

Textual Politics 

For the purpose of this study, the voices advocating a return to the basics were 

political, academic, and public. In his text, Textual Politics: Discourse and Social 

D namics, Lemke explains the interrelatedness between discourse, power, and the idea 

that language from expert or political opinion appears irrefutable, thus providing ethos to 

the statements by those in power. Lemke suggests, "We see the worlds our communities 

teach us how to see, and the worlds we make, always a bit uniquely, within and 

sometimes just bit beyond from what we've been taught" ( 4) . Literacy skills in a 

democracy are valued; as a result, declarations by those in power concerning the 

declining abilities are powerful motivators that promote change. 
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The exploration of the term hack-to-basics needs contextualization, which 

connects the time to the phrase. Lemke explains, '' Language does not happen in 

isolation. Meanings always get made in contexts where social expectations and non

linguistic symbols play a role" (8) . For this study, examining the diverse discourse 

fulfills the "need to see how the discourse is situated in the social and political relations 

of various communities and their interests vis-a-vis one another" (Lemke 12) . As a 

means of investigating the discourse at the center of this study, it is necessary, as Lemke 

suggests, "to ask specifically what it [the discourse] says about its subject that somehow 

works to the profit of a dominant social group" (12). Lemke's framework allows for a 

study " to uncover how these processes work, how our discourses and other forms of 

activity, the beliefs and values that guide and shape our actions, play a role in minimizing 

the possibilities for fundamental change" (131). Although Lemke looks toward studies of 

discourse to advance change, it is necessary to see how discourse has created and 

perpetuated situations like those that occurred the l 970s. Lemke calls the type of inquiry 

critical praxis. He asserts, "Critical praxis is a shorthand way of saying that we need to 

examine ourselves, examine our own actions, beliefs and values and see how they 

connect up to the larger patterns and process of the system of which we are part, to 

understand how we are part of the problem in order to have any hope of becoming part of 

the solution" ( 131 ) . By turning the lens towards the use of the language and by 

connecting it to the effects of the language on action, a critical praxis takes place. 
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Schooling 

A pertinent element of Lemke's argument is that he extends his analysis as he 

recognizes that schools "reproduce social inequity from generation to generation'' (l 36) . 

Lemke ' s recognition of inequity is important to this study. Lemke suggests that the 

" modern systems of schooling" are important as they maintain class status and imitate 

society ' s inherent beliefs in the class structure. The idea of underprepared students is 

evidenced in the frequent use of the term back- to-basics, which clearly reinforces the 

claim that opening the doors to higher education upset the class structure. Lemke finds 

that the way that the method of classifying students as underprepared is achieved "most 

fundamentally by labeling students as more and less successful at tasks for which the 

children of the dominant groups are better prepared by their experiences before and 

outside of schools, especially their language socialization" ( 136). At the heart of the 

inquiry into discourse is the effect of the discourse on the community of teachers and the 

public. Undoubtedly, the calls for higher literacy standards by a return to basic skills 

came from those with the power to create change. 

Contested Truths 

A further examination of the importance of discourse in creating reality can be 

seen through Daniel T. Rodgers ' Contested Truths : Keywords in American Politics Since 

Inde endence where he examines key words in American politics that have been used 

and misused through history. Although his book primarily addresses specific words such 

as liberty and natural riKhts, his argument is pertinent to this study. In Rodgers' words : 
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But clearly political words do more than mystify; they inspire, persuade, 

enrage, mobilize. With words minds are changes, votes acquired, enemies 

labeled, alliances secured, unpopular programs made palatable, the status 

quo suddenly unveiled as unjust and intolerable. Through words, 

coalitions are made out of voters who, stripped of their common rallying 

cries and slogans, would quickly dissolve into jarring fragments . Words 

make mass actions possible. With words ringing in their heads, masses of 

men have made revolutions and crusades, flung themselves into war, 

savaged other human beings who refuse to give up some contrary form of 

talk. Through words some of the most potent forces of modem politics are 

wheeled into motion. (4) 

Rodgers is discussing quintessential American political words, and his argument certainly 

has relevance to this study of hack-Lo-basics. Rodgers thinks, "Words legitimize the 

outward frame of politics; they create those pictures in our heads which make the 

structures of authority tolerable and understandable" (5). Thus, turning Rodgers' 

argument regarding the power of words toward the power that the use of the term hack

lo-hasics had on the public's perception of the state of education identifies the power of 

the words Indeed, hack-to-basics fostered the idea that the answer to the ailing 

education system was through returning to basic skills and offered the solution as a way 

to fix or exclude the 'broken students.' 

Central to the argument for increased literacy skills are the politicians, who had 

also used the term hack-to-basics to refer to the necessary teaching and who were 
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creating a powerful voice for changes in the quality and focus of lessons in the 

classrooms. Rodgers adds to Lemke's discussion of the power of political words to 

influence public sentiment as Rodgers acknowledges that "[p]olitical talk is political 

action of a pa1iicular, often powerful, sort" (5) . At the beginning of the 1970s, the eyes 

of the nation were on the education system. So politicians addressed the state of 

education in their speeches and national tests of education sanctioned and implemented 

tests to measure the literacy skills of the nation's students. The terms underprepared and 

underachieving precede the discourse that became associated with the writing skills of 

incoming university students . The reinforcement of the notion of a class of students who 

were lacking the adequate skills to enter higher education sanctioned the adoption of a 

ca ll fo r a return to basic skills. Political voices amplified the need for some sort of a new 

or better way of teaching. Rodgers states, "We use words, and we are used by words" 

( 6 ). As a result, the repeated attention on the need for better literacy standards affected 

the way that teaching and testing occurred. The attention also defined the public 's 

understanding of how schools performed . In fact , Rodgers reasons, "Let enough persons 

repeat a cant phrase (all men are created equal, for example), and there is a chance that 

they wi ll suddenl y charge the words with new meaning- take them literally, perhaps, or 

app ly them to circumstances where their inventors never imagined they belonged" ( 11 ). 

Hack-to-hasics became the means of change for those whose concern for education . The 

I ife of a metaphor is dependent on its use, but, as Rodgers suggests, "Every powerful 

political metaphor has a long and active half-life . This is what distinguishes a keyword 

from a passing phrase of the moment" ( 15). To push his idea a bit further, the 
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ramifications of the keywords back-to-basics resounded throughout higher education and 

beyond. 

Reforming Higher Education 

Part of the investigation of my study will be to develop the discourse produced by 

universities and scholars who studied and attempted to contend with the new, diverse 

student body. Richard E. Miller's As if Learning Mattered : Reforming Higher Education 

examines the theories of education and their implementation in the classroom. Miller 

believes that "teaching is not and never has been an activity free of material constraint" 

(9). He adds that educational systems have "an immensely complex bureaucracy with an 

inherent resistance to structural change" (23). So what happens when the skills of the 

incoming class of students change? If the fear of change is inherent in higher education, 

then the reluctance of teachers to change to the basics is understandable. Miller 

continues by stating that "all teaching occurs within the context of a deeply entrenched 

bureaucratic system that exercises any number of material constraints on what must take 

place in the classroom, on who and what may be allowed in that space, and on how those 

entit ies may interact" ( 19). The 1970s were unique times for the teachers in the 

university composition classroom and teachers found themselves changing their 

pedagogies to meet the bureaucratic system that was feeling pressure from all sides. 

Now, the constraints on what needed to be taught and who should be allowed in the 

classrooms came from forces outside of the academy, forces being influenced by public 

discourse. 
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While discussing the intricacies of educational reform, Miller declares that 

«specific discursive constraints include dominant representations of teachers and 

students, the scene of instruction, and the educational practice itself, as well as the shared 

assumption that the educational enterprise stands in opposition to business concerns and 

bureaucratic organization" ( 42). Miller recognizes that educational reform is based upon 

"constructing reform movements on the back of an idealized student who, more often 

than not, is understood to be entirely free of cultural commitments, fully deracinated, 

infinitely malleable, and absolutely receptive to any and all reform objectives" ( 46). The 

term hack-to-basics supports Miller's assertion in that it reinforces the idea that a return 

to basic skills would, in fact, create the idealized student who had full mastery of 

Standard American English- a homogenized form. 

Archeology of Knowledge 

Michel Foucault's The Archeology of Knowledge provides the underlying 

framework with which to investigate the discourse of the times and allows the application 

of the posited claims . Sara Mills' discussion in her book Discourse explains that 

Foucault's "analysis of discursive structure is archeology" (49). The discursive structure 

for this study is the close examination of documents that sustained the sweeping 

impressions about writing. As a study of documents of the times, the study will focus on 

the documents that created and supported the environment that influenced the discussions 

about to declining literacy standards. Mil ls continues by claiming that the point of a 

Foucauldian archeological investigation is "to discover the support mechanisms which 
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kept it [the discourse] in place" ( 49) . The evidence for the support mechanisms will be 

illustrated through the multi-faceted media in place during the specific period of time. 

To define discourse in Foucault ' s conditions, Mills writes that discourse is more 

than just the speech act; rather it is important to recognize discourse as "being composed 

of a set of unwritten regulations" (Mills 75) . Through the unwritten regulations, patterns 

and repeated phrases become attributed to certain "'[p ]ractices that systematically form 

the object of which they speak" (Mills 17). So rather than view the words as discrete 

entities then, for Foucault, a discourse is "something that produces something else (an 

utterance, a concept, an effect" (Mills 17). Thus, considering the idea that the term hack

to-hasic.s was a dominant term that had many repercussions, the documents produced 

during the time can illustrate how the term altered the public's ideas about teaching and 

learning. Foucault contends, "'Discourse must not be referred to the distant presence of 

the origin, but treated as and when it occurs" (Archeology 25) . 

Michel Foucault ' s means of studying how we know supports this untraditional 

examination of documents. Foucault writes that certain notions of the way we understand 

and how we discuss and investigate knowing require reexamination . He suggests that 

tradition, influence, development and evolution, and spirit as"'[ o ]ne is led inevitably, 

through the naivety of chronologies, toward an ever-receding point that is never itself 

present in any history; this point is merely its own void; and from that point all 

beginnings can never be more than recommencements or occultation" (Archeology 25) . 

He continues by claiming, "Everything that is formulated in discourse was already 

articulated in that semi-silence that precedes it" (Archeology 25) . The documents shape 
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the semi-silence. Even before the influence of the metaphor took hold, the discussions 

that circled its inception were the semi-silence. People began attributing a lack of basic 

skills to the ostensibly lowered literacy standards, leading to a demand to return to the 

basics in education. Mills writes that within certain periods of time people think about a 

"subject in a certain way" and "map out certain procedures and supports for thinking" 

( 5 7) . As previously noted, the support for the term came through the government, the 

education system, and the media. Through these systems, the state of education, 

including preparation and demonstration of skills, was fodder for examination. As a 

result, the fear of declining literacy skills took hold, and people searched frantically for a 

means of fixing all that was wrong with education. 

To use Foucault's concept of discourse as a framework effectively, it is necessary 

to explicate how discourse became a force in the portrayal of the literacy. Of specific 

importance to this study is the belief that a statement can actually have power to 

influence radical changes. Mills writes that " [s]tatements are for [Foucault] those 

utterances which have some institutional force and which are thus validated by some 

form of authority- those utterances which for him would be classified as 'in the true"' 

( 6 l ). Politicians, businesses, and newspapers were complaining about literacy standards 

and declining skills . For the public, these complaints made the insistence for back-to

hasics "in the true." So by examining the discourse of the time, the adoption of the term 

can be traced, and its subsequent power can be i1lustrated. Foucault asks, "what better 

way of grasping in a statement, not the moment of its formal structure and laws of 

construction, but that of its existence and the rules that govern its appearance, if not by 
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dealing with a relatively unformalized groups of discourses, in which the statements do 

not seem necessarily to be built on the rules of pure syntax?" (Archeology 29-30) . The 

"unformalized" groups of discourse for this study are the groups that influenced the 

pedagogy inside the walls of academia 

How and why did this term arise? For Foucault, Mills explains, the"[ c ]oncept of 

authorship is almost irrelevant . .. authority springs from the institution, the government 

who sanctioned it' ' (73) . The Foucauldian framework supports the development of how 

the term was embraced and repeatedly used in reference to writing and how the term was 

sanctioned and perpetuated by those in authority . Mills writes, "Discourses do not exist 

in a vacuum but are in constant conflict with other discourses and other social practices 

which inform them over questions of truth and authority." She continues by stating that 

Foucault is "concerned with the mechanics whereby one [discourse] becomes produced 

as the dominant discourse, which is supported by institutional funding, by the provision 

of buildings and staff by the state, and by the respect of the population as a whole, 

whereas the other is treated with suspicion" (Discourse 19). Back-to-basics influenced an 

entire pedagogical movement in colleges. Funds for testing, classes, and studies were a 

result of the public ' s and the government's perception of writing ski I ls. Thus, the 

mechanics that created the response to the term hack-to-basics wi ll be uncovered. 

The Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework that I have constructed in this chapter considers the 

evolution and the underpinnings of a term that became synonymous with the belief of 

more emphasis on teaching the basics of writing to increase literacy rates . The term itself 
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evolved over numerous mediums, which reinforced its ultimate meaning-a return to 

teaching the seemingly neglected lessons in the elementary school education curriculums. 

The framework, examining the discourse and the effect of specific discourse on education 

and pedagogy, leads to an understanding of discourse as a powerful underpinning for 

creating how repeated cant phrases or terms invade and pervade how we understand . 

Each of the artifacts examined during this study reflects the use of the term and reflects 

how educators struggled with its implications. From a political speech that bemoans 

I iteracy rates and warns of open access to higher education at the beginning of the 1970s 

to an academic newsletter that attempts to define and address the concerns for an 

emphasis on basic education in the middle of the l 970s, this framework addresses the 

term hack-to-basics in its multi-faceted uses and delineates its troublesome adoption by 

these groups . What the term hack-to-basics represented and how it affected the teaching 

of writing is a relationship worth examining. For it is through the comprehension of the 

effects of discourse that we can see how we must be cognizant of our adoption of terms 

and stock phrases. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ARCHEOLOGY OF DOCUMENTS 

One of the curious characteristics of the 'back-to-basics ' movement (and 

there are many) is that it leapfrogs over the need to articulate philosophical 

principles. It serves as yet another example of fanaticism as defined by 

Santayana who said, 'Fanaticism consists of redoubling one ' s efforts after 

having forgotten one's aims'. (Charles Weingartner 44) 

An archeological dig suggests the uncovering of long-hidden items. The exposed 

items, then, can exist as separate artifacts or can embody an era or a movement. It is the 

very act of seeing through the lens of the archeological dig that new information is 

exposed. The following analysis is an archeo logical dig of various documents in the 

1970s that were grappling with the educational upheaval. In the course of examining 

these documents, the connections between the documents and the actions can it lustrate 

how the very relationships between the conversations provide a means of examining the 

way language became the conduit for change. An archeological dig, then, allows us to 

connect the discrete pieces of discourse that arose from diverse venues to discover not 

only how, but also why, a term was the impetus that provided power to change pedagogy. 

This study uncovers the discourse that created a movement. 
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The power of language is sometimes underestimated, and, too often, we use 

language or appropriate a term without considering the ramifications further down the 

line. The appropriation frequently occurs in the phrases or terms that we embrace to 

describe or fix all that is not well. However, a phrase or term does not exist in a vacuum . 

What follows the use of such a device can be and often is change, which is not always for 

the better. Once the appropriation of the term occurs and becomes 'true' , then we too 

often allocate resources to fi x something that no one has taken the trouble to investigate 

adequately. The consequences of the appropriation of a term can twist a situation and 

influence the response of those who use the term. The following chapter examines the 

documents that were the impetus for the espousal of the term and the documents that 

illustrate the consequences and the corollary effects on college English classrooms that 

were left in the wake of its appropriation . Political speeches, government agency 

documents, media articles, journal articles, and finally a newsletter published at a 

uni versity exemplify the discourse that abounded in the 1970s about the crisis in 

education and will demonstrate how the introduction of and the continuance of a term, 

howsoever vague in it s meaning, irrevocably altered teaching writing. Hence, the 

exegesis of documents will illustrate how back-to-basics came to represent a movement 

in teaching that took hold and influenced the way university writing classrooms struggled 

to work with what it meant. 

In the 1970s, a multitude of voices claimed that something had to be done about 

the much-discussed literacy crisis. The something was back-to-basic.5. The study of the 

discourse that resulted as agencies and the public searched for ways to fix the literacy 
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crisis will illustrate how the discourse became what Michel Foucault considers a 

discursive formation, which, Foucault writes, exists ""whenever, between objects, types of 

statement, concepts, or thematic choices, one can define a regularity (an order)" (38). For 

this study, the discursive formation materializes in the diverse documents that allude to or 

speak of the back-to-basics movement, each with an investment in the discourse. The 

documents embody the entire programs that resulted in money devoted to hack-to-basics 

reforms and drove the resources and the conversations, but how did this transform the 

writing classroom? How did a phrase, perpetuated by its frequent invocation by those 

talking about education, become a metaphor for how to teach writing, and how did the 

phrase alter pedagogies in the first-year writing courses in universities? Money, books, 

documents, newsletters, politics, newspapers were all invested in the hack-to-basics 

movement. Recognizing the term as a phrase, as a discursive formation, allows one to 

view not only the phrase itself, but also the opportunity to view the results of the 

emergence of such statements. All the following entities were discussing the same thing, 

the return to the basics. Foucault writes, "We must also question those divisions or 

groupings with which we have become so familiar." He continues, '"These divisions -

whether our own, or those contemporary with the discourse under discussion - are always 

themselves reflexive categories, principles of classification, normative rules, 

institutionalized types; they, in turn, are facts of discourse that deserve to be analyzed 

beside others" (22). By invoking Foucault's concept of discursive formations, the 

relationship between the discourse that supported the back-to-basics movement and the 
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resulting effects of its existence will afford an understanding of the espousal of such 

thi nking. 

So if the discursive formations were the resulting documents, one thread 

throughout the documents is the way that they all addressed the need to return to the 

basics or basic education. Foucault describes: 

Instead of being something said once and for all . .. the statement, as it 

emerges in its materiality, appears with a status, enters various networks 

and various fields of use, is subjected to transferences or modifications, is 

integrated into operations and strategies in which its identity is maintained 

or effaced. Thus the statement circulates, is used, disappears, allows or 

prevents the realization of a desire, serves or resists various interests, 

participates· in challenge and struggle, and becomes a theme of 

appropriation or rivalry . (Archeology 105) 

The statement hack-to-hasic.Y, allowed the "realization of a desire," the desire to control 

what was happening with Standard American English both in the national schools and in 

colleges. Politicians and newspapers espoused the fears about declining literacy and 

certainly reinforced the discourse and encouraged the resources that resulted . The 

discourse was not limited to political speeches and newspaper responses, however, as 

surveys, academic articles, and newsletters addressed the national attention on the 

besieged education system. As a nation grappled with the seemingly insurmountable 

problems with education, the term hack-to-basics appeared in all types of discourse. 
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Politics 

The first step in analyzing the connection between seemingly disparate statements 

is to investigate the conditions that made it possible for the discourse to arise. The phrase 

back-to-basics existed prior to the 1970s, but its incantation in the ] 970s was in response 

to a myriad of events. Jay Lemke writes, "In politics, as in education, as in literacy, the 

issue of central concern is how our discourses, our texts, mediate the meanings that 

actions and events have for us, and so how we act. Discourses enable and they limit. 

They play a crucial role in processes of social control" (153) . While the term back-to

ha5:ics does not necessarily dwell explicitly in politics, the conditions set forth by 

politicians fostered a fear of declining literacy skills, specifically of college graduates. 

Even though the attention on failing literacy could be directly correlated with the demand 

for open admissions at the end of the 1960s and at the beginning of the 1970s, the stage 

for the hack-to-basics was erected by fear mongers who used their positions of power in 

an attempt to maintain the standards of the university and to shut out those considered 

unworthy of a college education, thus maintaining the status quo. 

In l 970, part of the center stage of politics was Spiro Agnew, Vice-President of 

the United States. His tenure lasted five years of a two-term presidency, but during those 

years, his speeches on the state of education are most pertinent to this study. Major 

speeches have invited reading and rereading, but speeches at conventions and dinners 

remain less studied. Agnew, heralded by Rick Perlstein as Nixon ' s '"bulldog," was 

combating the growing disgruntled populace who complained about the state of 

education, specifically because of the riots on university campuses by students who were 
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protesting the war. At the same time, a group of students demanded equal access to 

higher education ( 430). In Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of 

America, Rick Perlstein quotes a Washington Star columnist who wrote that Agnew, "at 

his unmuzzled worst, is a danger to the country, not because of his own rhetorical 

excesses or crudity of thought, but because of the response which his aggressiveness 

produces" (505) . Indeed, Agnew' s vicious words invigorated some and repulsed others, 

but of specific interest to this study are his speeches on education because on the heels of 

the major uprisings at universities, politicians had to respond to the demands of the 

demonstrators and the general public, and they did so while they were presenting 

speeches to justify their actions and to placate the troubled citizens. Hence, a voice like 

Agnew's was difficult to ignore. With the election in 1968, the public hoped that things 

were going to change because of the promise of Nixon who said in his inaugural address, 

" ln pursuing our goals of full employment, better housing, excellence in education~ in 

rebuilding our cities and improving our rural areas~ in protecting our environment and 

enhancing the quality of life- in all these and more, we will and must press urgently 

forward" (3 5) . In fact, at the end of the l 960s, the country was facing major disruptions 

including the Vietnam War, which, among other things, had incited demonstrations on 

college campuses. Along with protests against the war, the protesters called for more 

educational benefits for everyone, not just the wealthy. During 1970 and in following 

years, the demonstrations were at the center of discussion for both politicians and the 

public. In Class Politics: The Movement for the Students' Right to Their Own Language, 

Stephen Parks examines the influence of student politics on the formation of a seminal 
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document in composition studies-the Students' Right to Their Own Language. In doing 

so, he recognizes the dominant activist organizations and their effect on the political 

landscape of the 1960s and 1970s. He explains that because of their vociferousness 

during the time, "each of these organizations [Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee, the Black Panther Party, or Students for a Democratic Society] imagined 

student politics as a microcosm of national politics" (22). Even if they were not a 

"microcosm of national politics," they certainly created heightened attention and 

conversation about the rights for higher education. 

Yet, as minority groups demanded access to higher education, other groups, such 

as businesses and school boards, were criticizing the abilities and attempting to close the 

doors for those wishing to enter colleges and universities. Thus, politicians defended the 

'standards ' of education that were being challenged. Complaints about the low literacy 

skills of entering college students had reached Washington via the media and the public, 

and politicians were under attack because of these educational discrepancies . Spiro 

Agnew abhorred the methods of those responsible for the uprisings and objected to the 

demands of those wishing to see changes. At the beginning of the 1970s, he spoke at 

fund-raising events, and at a number of those events, he drew the attention of the 

audience toward the university uprisings such as the one that occurred in at Berkeley in 

May of l 969 where police shot a student who participated in a protest for a park. 

Although the event had nothing to do with open access, the event was one of the 

government actions that precipitated student body demonstrations for change in 
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university and national policies. As students rallied for change, their strong voice was 

one that politicians found themselves answering to. 

In the midst of the demonstrations about social concerns and the war, students 

rallied for access to universities. Some of the rallies were to obtain draft deferments. 

Moreover, the G.I. bill allowed returning soldiers to attend college. However, Spiro 

Agnew strongly objected to the students' demands, and his obvious animus against the 

opening doors of academics and against those who would benefit from the policies is 

evident in his speeches. Concerned with the imminent power of the student population, 

Agnew addressed the concerns of those who saw groups of students rising up against the 

government. At the Florida Republican dinner in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, on April 28, 

1970, Agnew responds to the protesters by saying that "the era of appeasement must 

come to an end . The political and social demands that dissidents are making of the 

universities do not flow from sound basic educational criteria but from strategic 

considerations on how to radicalize the student body, polarize the campus and extend the 

privileged enclaves on student power" (136). In the speech, he is specifically speaking to 

groups on campuses who have not only fought for national changes, but those who were 

trying to bring less wot1hy students on to campuses to form more powerful groups. In 

Kent State/May 4, Scott L. Bills writes, "The major challenge to the surface tranquility of 

higher education arose in the form of the student movement, which began in the mid-

l 960s and was typified by the Students for a Democratic Society (SOS) and similar 

groups" (7) . While these groups initially formed as youth movements to gain political 

power, they soon became more. In fact, Bill s explains, "For SDS, the multiversity was a 
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depersonalized, authoritarian institution, yet one which presented a great opportunity for 

building a national network of affiliated dissident student groups" (7). As a result, 

Agnew directs his speech toward those he considers dissidents and espouses the idea that 

the groups on campuses were not basing their demands for higher education on their 

intellectual worthiness but were instead attempting to cause dismptions and to take power 

away from those who had previously held the doors of academia shut tight. 

Consequently, the way to keep students out of the universities was to question their 

academic preparedness and to raise the bar. Therefore, Agnew, through his discourse 

about student worthiness, reinforces the general opinions that many students graduating 

from high schools during the time had not attained rudimentary skills. The graduating 

seniors were not qualified to enter academia because they had not achieved basic 

competence and were not up to the intellectual standards or deemed proficient in basic 

abilities. 

Needless to say, the topic of education was on the minds of the politicians who 

had to defend their actions throughout the decade. During the Republican Statewide 

Fundraising Dinner in Des Moines, Iowa, on April 13, 1970, Agnew addressed Uthe 

disturbing trends in administrative and admission policies of America's colleges and 

universities" ( I I 6 ). In the speech, he criticizes the liberal groups that had taken hold of 

the universities and invites the audience to look "back across the history of the last 

decade- at the smoking ruins of a score of college buildings, at the outbreaks of illegal 

and violent protests and disorders on hundreds of college campuses" CI 17). He remains 

frustrated by the encroachment of the violent protests and the power that the student 
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protests exhibited on many institutions. The speech in April followed mass 

demonstrations at the CUNY campus in Albany, New York, that had occurred the 

previous year where 13,000 students had protested for universal free higher education. 

However, Agnew does not speak of support for open admissions for all who want to enter 

universities~ in fact, he responds to the protests by suggesting remedial education for 

those students who are not educated enough to enter universities. He proposes that the 

action should be, instead, ''better preparing them- with additional governmental 

assistance- in some form of prep school rather than tossing them into a four-year college 

or university curriculum that they are not equipped to handle" (1 I 7-18) . The concept of 

preparatory schools for those who are not ready for college entrance creates a discourse 

that perpetuates the implication that the secondary schools are not preparing students for 

higher education. Although Agnew recognizes the need for education in a job market, he 

criticizes the belief that higher education is for everyone as he asserts, "We can see the 

visible results of weak and insufficiently defined educational policy in the growing 

militancy of increasing numbers of students who confuse social ideals with educational 

opportunities" (119) . Here, Agnew points out the problems that the ambiguous nature of 

discourse about education creates when it comes to talking about what needs to be taught 

and what is expected to be taught. Although the schools had been under more pressure 

because of changing demographics, the demand for higher education for all was taxing 

and redefining educational policies. Through taxing the system, the demand for 

sweeping changes in education remained. The educational policies that had held the 
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standards in check for a hundred years were now being challenged. Indeed, Agnew's 

attempt to maintain the status quo is evident in his speech. 

In addition to maintaining the standards in higher education, Agnew's tone 

exemplifies the racial divide that plagued higher education and the country during the 

time. He quotes John Roche who was a former Special Consultant to President Johnson 

who said, "'Nobody has actually worried about the anguish of the poor Negro kids who 

have been dumped into a competitive situation, have been thrown with inadequate 

preparation into water well beyond their capacity to swim" (l 19). His words epitomize 

the nascent notion that "inadequate education" was preventing students from the 

promises of higher education. In fact, those students specifically affected by the 

inadequacies of their education were the minority groups. Although he suggests that 

some remediation for those students who are unprepared for colleges should take place, 

Agnew vehemently defends the university standards and insists, "We must also recognize 

the needs of the underprepared and underachieving child and of those who do not begin 

to show promise academically until later in college. Where necessary- and it is often 

critically necessary- substantial programs of compensatory education must be 

developed" (123). Accordingly, the beginning of the call for development of educational 

programs that address the needs of the academically unprepared began. 

Although Agnew is not specific in his discussion of the needs of basic education, 

he undoubtedly attempts to protect universities from students, he believes, who do not 

have the intellectual capabilities or the educational backgrounds to succeed. As a result, 

Agnew continues his defense of the halls of academe: "But I make this distinction: 
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preparatory and compensatory education do not belong in the university" ( 123). He 

blames the unqualified students for the campus uprisings and attacks their cause as he 

guards higher education from the unprepared students; he states, "The insertion of high 

school level semesters for the accommodation of those unqualified for the traditional 

curriculum is a major cause of campus inefficiency and unrest" (124). Agnew's words 

foster the terms "unprepared," "unqualified," and "underachieving." The terms set the 

stage for the acceptance of a concept of the unworthy and educational deficiencies that 

ruled an entire decade and continued beyond it. He suggests a significant plan to keep 

the standards in colleges and to reject the open door policy demanded by the protestors as 

he declares: 

A concise and clear set of rules for campus conduct should be established, 

transmitted to incoming freshman, and enforced-with immediate 

expulsion the penalty for serious violations. The rule of reason is the 

guiding principle in an academic community, and those who apply the rule 

of force have no business there. For the good of the academic community, 

they should be booted out. Third, as stated in Des Moines, it is folly for 

universities confronted with their current crisis in our turbulent times to 

open their doors to thousands of patently unqualified students. A recent 

survey sponsored by the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education 

indicated that less than one-half of the more than 60,000 university and 

college faculty members polled favored relaxing normal academic 

admission standards for minority group applicants. And almost three-
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quarters of the 60,000 did not favor relaxing normal academic standards in 

appointing minority group members to the faculty. (136-37) 

The words in Agnew's speech emphasize the idea that these 'patently unqualified 

students ' will put a burden on an already taxed educational system and reinforce the idea 

that the students, primarily from minority groups, do not measure up to 'normal 

academic' standards. 

Spiro Agnew, because of his position as a voice in politics, influences a decade of 

thought regarding the standards in universities . Although his argument lost credibility 

because of his forced resignation in a corruption scandal, the opinions about education 

and standards settled and stayed firmly embedded in the minds of the public. It is from 

Agnew's position of power that his use of the terms "underprepared" and "unqualified" 

becomes the overarching way of thinking about the state of literacy in the United States. 

Jay Lemke explains the power of political discourse: "The discourse of democratic 

political values is so dominant in our culture today that many people cannot analytically 

undo its conflations, its way of mutually identifying core social values with one another" 

( l 48). lf politicians were espousing the decline in basic skills while holding the bar to 

enter universities high, the discourse evidently influenced people. Agnew's words 

foreshadow a decade steeped in unrest and a decade that saw racial and economic divides 

become emphasized by the lack of afforded educational opportunities to them. The 

relationship of Agnew's words to the decade-long discord related to so much more than 

the university uprisings- the words influenced the discussions about education and the 

teaching in schools. Writing became the yardstick to measure the skills of students 
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leaving high schools and entering higher education. Through the measurements of 

writing, those in power retained social control. In fact, Lemke's discussion of how 

education limits and maintains social control illustrates the power of the measurement: 

Literacy is not just the mastery of an arbitrary code for the writing of the 

meanings we make with language. Tt is also a critical arena for cultural 

dominance and social control. Dominant Western culture does not simply 

allow you to write whatever meanings you please in whatever manner you 

wish, at least not if you want to succeed in school, to find employment that 

pays well enough to live far from the risk of pain, to gain access to 

information on most specialized subjects, or to participate in ever so many 

domains of social activity. Now that discrimination against members of 

many oppressed groups in our society on the basis of race or ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds is officially illegal, a primary basis for 

discrimination against these same groups is the differences in the way they 

use language, especially in writing. (143) 

As Agnew spoke of the dissidence in the student body and labeled students as unworthy, 

he created a world of words that provided a way of discussing those who had seemingly 

not learned the code. His words were not in a vacuum, however, as other voices 

attempted to discuss literacy standards. Consequently, in addition to Agnew's words, 

other documents illustrate the unrest and the demands for higher education that had 

unsettled those in power and those who were desperately attempting to maintain the 
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standards while trying to find approaches to better prepare students for the demands of 

the changing world. 

Concerned Citizens 

Another way to analyze the discourse that resulted from the difficulties of 

maintaining literacy standards is through the documents produced through diverse groups 

of concerned citizens. In fact, a further invocation of the term arrived in the increased 

vociferousness of a group called the Council for Basic Education, which formed in 1956. 

On their now defunct website, they identified themselves as "'a group of distinguished 

citizens alarmed at the shift in American education from intellectual development to an 

emphasis on social development." The group advocated the need for emphasis on a 

1 iberal education and ensured "that all students without exception receive adequate 

instruction in the basic intellectual disciplines, especially English, mathematics, science, 

history, and foreign languages" (Council). The group continued to influence education, 

including funding teacher training and research in teaching. According to Education 

Week, the group disbanded in 2004, but the group's importance to this study is its 

questioning of Sidney Marland' s, the then Assistant Secretary for Education, proposal to 

mend the broken educational system (Hoff par. 1 ). Under the assumption that the basics 

were something already taught in schools, Marland suggests another way of ensuring the 

success of high school graduates in the work place. However, no clear definition of the 

basics existed . 

In 1972, the board of directors of the Council of Basic Education discussed a plan 

to adopt Sidney P Marland Jr. 's initiative for career education that had its roots earlier in 
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the decade. Indeed, in 1970, President Nixon's administration officials pushed for more 

vocational training and relevant skills as a way of diverting those looking at higher 

education to preparation for skills-based professions. As a result, more money needed to 

be funneled in the direction of training rather than a traditional four-year college 

education . Steven Brint and Jerome Karabel explain in The Diverted Dream: Community 

Colleges and the Promises of Equal Opportunity in America, 1900 to 1985, that"[i]n his 

'Special Message on Higher Education' in 1970, President Nixon called for a 'career 

education' to assist the colleges in meeting the starting costs of vocational programs in 

'critical skills areas,' and he suggested funding of$100 million for the first year" (109-

10). Subsequently, in the conversation on career education with James Koerner, Marland 

defined his goals for the new focus. Carl Dolce, the President of the Board of Directors, 

explains the discussion is "a very timely and important topic, one which is being widely 

discussed not only among school people but also by the general public" (l ). Marland' s 

idea of career education incorporated training for trades rather than focusing on 

academics. He addresses the need to help those graduating high school with no 

discernable skills. But Marland faced a group whose motives were driven by the desire to 

maintain a type of teaching that focused on the basics. He observes: 

Youth unemployment is a terribly embarrassing condition in our society at 

this time. Approximately 11 per cent of our young people between the 

ages of 18 and 25 are unemployed, and not all of them because they're 

dropouts from secondary or postsecondary education. Business Week 

reported recently that the job gap for college graduates in the "70s is 
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gravely serious. While short of such skilled and semi-skilled workers as 

auto mechanics, appliance repairmen, paramedical workers, and 

secretaries, we have a glut of those seeking entry into what are called the 

higher callings. One of every four young chemists in the United States 

at this moment is out of work. Law schools graduated 10,000 more men 

and women last year than could be used in legal work. More than 200,000 

were graduated this past June, and more than 111,000 of them are still 

wondering where they will find work. Our information and guidance 

system served these people poorly. ( 5) 

The numbers that Marland presents characterize the image of education that the public 

and the government recognize as true. Therefore, career education is Marland' s answer 

to the problems facing the question of what high school graduates could look forward to 

doing in the future. Ira Shor provides an account ofMarland's idea for moving to 

vocational training. Shor writes, '"Marland discussed youth discontent as rooted in their 

lack of job skill. Employment training would open the door to jobs, and work would end 

youth alienation. Not only were students blamed for the shortage of jobs, but job

training was praised for being the new and spacious route to self-development" (36). 

Marland suggests that the way to address the growing mass of unprepared and 

unemployable high school graduates is to prepare the students for trades rather than 

concentrating on the academics. He recognizes, however, that career education is a 

difficult premise to define and maintains that the program is "still a concept, not a 

program, not a blueprint, not a set of do-this-and-do-that" (7). But it is an answer, he 
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believes, to the struggling graduates of the nation's high schools. He explains, "Career 

Education is a way to prepare all people for what they want to do in the world" (8) . 

Similar to the idea of back-to-basics, Marland's plan had many meanings, so the idea of 

career education, the purported answer to the needs of the basics movement, remained 

difficult to elucidate. 

Consequently, the difficulty of explaining the term, career education, led to heated 

responses by the Council for Basic Education to Marland's proposition of embracing the 

concept and practice of career education. James D. Koerner, a member of the Council for 

Basic Education, argues against what he considers "an elusive subject" (9). While he 

argues that the meaning of the term is '"obscure," he adds that uone doesn't know 

whether it represents a serious national movement in American education, or whether it is 

merely a kind of secular cult with a scattering of rather vocal disciples around the 

country" (9) . Career education arose from the idea that basic education was failing or 

missing, so the need to teach students a trade rather than the "basics' seemed much more 

palatable. It is the group's argument against the concept that is of interest to this study. 

As a firm proponent of "basic education,' rather than career education, Koerner observes, 

"Our educational history is replete with ideas and slogans that seem to generate 

enthusiasm in more or less direct proportion to their imprecision" (9). He sees that 

career education, weak in its clear goals and pedagogical emphasis, is just an empty catch 

phrase. Koerner understands that the reason that career education has emerged: he 

believes it has '"its origins in the dissatisfaction that I think everybody- educators, 

laymen, CBE, politicians, parents- feels, and that Dr. Marland has rightly cited, with the 
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facts that tens of thousands of young people continue to emerge from the schools 

uneducated, untrained, and, if not unemployable, at least unemployed" (11). 

Nonetheless, Koerner cannot support Marland's scheme and sees it as a fix all for the 

government as he insists, "My political antennae begin to vibrate whenever I encounter 

ambitious schemes of government for changing-that is to say, controlling,- people' s 

opinions and attitudes and views" (12). Ironically, the concept of career education 

invoked negative responses, but the back-to-basics movement did not have the same 

implications and the same controlling mechanism because back-to-basics was an 

unobtrusive movement that imperceptibly took hold of the government and public's 

consciousness. 

The arguments against career education came at the defense of a clear emphasis 

on or a return to a concentration on basic education. At the same time, the proliferation 

of community colleges in this period happened as a direct result of the concerted efforts 

to have a skilled workforce. ln fact, as Brint and Karabel assert that by 1972, "The 

channeling of students away from four-year colleges and into community college 

terminal occupation programs- a policy favored by the Carnegie Commission as well as 

many leaders of the junior college movement- was for the first time being reinforced by 

major financial incentives" ( 110). The financial backing provided for an influx of funds 

sanctioned by the government Higher Education Act of 1972 in order to develop more 

pro6>rams for "occupational programs" (1 l 0) . Although James Koerner does admit the 

necessity for job ski 11 training, he notes, "The advocates of basic education strongly feel 

that these two groups of students, the resisters and the dropouts, have a special need for 
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the education that is most truly vocational. And that is an education grounded in 

language, number, and the other so-called academic subjects." His voice echoes the 

complaints of the times in believing that "most employers' complaints about new 

employees, high school graduates, come about not because these graduates lack specific 

job skills, but because they lack elementary literacy." While Koerner draws attention to 

the state of literacy and the effects on higher education, ultimately diverting the attention 

away from the proposal for career education, which reaffirms the need for more attention 

on the basics, he asserts, ulf one looks at the first year's work of most postsecondary 

vocational and technical institutions-whether proprietary, private, or public, or 

whatever- much of the first year's work is remedial in basic academic subjects, 

particularly English and mathematics" (16). Ultimately, the emphasis on career 

education subsided - instead, back-to-basics securely took hold. 

Career education, touted as the way to employ all of the students who were 

graduating and were not able to find work, appeared to be the answer to the rising 

unemployment rates. However, because of the ambiguous and poorly defined goals of 

the program, it never came to fruition. Instead, the conversation about new methods of 

teaching and preparing those who were leaving schools to enter the job force without 

appropriate skills returned to the basics. The Council of Basic Education, even though it 

had been around for a couple of decades, influenced both the public and government 

perceptions of the way to fix all that ailed American education and pushed their agenda 

of returning the basics to the forefront of the 1970s. 
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Public Perception-The Gallup Polls 

For this study, it is important to understand how the term back-to-basics directly 

influenced the discussions about education. It is clear that those in the government and 

government agencies directly influenced the public's views of education, particularly 

concerning the decline in literacy rates. The government's influence was not the only 

medium that was coloring the perceptions of education, because the discourse was part of 

everyday life. The public was concerned about those being educated in the school 

systems, but how much they were concerned remained a mystery. The rumbles of 

discontent surely rang through daily conversations, so it is necessary to understand how 

deep the public concerns were. A method of gauging public opinion was through the 

Gallup Poll, a measure enlisted to measure public attitudes concerning education. The 

responses over the decade of the :I 970s clearly indicate how the persistent discourse that 

berated education altered the way that the public viewed the teaching of students. By 

tracing the shifting responses to the Gallup Poll, a discernable shift in the ideas of what 

needed to be taught in schools provides evidence of public concern . In fact, a published 

document by Stanley Elam, A Decade of Gallup Polls of Attitudes Towards Education 

1969-1978, reports that the tracing of responses through the decade indicates that the 

perception of schools was subject to external events : the author identifies, then, that 

"events of the last decade have played an important role in shaping the public's attitudes 

toward the public schools" ( 1 ). 

The Gallup Poll offered a touchstone for the government to gauge the mood of the 

country. Since its introduction in 193 5 as a measurement of public opinion, the Gallup 
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Poll remains, even today, a primary gauge of public sentiment. The credibility for the 

polls has remained unwaveringly strong as "'scientifically based opinion polls have 

gained a level of acceptance to where they are used today to investigate virtually every 

aspect of human experience in most nations of the world" (Gallup viii). Although it is 

evident that the sampling is limited by its scope and the inherent difficulty of polling a 

true cross section of America, the importance of the poll is highlighted in the editor's 

introduction to the Gallup Poll in 1970 that states, "Leaders in American education must 

possess a keen awareness of public attitudes toward what is going on in the schools. They 

must be sensitive to changes in these attitudes, for change there is and it is surprisingly 

rapid ." In truth, the public pays taxes and therefore drives the funding for the schools. 

Clearly, the disenchantment with education remained on the minds of politicians 

and the media, so the poll moved toward measuring public attitudes about American 

education. In l 970, the poll describes the goals as providing necessary information for 

the schools: "'First, it will alert educators and interested laymen to overall public reaction 

to many aspects of school programs and policies. Second, it will serve as a national 

benchmark against which local attitudes may be measured" (99). The public's responses, 

already influenced by national attention on declining graduation rates and lower literacy 

skills, significantly altered through the next decade. For example, the poll in the early 

'I 970s indicated the opinion that schools needed to concentrate on discipline, but by the 

middle of the decade, the opinion shifted to an overarching concern that the schools did 

not teach the basics well enough. The introduction to the Gallup Poll recognizes the 

effects of the media on public opinion: '"When local residents learn through the media 
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that high school students are being graduated who are functionally illiterate, that national 

test scores are declining, and that schools are having problems with discipline, drug use, 

and vandalism, their predictable reaction is to question the added costs and the way that 

schools are being administered" ( 1 ). While the responses to the poll rank the concerns of 

the public, the back-to-basics movement soon became a way of describing what the 

public believed could aid the educational crisis and provide a better education for 

children. The examination of the ten years of the Gallup Poll between 1970 and 1979 

validates the apparent influence of the media and the government on the public and the 

shifting perceptions of the public. As a result, school curriculums came under attack. 

As a benchmark for public sentiment, the polls recorded the very concerns that 

occupied the minds of the American public. Of interest is the observation that the Gallup 

Poll responses at the beginning of the decade indicate a concern with discipline in 

schools. As has been noted, riots and uprisings at universities across the United States 

marked the beginning of the 1970s. In 1969, the authors of the poll note, '"Out of this 

situation has come a demand for setting minimum requirements for graduation from high 

school and for holding teachers accountable, to a greater extent, for the educational 

progress of students. Likewise the popularity of the back-to-basics movement stems 

largely from the same conservative urge to restore the structured education of earlier 

years" (1 ). For the first five years of the 1970s, the majority of the responses for the 

Gallup Poll were steady, changing very little from year to year. However, in 1975, a 

stark change in the findings evidences the growing dissatisfaction with schools- the poll 

recognized a significant drop in the ratings of public schools. As a justification, Gallup 
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mentions, "The public's ratings of the schools may be influenced by the general loss of 

confidence and respect for all American institutions" (220). In fact, the Gallup Poll 

recorders recognize the influence of media discourse and the increased scrutiny by the 

national media of schools on the poll respondents. They write, "The media have given 

wide publicity this year to the increasing crime and vandalism in schools throughout the 

nation and to declining test scores as reported by national college entrance examinations" 

(220) . In 1975, the Gallup poll asked about the respondents about the declining SAT 

scores, and 22 percent of the respondents chose "Poor curriculum (too easy, not enough 

emphasis on basics) (243). Evidently, the responses had shifted, the situation outside of 

classrooms was much less volatile, and the public's attention was drawn toward a more 

conservative and regressive education- the basics . 

By J 976, the public's concern about education on the heels of the media storm 

regarding Newsweek's "Why Johnny Can't Write," is evidenced by the considerable 

change in the number four ranking of "poor curriculum' as a major problem in schools 

compared to the previous year's ranking of number seven. Ira Shor asserts, "Newsweek 

threw caution to the winds. 1t set an alarmist tone which hung forever over claims of 

illiteracy. It also suggested that there is a traditional pedagogy which used to teach 

people how to write well" (63). The alarm worked, and the alteration in rankings is 

indicative of the concern of the public about the "wide publicity given to the drop in 

national test scores and growing concerns about the number of functional illiterates 

among school leavers" (Gallup 260). An added component of the studies gauged how the 

public thought schools could improve the quality of education and came in the form of a 
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request for a written response. The written response further qualified the idea that what 

was lacking in schools was concentration on the basics. The additional question asked 

the respondents to suggest a way for improving the quality of education- adding validity 

because it provided for an unsolicited response that was not clouded by the poll creators . 

Gallup explains, "This approach sheds further light on the public's current concern that 

the school should "devote more attention to teaching of basic skills. ' This is the most 

popular suggestion~ 51 % of all respondents chose it" (262) . Although there was no 

definition of what basic skills were, the public was evidently convinced that they were 

the means to mending all that ailed education. 

Even though evidence suggests that no clear definition existed to explain what the 

term hack-to-ba:-;ics actually meant, eventually hack-to-basics became a household term. 

For the first time, in 1977, the Gallup poll has a section called "The Back-to-Basics 

Movement. " The section supports the conclusion that the idea that a return to the basics 

was necessary had become firmly entrenched in the public ' s mind. The rationale for the 

inclusion of questions about the hack-to-basics movement highlights the term's obvious 

currency during the time. However, the creators of the poll apparently recognized the 

ambiguity of the phrase and wanted to know how many of the respondents knew about 

the term and of those who knew about it, actually how many understood what it meant. 

In fact, they justify the inclusion of the questions and provide an explanation for the 

insertion of three questions that compile this section. They claim the answers could 

"discover how widely known this movement is and to obtain evidence of its popularity." 

A very clear indication of the ambiguity of the term is illustrated by the nature of the 
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second question, which asks what the term back-to-basics means. The creators of the 

poll explain that there are varying understandings of what the basics mean. They clarify 

that many educators and those interested in education regard the basics as meaning more 

than the three Rs of reading, writing, and arithmetic. However, they note that, to the 

general public, they '' indicate that the public regards the basics largely in terms of the 

three traditional subject areas" (299) . There are other subjects mentioned, but the 

majority of respondents consider the basics as the three Rs. They note, "However, many 

respondents think of the term, not in relation to subjects or courses, but in relation to the 

education process itself Thus, 'back-to-basics' is interpreted as meaning a return to 

schooling of earlier years . To many it means 'respect for teachers,' "good manners,' 

'politeness,' 'obedience,' 'respect for elders,' 'structured classrooms,' 'back to the old 

ways of teaching"' (299) . The sundry definitions of the term are illustrative of the 

ambiguity of the movement; however, even with the unclear meaning, the third, and final, 

question asks if the respondents favor the movement, and the answer is overwhelming 

approval- 83% (299). 

The movement kept growing as did the public's support, and in 1978, the "Back

to-Basics" question ranked earlier in the survey and the third suggestion on ways to 

improve schools; in fact, the Gallup Poll now says, "This movement has support 

throughout the nation, and of course, many school systems have already made changes to 

give more attention to the so-called basics. Even so, many people want greater emphasis 

placed upon what they often describe as 'fundamentals,' meaning reading, writing, and 

arithmetic" (340) . The assault on the failing school systems reinforced the term back-to-
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basics. Throughout the Gallup Poll, the influence of the media on the public's perception 

of the state of education is obfuscated by a term that remained ambiguous. While the 

public who filled out the questionnaires during the years admitted that they both trusted 

the media to provide them information on the education system, there was no clear 

understanding of what actions needed to be taken. So through the appropriation of the 

term that was heralded by the media, the back-to-basics movement became the panacea. 

It is obvious that many people were discussing the basics, and the Gallup Poll 

augmented the movement by including questions specifically directed toward the 

inclusion of the has-ics in education, but it skewed the issue regarding the problems with 

education . The real difficulty of relying on the Gallup Poll for a true measure of public 

perception is the challenge in separating the responsibilities of schools. For instance, the 

Gallup Polls placed the questions of discipline together with pedagogical questions, thus 

blurring the public 's understanding of the roles of schools and the teaching ofliteracy. 

Indeed, if the categories regarding what worried the public are any indication, discipline 

in schools ranked near the top of concerns for each year that the poll was sent out to the 

I, 000 random respondents who were asked to answer a set of questions about education 

and asked to rank their concerns regarding education in elementary and secondary 

schools . The polls demonstrate the difficulty that occurs when no clear definition exists. 

In Harvey J. Graff's, The Legacies of Literacy, he writes in the preface, "Literacy has 

come to assume many meanings and to carry within its own fragile status the power of a 

cultural symbol, as well as of social and economic reality" (vii). Graff s explains that 

107 



adding in the other elements, such as discipline, to the understanding of literacy corrupts 

the definition of what being literate means. 

In Graffs discussion of the times, he expands on the concept of the perceived 

I iteracy crisis. Although he admits that the school test scores of the times illustrate a 

"problem" rather than a crisis, he writes that the test scores "shift attention from literacy 

to other issues. That is more appropriate than attempting to change the working 

definition of literacy by loading it with new values and skills, which further confuses 

conceptual issues. Obsessions with literacy or 'back to basics'- a mythical return to a 

past that never was- are inappropriate as a solution" (392). Even though the term was 

vague in its meaning, the Gallup Poll, also driven by discourse about education, was 

instrumental in the attitude of the public and the media toward the literacy crisis and the 

need to return to basic education. 

News Media 

The Gallup Poll demonstrates the changing public perception of education over 

the course of the decade and demonstrates the ambiguity but pervasiveness of the term. 

The momentum of hack-to-basics movement came through the voices of the public 

whose vested interests in the education of their children and powerful indictments of 

school curriculums created the impetus for change. Still, the public could not define what 

hack-to-hasics meant for the students . While analysis of the Gallup Poll data evidences 

the movement from emphasis on discipline to the emphasis on the basics, it is important 

to scrutinize the type of discourse that the public heard to understand the connection 

between the shift ing perception of education and the resulting movement. The public 
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was getting its information from somewhere other than the politicians and the educators. 

From the political ruminations about the state of education, the public's sentiments were 

being influenced by another vociferous group-the media. Along with the discourse in 

politics, newspapers, radios, and televisions magnified the levels of the distress regarding 

the literacy rates. As a clear indicator of what was going on during the times, newspapers 

offer a glimpse at the deluge of attacks on the education system of the United States all 

over America. ln fact, the media storm fostered the evident frustrations of the public and 

fueled their attempts to return to what they believed would be a better way of teaching. 

The alarm sounded early in the 1970s as newspapers and magazines began to 

expose the conversations regarding the perceived lowered skills of high school graduates . 

They pushed the panic button. These magazines and newspapers clearly perpetuated fear 

of declining literacy skills and influenced the public's response to the problem. The 

respondents' answers demonstrate the apparent correlation between the Gallup Poll and 

the respondents' awareness of the emergency regarding their children; however, what did 

the media say that created the panic? Articles in local and national magazines focused on 

the spreadi ng discontent regarding education, and the majority of their focus was on how 

the schools expected the hack-to-basics movement to be a salvation for education. 

Newspapers had published articles that referenced declining literacy rates prior to the 

inflammatory Newsweek's "Why Johnny Can ' t Write" magazine article that lambasted 

education in December, 1975 . 

The discourse came to a head as national magazines commenced to address the 

problem. One of most referenced news articles of the 1970s is Merrill Sheils ' Newsweek 

109 



magazine's "Why Johnny Can't Write." The article typifies the conversations of the 

times and adds another voice of complaint about the much denigrated education system. 

As a critique of the flailing education system, the article has become one of the most 

prominent and most referenced articles about the state of education in the 1970s. Its title 

echoes the title of the 1950s piece, "Why Johnny Can't Read" in that it responds to the 

attention on graduation rates and literary skills; however, its difference is that it directly 

confronts the writing skills of graduating seniors. Sheils scathingly writes that the "U.S. 

educational system is spawning a generation of semiliterates [sic]" (58). Even though 

most of the article addresses the causes and the attempts to fix the I iteracy crisis, of 

interest to this study is Sheils' implicit idea that new techniques and linguistic diversity 

should not be part of a writing classroom because those very techniques and allowances 

for linguistic diversity were destroying the standards. The tone of the article exemplifies 

the concerns of the public and the government as Sheils explains that the question of 

"[h]ow to stop the rot is a matter of increasingly vigorous debate" (61) . Indeed, Sheils 

exp lains, "Very little improvement in the writing skills of American students is likely 

unless the educational establishment recaptures the earlier conviction that the written 

language is important" (63) . Consequently, Sheils suggests, "One thing that is clearly 

needed is a renewed emphasis on reading as both a discipline and a diversion. Those who 

would teach English must also once again insist that not all writing is equally admirable" 

(63) . Sheils begins and ends by continuing to perpetuate the fear of the effects of 

ignoring declining writing skills : in the beginning he writes, "If your children are 

attendino- colleo-e the chances are that when they graduate they will be unable to write 
b b ' 
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ordinary, expository English with any real degree of structure and lucidity" ( 63 ). After 

sounding the alarm, in the end he cautions, "The point is that there have to be some fixed 

rules, however tedious, if the codes of human communication are to remain decipherable. 

If the written language is placed at the mercy of every new colloquialism and if every 

fresh dialect demands and gets equal sway, then we will soon find ourselves back in 

Babel" (63). The article augmented the very fears that the public felt-the national 

magazine proclaimed disaster and the public listened. However, Sheils provided the 

answer, a return to "rules" and less emphasis on new ways of teaching writing. 

In addition to sounding the alarm bell about the decreased literacy of high school 

graduates, Sheils offers some reasons for the rate of change. Sheils explains the effect of 

new teaching methods on the writing classroom and the lack of skills of high school 

graduates. He writes, '"The 1960s also brought a subtle shift of teaching expository 

writing. Many teachers began to emphasize 'creativity' in English classrooms and 

expanded their curriculums to allow students to work with contemporary media such as 

film, videotape and photography" (60). He also accuses the "school of 'structural 

linguistics"' for the lowering of standards of competency in writing in schools, which he 

believes promotes teachers to value the idea that the "spoken idiom is superior to the 

written" (60). Sheils' words reinforce the public's perception of decreased literacy and 

create increased cause for alarm. 

Even though the Newsweek magazine article is probably one of the most cited 

educational critiques of the era, the media attention on the educational crisis pre-dates the 

noted piece as demonstrated in 1973, when Time magazine published, "They Shall Not 
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Pass," which drew attention to the flailing education system. The piece discusses the 

1950s article that asked "Why Johnny Can't Read?" Indeed, the same problems that 

prompted the question, "Why Johnny Can't Read?" the author writes, are taking place in 

American schools. "They Shall Not Pass" examines the difficulty of addressing what to 

do with students who can't read and notes that "for the past six years, the nation's largest 

urban school system ( enrollment l, 490,000) has passed elementary school pupils on from 

grade to grade even when they have been as much as 2 ½ years behind for their norm in 

reading" (par. 3). The author provides an example of a school administrator who seems 

to be working toward increased skills in his graduating seniors. Michael Bakalis, Illinois 

State School Superintendent, the author writes, is '"pushing a "back to basics"' agenda. 

Bakalis justifies his promotion of the movement by stating, "Employers complain to me 

that kids can ' t fill out a job application, they can't spell, they can't read, they don't have 

much capacity to function properly" (par. 6). It is clear that early on the fear that students 

were graduating from high schools with limited literacy was making its way into 

American homes. 

The school administrator was not alone, however. An Associated Press article, 

reprinted in many local newspapers in l 972, accentuates the national attention on the 

angst over the competency of education and boasts of the hopes for the return to the good 

old days of teaching. The Associated Press published an article, by author Terry Ryan, 

which appeared under the following titles: "American schools shifting toward 

traditionalism~" "'Old way' of teaching making comeback;" and "Basics again 

emphasized- School pendulum swings back." The altered title of the article exemplifies 
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the very nature of the back-to-basics movement. While the article does not say what the 

"old way' of teaching or 'traditionalism' actually means, the unmistakable expectations 

about going back to the olden, and better, days of teaching made their ways into the 

homes of Americans across the nation. Ryan's article furthers those claims by politicians 

and reinforces the idea that something good is on the way, and that something was a 

return to the basics . 

The prevalence of the term back-to-basics appears in another medium found in 

newspapers, a comic strip . In "'The Jackson Twins' and the Basics [ vs.] Linguistics and 

NCTE," Ken Donelson maintains that the section of the newspaper that is more widely 

read than the rest of the newspaper is the comic page. As such, comics allow humor to 

mask the subtext of commentary on national issues . In 1976, the comic strip called "The 

Jackson Twins" "urged readers to get back on the right path and back to the basics, all the 

time attacking the National Council of Teachers of English and CCCC's pamphlet The 

Students' Ri;{hl to 1heir 0Hm Language." In fact, the evident attack against the factions 

who fought for the inclusion of linguistic diversity in classrooms occurred in the events 

of the cartoon strip . Donelson hypothesizes that "[t]he attack was too heavy-handed to 

be called insidious, but the attack was symptomatic of the 'back-to-basics' movement so 

common and so popular today" ( l 70). While Donelson recognizes the implications that 

the "comic strip may have had as much impact, perhaps more, on parents and taxpayers 

than the more obvious and direct hard-sell 'back-to-the-basics ' people" (1 70), he 

concludes that "it's all too easy to dismiss comic strips generally and 'The Jackson 

Twins' specifically as likely to have little effect on readers, but comics are ubiquitous and 

113 



may have more potential to affect readers than English teachers" ( 172). Much like 

others, Ken Donelson writes that there is an inherently difficulty in understanding exactly 

what is meant by the 'basics' as he explains, "The cry of 'back-to-the-basics' of too many 

people is predicated on the belief that in the good old days 'basics ' were taught and 

apparently tranquility and goodness and high education prevailed" ( 172). He laments, 

"these people believe that these "basics' made us a more educated people, but unhappily, 

many of these people are unable to explain precisely what those 'basics' were" (172) . He 

continues, "Most teachers know that the term 'basics' is fuzzy and lacks clear referents, 

though they are painfully aware of just how popular the term is with many parents and 

other laymen dedicated to a better educational system than the one we have now" (173) . 

Though he recognizes the implications of such a comic strip and its effect on the public, 

he does claim that he worries about the "frightening implications to our profession of 

much that appears in the mass media, especially the messages of television and comic 

strips" ( l 73). Talking to English teachers, he warns of the dismissal of such a medium as 

"we can be sure that students, parents, and other laymen will not ignore the messages" 

( l 73) . The effect of the comic strip was a reaffirmation by the media that something was 

very wrong with education and literacy standards in the United States in the 1970s. 

Although the national newspapers highlighted the problems with education, it is 

interesting to note that the very implications of failing literacy rates sent waves of 

discontent throughout the land from big cities to small town America. With the increased 

attention on education's failings, the public heard about the need to return to the old ways 

in even their local morning hometown newspapers. In fact, in newspapers in all corners 
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of the country in the 1970s, the term back-to-basics emerged in articles about schools. 

An article in the Gallup NM Independent on Sunday, March 1, 1975, titled, "Schools Go 

Back to Reading, Writing, Arithmetic," explains that the "back-to-basics movement is 

taking place against a background of declining school enrollments and, according to 

some educators, increasing parental involvement in school decisions" (par. 23). The 

article suggests that parental involvement is altering the curriculum and adding voices to 

the call to the return to the much touted basics. Now, instead ofleaving education up to 

the government or leaving it behind the walls of schools with administrators and teachers, 

a turn to the involvement of parents and the public in matters of curriculum and discipline 

emphasizes an increasingly vociferous public with added involvement in the 

machinations of the school districts. The demand for back-to-basics was now coming 

loudly and clearly from the public. The author of the article continues by quoting Brant 

G. Cocker assistant director superintendent who declares, "The typical school is saying: 

'We ' re the educators, we know best what should be done' ," but the writer laments, "This 

isn ' t good enough. Schools should be reflective of what the clients want. That does not 

mean we rol1 over and play dead. But it should not be so exclusive that we are not 

interested in what parents and pupils want" (par. 24). As clients, the parents and pupils 

of the schools sat at the receiving end of what they considered less than adequate 

educational experiences. The writer indentifies the shifting power base in the schools as 

accountability for teaching and demonstrating learned materials remained firmly under 

the scrutiny of the public. 
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Even with the administrator' s solutions and the rope offered in the form of the 

basics, sti ll the definition of the term seems to be a problem. The public decided that the 

solution was the basics, and newspapers reiterated the public's complaints. They 

recognized the negative attention that the schools received from all angles. Clearly, 

something ailed education and a solid cure appeared. Returning to the basics seemed like 

the answer to the administrators, the government, and the public's concerns. However, 

what did the bas ics mean? In a May, 1976 newspaper article in New Mexico, "State 

Board Pl ans 'Return to Basics'," the author quotes Deputy State Superintendent, Robert 

R. Esparza who claims, " 'Back to basics' is frequently the most heard recommendation." 

ln the arti cl e, Esparza insists, "There is a general agreement on the need to improve the 

teaching of basic skill s. Alarming large numbers of our students are not learning these 

basic sk ill s" (par. 3). But once again the basics is a nebulous term and that vagueness is 

exernplifie<l in Esparza' s attempts to define exactly what he means by the basics. 

Esparza may be di scussing the basics of the three Rs, but the implication of his 

recommendation leaves the reader wondering exactly what he is claiming that the basics 

are as he asserts that "the back to basics doesn ' t mean a return to a narrow, rigid, cogitive 

[sic] centered curriculum. That kind of remedy would be disastrous" (par. 7). However, 

Esparza does not elucidate his concept of what the basics consist of, leaving the implicit 

indication that the basics are self-explanatory. However, after he touts what he does not 

wish them to be, he does not define what they are. As more and more entities 

appropriated the phrase hack-to-basics, the accepted understanding of the term remained 

obfuscated by its ubiquitous use. 
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Speeches 

The messages through the media rang loud and clear. The government seemed 

slow to address obvious problems with education, and illiteracy among graduates stayed 

at such high rates that jobs were going unfilled and students continued to experience 

being denied admission into institutes of higher education. However, the media did not 

provide a way for the common person to speak. Instead, segments of the public, taking 

matters into their own hands, found venues on city and county government boards, on 

school and education boards, and at public business meetings. These groups experienced 

the skill s of graduates from high schools firsthand as they employed them and watched 

them in the workplace. While the newspapers and the media storm surrounded them, this 

group of executi ves, school board members, and administrators attempted to affect 

change in the methods that schools employed in classrooms. The following speeches 

epitomize the turmoil in education that centered on how and what to teach in response to 

the much publicized and much aggrandized educational crisis. 

The evident concentration of media attention on the state of education scrambled 

teachers~ in fact, the voices behind the teachers were getting louder. Parents wanted 

answers and solutions. So, as speeches about the educational crisis were being given at 

national conferences, in February l 973, James K Wellington, the manager of the Arizona 

Public Service Company, presented a speech to the Pima Parent Teacher Association in 

Scottsdale, Arizona. He clearly sees a need for changing the curriculum of schools to 

incorporate basic educations. In his speech, he explains his suggestion for adopting basic 

education, which he defines as necessary to "(l) teach skills (2) transmit the heritage, and 
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(3) train the intellect" ( 511 ). He speaks against the new fads in education and insists that 

Basic education is the foundation of all learning: "A curriculum of basics would place 

emphasis on such studies as English, History, Mathematics, Geography, the Arts, Social 

Studies, etc ." He recognizes the courses exist, but laments, "I see some of these courses 

being diminished or removed-especially in our secondary schools. They are being 

replaced with what l call "contemporary electives"' (511 ). The electives offered in 

schools during the early 1970s remained as a product of the 1960s reform of schools 

away from passive learning and teacher centered classrooms. As a criticism of the 

existing K-12 curriculums, Wellington's words speak harshly of the schools' inability to 

teach even the most rudimentary s½ills . The new teaching methods were, to Wellington, 

destroying the futures of all schoolchildren. His concern is palpable and at the 

conclusion of his speech, he states, 'Through a good basic education comes insight and 

understating of problems that will be faced, as well as the capacity to make decisions 

demanded of citizens of a free society" ( 512). The overarching conclusion seems 

apparent: the basics create good citizens who are able to function in society, or at least 

who are able to read and write. 

The school boards do include all of the groups bombarded with complaints about 

the quality of education. Philip Lesly, President of the Philip Lesly Company, addressed 

the San Diego Chapter of the Public Relations Society of America in California on 

February 28, 1973 . ln the speech "The Public Arena: The Shifting Requirement," he 

acknowledges and complains about the changing world of public relations. Such a speech 

is tellino- of the concerns of all facets of society. The business sector's response to high 
b 
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school graduates who lacked the necessary skills to function in the business world 

resounded as loudly as the responses from the educators and the media. Lesly's harsh 

criticism of education is clear: "So the pressures toward mediocrity are growing" (362) . 

One of the effects of the growing discontent with the level of schooling that the students 

apparently lacked developed in their waning ability to enter the workforce. Lesly 

declares that "the greatest problem of all" is the "widespread incapacity of many people 

in this field to meet the expectations of their employers" (362). Indeed, he warns of the 

problems associated with the lack of elementary skills as graduates enter the workforce. 

The 1970s represented a time of great industrial and technological growth, so the 

graduates, explains Lesly, are ill-equipped to function as part of the workforce and 

explains that "with the overwhelming complexity and severity of the challenges, the 

standard ski ll s are most likely to fail and only the extraordinary skills to succeed" (363) . 

His voice joins those who recognized the much-touted educational crisis. 

"Communication sense and skills, which have always been vital and have always been 

scarce, are becoming more vital and scarcer still," he maintains (363). The back-to

hasics movement, heralded as the way back to the skills of the past, had fertile ground in 

which to grow. 

The alarm from the workplaces across America did not exist alone. Analogous to 

the speeches heard at business meetings, librarian, Harry E. Foster, at the Anne Arundel 

Community College presented the following speech at the Reading Reform Foundation 

Annual Conference in Clearwater, Florida, on April 24, 1976. As Foster begins his 

speech he declares that readino instruction lacks the vigor of previous years and 
' b 
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complaints outside of schools abound. He directly addresses the concept that the 

criticism of schools affected the support that the schools received from the media. He 

points out, "Persistence of the education establishment in ignoring or brushing aside 

criticism has landed the schools in such disrepute that even the press has withdrawn some 

of its usual support for them" ( 542) . Foster recognizes the undeniable power of the 

media. The approval of schools by the media would certainly warrant more access to 

available funds, but with the need for approval, Foster understands, comes the inherent 

understanding that the public has power. Foster explains to the audience that neither the 

press nor the public knew about teaching and, paraphrasing the president of the 

I ibrarian ' s association, warned that 'the results of capitulating to calls for simplistic 

solutions, such as 'back-to 'basics' movement ... exercises without significant content, 

and ... hours of mind-deadening usage drills" would be detrimental and far reaching 

(544). 

While agencies fought to defend the dire picture of education emerging in the 

press, which had then led to the shrinking funds for school programs such as library 

money and even the support of large businesses, arguments against the truth of the 

statistics and information came in the form of further speeches. Not everyone spoke 

against the basics, though. ln fact, some argued against those who attempted to hinder 

steps forward in education that included the basics as part of the renewed curriculum. 

For example, on November 16, l 974, Samuel G. Sava, the Vice President of the Charles 

F. Kettering Foundation, disputed the information that the public encountered. In the 

speech at the annual Conference of the Association for Individually Guided Education in 
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Chicago entitled "Forward to Basics: Needed: Well Planned Programs to Improve 

Education," Sava delivers an account of the previous ten years in education and responds 

to a Newsweek magazine article published the previous month called "Back to the Basics 

in Schools." The widely read Newsweek article asserts, "'To many, it suggests that U.S. 

education's so-called wave of the future has crested. The result is that all across the 

nation, parents, school boards, and often the pupils themselves are demanding that the 

schools stop experimenting and get back to basics- in reading, writing, arithmetic, and 

standards of behavior to boot" (2 l 9). Sava agrees with the information included in the 

article and explains that the 1973 findings by the International Association for the 

Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) were interpreted incorrectly by the general 

pub lic who "wrenched the findings badly out of context and did an injustice to American 

schools" (220) . Sava's speech includes a verification of the changing face of higher 

education: "ln the fall of 1964, 5,280,000 Americans were enrolled part- or full-time in 

some form of post-secondary education; by the fall of 1974, the enrollment figure was 

9,568,000- an 81 percent increase. More than one-third of our young people aged 18-21 

are in co11ege, and 60 percents of our high school graduates are enrolled in a degree

credit program" (221 ). With so many of the graduates going into higher education, he 

declares, ''Parents are concerned about basic skills and they should be" (222). Sava's 

agenda is apparent- he promotes a program to the parents who fear the failing school 

system. As such, Sava' s information about the basics serves his needs in that it 

perpetuates the fears of the parents. In this speech, Sava promotes the adoption of the 

individually Guided Education (lGE) program, which he explains is innovative, yet 
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"making schooling appropriate for the individual" (222). He ends his speech by 

admitting that the fears of the parents about the innovative teaching that seems to ignore 

the basics are warranted and by calling for support for the forces that are proposing that 

the basics are reinstituted in education. The basics, he maintains, should not be 

overlooked; in fact, he proposes, "The task of the 1970's is not to go back to basics; on 

the contrary, the task is to use well-planned programs of educational improvement, such 

as IGE, to move.forward to basics" (222) . So the call for the basics did not only feed the 

needs of the media, it fulfilled the agendas of programs whose existence capitalized on 

the fears of the public . 

Although John H . Fischer, President of the Teachers College at the elite Columbia 

University, had much more of a position to be of influence than the father sitting in his 

living room or even the executive in Arizona, his speech on the education crisis is quite 

clearly a voice of the people. The speech, "Education and the Democratic Dilemma," 

presented at the Teachers College Dinner in San Francisco on March 18, 1973, asks, 

"Why, then, the disquiet that afflicts so many of us? Other than protests, confrontations, 

low morale, declining budgets, crime, drugs and social disorganization, what produces 

the malaise that troubles teachers, principals, superintendants, and parents, to say nothing 

of the studentsT' Fischer questions the sagging public confidence in the government, 

specifically education. He bemoans the sense of confusion that seemed to be spreading 

through education: "We are troubled mainly because we don't know where we ought to 

be going. In too many cases we have lost our bearings; we are no longer sure which 

direction is forward" ( 467) . Speaking of the difficulties facing the classroom teacher, his 
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words directly tackle those who are calling for a standardization of the curriculum, a 

back-to-basics agenda, as he asserts, "'To require the school bring all young people by the 

ages of seventeen or eighteen to equality in any form of competence is not only to expect 

the impossible but to demand an outcome that is clearly undesirable. Can anyone 

seriously propose that our schools produce uniform graduates?" ( 468) . Even though 

Fischer does not explicitly mention the basics, his words are in direct response to the 

concept of standards of education that would be a product of the return to basic 

education. He recognizes the criticism of schools that suggests that "schools should go 

beyond offering equal opportunity and should be expected to produce equal results for all 

students," but he certainly defends the idea that practices of bringing students to a 

perceived standard goes against the very freedom of teaching that he is aware the 

advocates of the basics abhor ( 468). Fischer undoubtedly feels the pressures of the media 

and the public to somehow meet the seemingly insurmountable goals of having all 

American high schools develop graduates with the same skills. As noted, the changing 

demographics of the student body created new challenges in the classrooms, but Fischer 

spoke for the teachers and schools, defending the teaching practices of old and defending 

against returning to teaching the basics. 

A thirty-one page report published by the National Association of Elementary 

School Principals and the ERIC Clearinghouse on Education, part of a second series of 

monthly reports on top priority issues in education, reveals another defense of school 

practices. In the report, "Issues in Basic Education," Dee Schofield recognizes that it is 

the public who is driving the calls for accountability. She explains that it is the public 
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who is behind the educational changes and writes, "The public's realization that 

functional illiteracy is on the verge of becoming the norm, rather than the exception, has 

given rise to a grass roots demand for better education-the back to basics movement." 

Schofield's recognition of the impetus for the back-to-basics movement illustrates the 

overarching public concern for the state of education. While she examines the 

movement, she exposes the public's anxieties in her explanation that "[ m ]uch of the 

impetus for this movement comes from the public's conclusion that the educational 

establishment, on which so many hopes were pinned, has failed to teach even minimal 

language and computational skills" (1). The recognition of the media's effect on the 

pub 1 ic ' s perceptions of the state of education demonstrates the link between the discourse 

and the resulting actions. She maintains, "The attention that declining math and verbal 

abilities have received in the popular press reflects laymen ' s opinions on these issues and 

in part encourages them to act on their opinions" (3) . Despite practitioners who claimed 

that education was not as poorly off as thought, Schofield acknowledges that the public ' s 

belief drove a harsh look at schools and quotes Elden M. Amundson who explains that 

people were "more or less disenchanted ' with the schools ' failure to teach language and 

math skills, as well as with the failure to instill a concept of discipline in students." He 

adds that the same people provided "the momentum [for] the "Back to Basics' 

phenomenon" (3) . 

With the attention of both the media and the public on the state of education, 

politicians had fertile grounds to plant the seeds of malcontent with the public and 

promise change. ln her document, Schofield recognizes the political influence that aided 
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in the publ ic embracing the term: "The fundamentalists ' conservative education 

philosophy is frequently related to conservative political philosophy, as would be in this 

movement that draws so heavily on grass roots political support" (10). She writes, "The 

call for a return to the "basics ' often implies a desire to reduce school spending, as well as 

a desire to minimize the role of the federal government" (10). Of course, in Schofield 's 

piece, he recognizes the inherent political machinations that come with governmental 

involvement in school s that remain supported and sustained by financial constraints. 

Clearly, Schofi eld sees the problems with the term; indeed, she concludes, "The 

fundamentalists ' concept of ' basics' becomes, on closer examination, multilayered- a 

complex of politically, economically, and socially conservative factors, of which "readin ' , 

writi n' , and lrithmetic' are only small parts" ( 10-11 ). Schofield ' s identification of the 

ambiguity and co mplicated nature of the term is indicative of the struggles that all 

factions had with explaining and embracing it because no one could say exactly what it 

meant and what its implementation entailed. 

W hi le it is evident that there were conflicting opinions on the necessity of a return 

to the basics, one thing, in the minds of everyone, was for sure: something had to be 

done . Speeches continued throughout the 1970s, often speeches that addressed the 

implications of adopting the suggested teaching that the proponents of back-to-basics 

advocated . ln 1977, a conference for teachers of English in Virginia, Edmund J. Farrell 

as Associate Executive Secretary of the National Council of Teachers of English 

presented a paper that drew attention to the repercussions and questions of the back-to

hasics movement. The paper addresses the difficulty of buying into all that the basics 
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suggested. Farrell's presentation, "The Basics: Random Reflections on a Movement " 
' 

begins by acknowledging that '-'-various meanings appear to be implied by the words 

basics and back to, and those doing the sloganeering are not always explicit about what 

they would have us return to" (1) . It is the "slogan" that Farrell questions realizing that 

the term has roots in a "decade of criticism" which "precipitated in a waning of 

confidence in schools" ( 15). He realizes that an uninformed public creates the difficulties 

faced by educators and believes, "We need to take our concerns to the public by 

participating more actively in community affairs and by communicating more 

frequently- and let us hope more effectively- with local and state legislators and with 

representatives of the media" ( l 6) . The problem with communication between the 

schools, the media, and the public created confusion about what was wrong with schools 

or knew how to fix them. Because no one knew how to talk about or how to fix what was 

seemingly wrong with education, the discourse about the schools and even by the schools 

created a poor image of education, the repercussions of the words resonated throughout 

the entire decade. In fact , Farrell explains: 

There still remains in this nation more than a residue of faith in public 

education as the primary institution for ameliorating the society, and there 

continues to be more than a smattering of good will toward, and 

confidence in, teachers. But the time is now critical for us to fortify that 

faith and argument that good will before shortsighted proponents of the 

basics strip our subject of its most human and humane components, before 

they convince the majority of citizens, taxpayers, voters, and parents that 
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teachers of English, rather than being one with them, are a breed apart. 

(16) 

Farrell's defense of teaching English highlights the difficulty that teachers faced during 

these contentious times. Despite the attempts to keep classrooms from feeling the effects 

of a less than clear movement back to teaching rudimentary skills, the teachers began to 

feel the pressure from the outside. The pressure warranted pushing teachers to use 

effective teaching methods and holding teachers accountable for the success of their 

students after graduation. The methods touted by the back-to-basics movement 

undoubtedly seeped into all levels of education, and even higher education did not remain 

immune. 

The Academy Responds to Rack-to-Basics 

The documents from many different venues have provided a glimpse at the 

discourse about literacy skills and the basics in the 1970s. Political speeches to local 

newspapers demonstrate the concerned over the state of education during a tumultuous 

time. Schools throughout the land struggled to combat the criticism from the media and 

the public. At the same time, the halls of academe were not impervious to the discourse. 

The changing demographics and skill levels of college students are apparent, but with 

those demographics and a significant change in the student body came the discourse from 

the public and the media. Subsequently, the conversations about the back-to-basics 

movement made their way into discussions of higher education and the way to address 

the incoming students deemed, through the opinions of many, as lacking basic literacy 

skills. 
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At the beginning of the 1970s, the annual meeting of the Conference on College 

Composition and Communication (CCCC) had break-out sessions of discussion and 

workshop groups. One of the reports, the Language Study in the Composition Course, 

had the following recommendation: "the substance of Freshman Composition should be 

honestly re-evaluated. Exactly what is being taught during the hallowed hours of 

Freshman Composition? In general, English instructors voice desperation. Old 

ce1iainties are shaken; the open door policy of the community college has admitted a 

militant, unprepared, but not uneducable student" (276) . A decade of debates regarding 

the content of freshman composition followed. Needless to say, the debate turned toward 

the content of the course. The traditional teaching of literature in the Freshman 

Composition course faced questions as students apparently, by public and media 

accounts, arrived in college unprepared to write, let alone unprepared to grapple with 

I iterature . Teachers, too, complained about the literacy standards of the incoming 

students. Important to this study is how the academy struggled with the very question of 

what needed to be taught in the "hallowed" hour of Freshman Composition. As the 

country spoke of the hack-to-basics movement and its place in education, the universities, 

faced with economic and pedagogical shifts, struggled with the very same term that had 

become the fix-all for education. At academic conferences and in academic journals, the 

desperation felt at the beginning of the 1970s echoed throughout the decade as teachers 

and administrators grappled with the term back-to-basics. 

A famous and telling document took shape at the beginning of the 1970s, one 

reflective of the new student population. ln the debates defending the ever-changing 
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demographics of universities, the CCCC drafted a document that attempted to alter the 

meaning of standard American English. In 1972, the CCCC passed a resolution that 

claimed that it supported "students' rights to their own patterns and varieties oflanguage." 

The document was the ""Students' Right to Their Own Language," (""SRTOL"). In the 

introduction to the document, the justification for the document is clear: 

American schools and colleges have, in the last decade, been forced to 

take a stand on a basic educational question: what should the schools do 

about the language habits of students who come from a wide variety of 

social, economic, and cultural backgrounds? The question is not new. 

Differences in language have always existed, and the schools have always 

wrestled with them, but the social upheavals of the 1960's, and the 

insistence of submerged minorities on a greater share in American society, 

have posed the question more insistently and have suggested the need for a 

shift in emphasis in providing answers. Should the schools try to uphold 

language variety, or to modify it, or to eradicate it? (2) 

ln fact, the document came about at the same time as students began to demand open 

access to universities. The document recognizes the difficulty in accepting anything less 

than a standard language while acknowledging the conversations that existed outside of 

academia. Though the specific purpose of the document is to defend linguistic difference 

and to propose an acceptance of a 'new' Standard English, the document draws attention 

to the very voices that had been instrumental in the upheaval in English Departments. 

The authors write of the public : 

129 



And if teachers are often uninformed, or misinformed, on the subject of 

language, the general public is even more ignorant. Lack of reliable 

information, however, seldom prevents people from discussing language 

questions with an air of absolute authority. Historians, mathematicians, 

and nurses all hold decided views on just what English teachers should be 

requiring. And through their representatives on Boards of Education and 

Boards of Regents, businessmen, politicians, parents, and the students 

themselves insist that the values taught by the schools must reflect the 

prejudices held by the public. The English profession, then, faces a 

dilemma: until public attitudes can be changed- and it is worth 

remembering that the past teaching in English classes has been largely 

responsible for those attitudes- shall we place our emphasis on what the 

vocal elements of the public think it wants or on what the actual available 

linguistic evidence indicates we should emphasize? Shall we blame the 

business world by saying, 'Well, we realize that human beings use 

language in a wide variety of ways, but employers demand a single 

variety' ? (3) 

What the public wanted, as has been noted, came in the forms of purity of language and 

maintenance of standards that people believed had existed in years past. The academic 

backlash against the beginnings of the back-to-basics movement was the "'SRTOL." The 

document provides evidence of the linguistic research to support the many English 

varieties considered just as correct as the Standard American English strain that many 
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people viewed as the superior version. The "STROL," a resolution passed by the CCCC, 

ce11ainly defended the rights of the new demographics, but it did not defend against those 

outside of academia, nor did it defend against the purists within the academy. 

However well thought out and justified the piece appeared to be, it did not quel1 

the voices who complained about the state of education. In reality, by the mid- l 970s, the 

conversation in academic journals and at national conventions was a rejoinder to the 

public's misgivings about the highly publicized education debacle . In fact , the 

conference and paper titles of the time reveal that the academic world struggled to come 

to terms with a focus on accountability, on addressing the needs of new students, and on 

the attention of the public eye. As evidenced by the proliferation of articles that filled the 

pages of academic journals and the numerous conference presentations addressing back

to-hasics, the academy was far from immune from the influence of the term. 

Although relating the national conversation and the conversation at national 

academic conferences does not elucidate the cause of the term, it does illustrate that the 

term had made its way into the dialogue of scholars. In 1975 at the Conference on 

College Composition (CCCC), which took place in St Louis, Missouri, an example of the 

influence of back-to-basics is apparent. Charles R. Cyr delivered a speech "Back to 

Basics: Grammar, Rhetoric, and Disciplined Thought," where he maintains, «I am 

convinced that it is the responsibility of the college Freshman English classroom today to 

stress the good old basics in order to revive the better basic writing skill of yesteryear" 

(434) . Interestingly, he considers the "pervasive anti-standard attitude of the last decade" 

as responsible for the declining skills of the entering college students who, he writes, 

131 



want to write in "their incorrect, unconventional, undisciplined, unskilled way" ( 434 ). As 

one of the voices of the academy, his discourse echoes that of politics, the media, and the 

public. He admonishes what he considers the softer approach to teaching writing as he 

asserts, .. Now we hear intellectual rubbish about students' right to their own language, 

the pain of staring at a blank page pen in hand, and writing subjective reactions to 

overcome that mental block" ( 435) . Unlike the previous discourse that fails to define 

what is meant by back-to-basics, Cyr delineates what he means by "the good old basics" 

by explaining that "[t]he ultimate basic of higher education which we must get back to, 

then, is this disciplined intellectual activity presentable in the college expository essay" 

(436). Cyr' s words provide a sense of the definition of the word basic, but once again, 

the definition relates to returning to the golden age of writing and the rigorous attention 

to maintaining the standards now thought lost. 

On the heels of Cyr' s entreaty for a return to the basics and the protest of the 

media and the public were repercussions felt through colleges and universities. The idea 

of going hack-to-hasics led to the following year's meeting of the Conference on College 

Composition and Communications, where the theme of the conference directly addressed 

hack-to-hasics. The attention was now on how and what to teach in first year writing, so 

at the national meeting in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the title of the meeting was 

" What's Really Basic? A Bicentennial Review of the Basic Issues of English." Clearly, 

the discussion and force for the back-to-basics movement prompted the meeting ' s theme. 

At the conference scholars faced the term head on. Although all of the papers are 
' 

important, what is more important is that an entire conference centered on explaining 
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how the idea of the basics had entered into the conversations about freshman 

composition. Indeed, the conference title illustrates the very pervasiveness of the idea of 

a return to the basics while still acknowledging that the definition of what and what was 

not basic remained unclear. Driven by the discourse outside of academia, the emphasis 

on explaining how to abate the concerns of the citizens the idea of a national conference 

tackling the concerns makes the implication evident that the term had become a part of 

the discussions about writing, even by those who were inside the ivory tower. 

A fu rther demonstration of the back-to-basics movement's influence in academics 

is the response of academic journals to the question of the basics in higher education. In 

fact, a number of journals attempted to address the needs of English teachers who were 

struggli ng to deal with the public's outcry regarding the state ofliteracy. The journal 

Coll ege E ngli sh editors, W . B. Coley and Richard Ohmann, in April 1976 printed a call 

for papers for an issue entitled "Literacy and the 'Basics"' which asks if there is really a 

decl ine in literacy and writing skills. They also ask, then, if the decline is not true, "what 

exp lains the outcry?" Their question is an apparent reaction to the discourse regarding 

literacy that raged outside classrooms. The authors ask, "Can English teachers usefully 

shape the national concern with verbal competence, rather than simply respond to needs 

expressed by pundits, legislators, regents, and businessmen?" Coley and Ohmann' s 

obvious recognition of the power of discourse outside of the classroom is indicative of 

the struggles that teachers faced . Regardless of the protection afforded academics by the 

very nature of the profession, the authors realize that the misconceptions about how to 

teach English require attention from those who teach and not those whose investment in 
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education originates from not necessarily pedagogically driven motives, so the authors 

inquire, ""What can English teachers do to correct public misconceptions? ls our 

responsibility confined to the classroom, or does it include social and political action?" 

( 442). Feeling the heat of external pressures, the call for papers asked the academic 

community to come to terms with and comment on the ways and means of sating the very 

hand that fed them. 

W hile the call for action or commentary appeared very real , the editors responded 

in the January l 977 edition that they "were disappointed with the response'" and claim 

they "were further di sappointed by the scope of the contributions." They write of the 

submissions, "A large proportion merely reiterated the public concerns and in terms very 

similar to t hose employed by the media." More telling, however, is the editors' response 

to the submissions, "We might infer from these facts that the profession accepts not only 

the public assessment of the literary 'crisis' but also the blame for it" (441) . They ask the 

following questions at the end of the editorial : 

ls college education defining itself, both economically and ideologically, 

in such a way as to change its former relation to the job market? Are we 

profess ionals participating, perhaps unknowingly, in a vast modification of 

social expectation? Do we participate from a conviction that the true 

relation between work and education is different from what we have been 

telling ourselves it is? Or are we just helping to disenfranchise potential 

educated jobseekers who might prove difficult members of the swelling 

ranks of the unemployed? ( 442) 
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This collection of documents demonstrate the "social expectations" that the authors 

reference . The expectations of a return to graduates of both high schools and higher 

education who had reading, writing, and arithmetic mastered is clear. No longer shielded 

from the eyes of the public and the press, academia felt the pressure to demonstrate that 

what happened in the classroom consisted of teaching more than lofty ideas and was 

useful to graduates. 

Prompted by the unforgiving gaze of the public on the perceived educational 

fai Ii ngs, another journal that exemplifies the focus of academic discourse on back-to

hasic:,; is the National Council for Teachers of English's (NCTE) publication College 

English . "For the Members" section of College English in the January 1977, edition 

titled, "Literacy and Basics," Charlotte Brooks laments: 

People look at test results; they see that scores are dropping in elementary 

and secondary schools. They read about students entering college without 

the ability to read and write. They hear about top high school graduates 

with inflated grades who are unable to cope with college work. They 

know that success in college depends upon reading and writing in all 

subjects. So they panic. They blame language arts and English teachers 

and they want us to go back to the basics- even though they don't know 

what the basics are. We must define the basics for ourselves and for our 

critics, and we must define them this year for the students- at all levels

who are potentially successful users of English. (524) 
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Brooks recognizes the combination of events that attributed to the public' s ' panic.' 

"They" were looking for ways to save the education of their children and were lookino b 

for someone to blame for the failing education system. Similarly, "they" reached for a 

term that still lacked a clear definition to bring about change. Even without the evident 

means of attaining what returning to the basics meant, "they" embraced the back-to

hasics movement. Because of the impact of forces outside of academics, Brooks 

identifies the importance, for everyone, of defining the basics. 

The pervasiveness and the difficulty of defining the term back-to-basics is not 

limited in the academy to academic conferences and academic journals, for, prompted by 

the attention on declining writing skills, interviews were held with college professors to 

examine their perceptions of the back-to-basics movement. One such interview was with 

Wi ll iam Lutz, Director of Freshman English at Rutgers, and Edward White, Professor of 

English at Califo rnia State College, in 1977 called "The Decline in Students' Writing 

Skills : An ERIC/RCS Interview." It begins, '"There is mounting concern, both within the 

education community and among the general public, about the decline in college 

students ' writing skill s in recent years" (Dieterich 466). The interviewer asks, ··what are 

your feel ings regarding the ' back to basics' movement as a solution to students ' writing 

skill deficienc ies?" The answer highlights the different perceptions of the term. William 

Lutz responds: 

If by "back to basics ' you mean spelling, punctuation, and all of those old 

conventions, I'm not for those at all because I think the linguistic etiquette 

flo ws from the ability. If by "back to basics' you mean the development in 

136 



students of a new respect for the ability to express themselves coherently 

and intelligently in the written language, I'm all for that. A student 

intelligent enough to understand and achieve the means of expressing 

himself or herself in the written language will quickly recognize the need 

to spell and punctuate as well. (Dieterich 4 70) 

ln contrast, Edward White provides his definition of what the basics are and highlights 

the difficulty in defining them as he states: 

l think everyone is in favor of the basics. To say that is to say nothing. 

What are the basics? For one English teacher they are diagramming 

sentences and learning vocabulary words. For another they are the 

rudiments of transformational grammar. For me the basics involve 

helping students realize that communication is a human activity. Students 

who respect themselves and what they have to say will really work at 

writing clearly and carefully. I don't think that the answer to teaching 

basic writing skills is a matter of implanting little bits of technique into 

students as if you were putting little electrodes in their skulls. I don't 

think that helps a whole lot. But I don't know what the answer is, and I 

don't think that anyone else does either. (Dieterich 4 70) 

A troubling set of answers from two academics spokespeople reflect, again, the vague 

nature of the term. Instead of offering clear ways of meeting the demands for the basics, 

the interviewees just facilitated the continuing idea that the basics were, in fact, here to 

stay. 
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The academy certainly did not ignore the public's incertitude regarding the 

I iteracy crisis . As the public experienced an onslaught of data that solidified its waning 

confidence in education, teachers in colleges continued to respond to the overt 

questioning of methods of teaching English. The questions about teaching the basics 

created unease for those teaching composition in higher education. With measurements 

such as standardized tests serving to demonstrate the poor quality of schools, the 

academy did not know how to approach the students who were performing poorly on the 

tests, thus providing a space for the back-to-basics movement to take over. In fact , Dean 

Memering writes in his 1978 article "Forward to the Basics" that the "national 

phenomena of ri sing grade point averages and falling standardized test scores" appeared 

pervasive (553) . He writes," Anyone who has been teaching for very long must feel a 

gauzy sense of deja vu in the 'new' crisis" (553) . Two of the complexities that made it 

difficult to defend the practices in Freshman English classrooms, Memering recognizes, 

are the difficulty of defining and assessing writing classes and the idea of upholding the 

measures of Standard American English while working with the rapidly changing student 

body. He explains, "No one really knows how composition should be taught" (555). 

Diminishing confidence in teachers, Memering writes, and "lacking any convincing 

answers from those of us who ought to supply them, the back-to-basics group have come 

up with up with their own" (555) . What is important in ~emering's response is that he 

does not define who the people are in the 'back-to-basics group'. The frequently 

repeated term belongs to a faction who influenced pedagogy and who altered the 

perception of literacy. 
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The argument made by Memering also includes a question of how to define the 

term and its implications for the Freshman English classroom. He declares, " It is not 

clear how far ' back ' we have to go to reach the basics, but evidently it is necessary to go 

beyond the last decade" (555). Though Memering admits that there was a time when 

writing was better, he believes that the attention on the 'basics' is destroying the teaching 

of writing. He believes that writing should occur in a classroom where the focus is on 

writing essays and not studying sentences and grammar. As a result, he explains, 

"Students who can confidently set down their ideas in skillful prose will no longer need 

the 'basics,' whatever they are; and we will no longer need to mire ourselves in 

' bonehead ' English, whatever that is" (561 ) . In Memering' s discussion of what he 

believes the basics are he asserts that whatever the basics are, they are not just sentence 

work, arguing that "the sentence is not a 'basic ' unit in the sense of simplistic, trivial , 

inferior~ it is basic in the sense of primary, the fundamental warp and woof of written 

English that gives vitality and texture and motion to literature" (561 ). Still, even after 

Memering ' s expli cat ion of what writing means, the basics remained the overarching 

concern for the public and those who wanted accountability for literacy standards. 

I( indeed, the academy was finding it difficult to define the basics, how could 

they be taught? Jim W. Corder relates the back-to-basics demands as more than related 

to education~ he believes, " A good part of the current passion for a ' return to the basics' 

can be taken, I think, as a singular manifestation of our plural nostalgia for the past" 

( 4 75). But he warns, "As long as the cry for a 'return to the basics' remains unspecified, 

as it does in most of the articles and lamentations we have seen recently, it seems to be in 
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some ways a vague yearning to be otherwise, to return to some Golden Age when things 

were right" (475). It is not just the ambiguity of the phrase that Corder draws attention 

to, but, importantly, he recognizes the power of the promise of a 'Golden Age' and 

observes, "But the strangest, potentially ominous thing I note about the demand for a 

' return to the basics' is that it is already noncontroversial. The phrase already has a 

magical ring . It has power. The presumed need to return to the basics no longer has to 

be validated. A teacher or a department can acquire virtue just by saying, 'We're going 

to return to the basics"' ( 4 77). The phrase, Corder asserts, has more implications than 

help for students because its invocation arrived at tumultuous time in history. 

Consequently, Corder believes, "The public outcry for a 'return to the basics' is our 

moment's expression of a people's frustration, a fear out there that maybe we're done for, 

that maybe we can ' t cope, that maybe it's all going to hell" ( 482). The traditionalists, 

fighting against open access in universities, about changing demographics, desegregation 

in schools, and a profound distrust in the government, believed they could protect their 

children ' s futures by appealing to educators to save their young from illiteracy. 

However, as Edward Proffitt writes in "Have You Stopped Beating Your Wife," "the 

battle cry 'back to basics' is pure jingoism: it sounds pregnant with meaning, but like the 

promises made on most television commercials, it is in fact empty" (738) . At the end of 

the I 970s, the debate about the content of the Freshman English course continued to rage. 

Robert L. Root Jr. writes in a paper presented at the CCCC meeting in 1979 that the 

militaristic pedagogy applauded by proponents of the back-to-basics is purely 

'"prescriptive" and "formulaic ." As evidence of the stronghold that the basics had on 
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composition classes, Root's explanation of what the movement had done to teaching is 

telling: 

[I]t is inherent in the call to return to basics, a trumpet blast stirring 

martinets across the land to new outbursts of drive, determination and 

discipline. The basics build composition drill instructors if nothino else 
' b ' 

because the basics themselves, at least as touted by media promoters of the 

' literary crisis ' and their academic supporters, are perceived as being best 

achieved by a return to hard-nosed prescriptivism, teaching that has, as I 

repeatedly hear, ' rigor,' 'standards,' ' discipline,' essential lessons that we 

' drill into their heads '. (4) 

In addition to the "drilling" of knowledge into the heads of students, he believes that " in 

the eyes of his colleagues and the media, the more Draconian the measure, the better~ the 

traditionali sts applaud the authoritarian teacher for his return to the basics" (5) . Because 

of the emphasis on accountability, the ' basics' provide a means of demonstrating that 

something is being taught. Root writes of a colleague who "now advocates an objective 

test in grammar, a test his co-sponsor confided to me is primarily cosmetic, a way of 

showing the world outside the department that we have standards when it comes to the 

basics" (7) . As an explanation for the rise of emphasis on the basics, Root explains that 

"shortcomings of traditional approaches to the teaching of writing- namely, grammar 

drills, sty I ist ic exercises, prescriptivism of all kinds- became more visible" ( 11 ) . In 

Root's view, "S ince in the past those approaches purportedly taught the basic skills or 

writino media oram marians and traditionists [sic] have tended to confuse the pedagogy o, · b 
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for the ski 11- thus calling for a return to unproductive teaching methods when they meant 

to call for a mastery of fundamental ski11s. The back-to-basics movement was born" (l l

l2) . The movement had not just been born, however, as it was firmly entrenched in the 

sensibilities of those outside and those inside the academy. A decade of conversations 

about the need to return to that golden age of perfect teaching had finally left teachers 

embroiled in conversations about whose teaching was the best. Pedagogy had the voice 

of the public behind it, and university faculty had to fight against the once trite phrase 

and its grip on the classroom. 

Findlay College: A College Newsletter 

As the discourse regarding the states of education continued, it is very clear that 

college teachers and administrators were compelled to tackle the composition of the first

year writing course. With so much emphasis on the falling literacy rates, college 

teachers, faced with a generation of purportedly underprepared students and faced with 

the lens of the press turned toward them, found that they undoubtedly had to face the 

discourse outside of the academy. The back-to-basics movement, as evidenced by 

journal articles and conference presentations, emerged in colleges as a visible 

concentration on teaching grammar skills to writing students. An investigation of 

textbooks of the time could clearly demonstrate what was being taught in the classroom, 

but rather than the textbooks, a document that provides a glimpse at what composition 

teachers were doing in the 1970s is an edition of the "WLA Newsletter: Writing as 

Liberating Activity," a product of Findlay College. Findlay College, now the University 

of Findlay, was a small liberal arts college that in 1983 had an enrollment of 1,200 
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students. The mission of the college is best described by an institutional self-study in 

1983 for accreditation where they portray themselves as "[a] college with a highly 

diverse student body, including adult learners, international students and recent high 

school graduates ranging from the well-prepared and intelligent to the underprepared but 

motivated" (3) . The student body at Findlay College represents a small sampling of the 

types of students attending many colleges in the 1970s. 

As a series of newsletters, the "WLA Newsletter: Writing as Liberating Activity" 

addressed some of the concerns and challenges of writing teachers in universities. In the 

recent past, the CompPile website authors copied and housed the newsletters on the site 

and saved them from obscurity after their previous home stored away in the editors' 

garage. According to the CompPile website, the newsletter first appeared in October 

1973 . The co-editors Richard C. Gebhardt and Barbara Genelle Smith initially published 

the first issue in Lexington, Kentucky~ however, publication of the newsletter then moved 

to Find lay Coll ege and remained there until the last issue in 1986. For two years, the 

college publi shed three issues a year, and after that they appeared biannually (CompPile). 

The newsletters, which consist of articles that address how the "concept of writing as a 

li berating activity" works in the classroom, shed light on the discussions about some of 

the concerns in writing classrooms during the thirteen years of its existence. 

The newsletter, a small piece of American discourse, provides a glimpse at the 

discussio ns about pedagogy at its roots. Because the contributors were on the frontlines 

of the debate, their pieces in the newsletter allow for a clarity not often seen in pieces that 

had been published in books. In the first issue of "WLA: Writing as a Liberating 
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Activity," the editors explain how the distribution of the newsletter took place: "We have 

selected your name from professional programs related to writing and from personal 

acquaintances with some of you" (5) . The editors write, "The WLA NEWSLETTER [sic] 

hopes to serve in some small way as a forum for the consideration of such questions and 

for the exploration of the educational appraoches [sic] and teaching strategies implicit in 

the nature of writing as liberating activity" ( 5). Each of the issues is filled with articles 

from teachers and students that address the writing classroom. Although not all issues 

have clear themes, some identify themes for issues that range from "Interconnectedness" 

to "Fostering Creati vity. " The theme of the spring, 1977 issue is "Usage and Abu sage," a 

direct response to the increased media and national attention on writing skills and back-

lo-hasics. 

Editor Richard Gebhardt's article in the newsletter attacks the back-to-basics 

movement in the article "Seven Sort oflmportant Things About Teaching Writing 

(Basics that a Lot of Back-to-Basics Advocates Probably Won 't Like) ." He admits that 

the incentive for the issue is the back-to-basics movement and the discourse produced 

because of it. He declares, "Writing teachers can hardly turn around these days without 

trippi ng over an article about 'the basics. ' Depressingly, the basics heralded in 

newspaper editorials and newmagazine [sic] cover-stories often are little more than 

spelling, punctuation, ' correct' usage, and respectable test scores" (7) . Gebhardt admits 

that the skills are important, but he also recognizes that the public perception of the 

teacher of writing is that of a grammarian. Although his disdain regarding the perception 

of writino is evident his recognition of the difficulty of explaining that teaching writing 
b ' 
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is more than just grammar skills, but explaining that grammar skills need to be included 

is demonstrated in the following comment: "Usage can be a problem here, since none of 

us wants our students to be branded as ignorant by people who attach moral culpability to 

subject-verb disagreements or the omission of past-tense -ed' s" (8). His words stress the 

real difficulty of teaching writing and the real reason that back-to-bas;cs found a space to 

take hold. In the newsletter, the inclusion of a piece by an author who defends the 

teaching of grammar (the basics) in the writing classroom, for both remedial and non

remedial classes, provides an example of the dilemma. However, Lederman is quick to 

walk the middle line between teaching grammar and not teaching grammar as she 

explains, "I only use material written by students in that particular class to teach 

grammar" ( l ). Defending the practice, she argues that "the teaching of grammar and the 

teaching of good writing are not separable activities, and using separate time periods and 

separate texts to 'teach grammar' helps reinforce the notion, already firmly planted in our 

students ' heads, that they are separable" (1). Lederman' s justification of her methods is 

an apparent indication that she knew that arguments were going to be forthcoming . In 

spite of her assertions that grammar activities in her classrooms happened with actual 

student work instead of through rote grammar exercises, her inclusion in the newsletter 

reveals the schism that existed even within the academy itself 

ln addition to articles by faculty members, an Ohio Wesleyan University student 

provides an entry for the newspaper. Her article quotes the Ohio State University 

newspaper The Lantern which states that "Forty-eight percent of the incoming freshmen 

at Ohio State University this fall could not write a satisfactory paragraph" (3 ). The 
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student' s piece comments on a newspaper article in the Mansfield News Journal, which 

bemoans the state of literacy in the town of Mansfield, Ohio. Important, nonetheless, is 

Foster's comment that the article, "Educators Touchy on Pupil Writing Skills," which is 

slanted toward those who advocate grammar lessons in schools. She writes, "When the 

reader puts this News Journal article aside, he is left with the impressions that the 

preservation of American education lies only in the hand of proper grammar. The reader 

blindly associates eloquence of phrase with perfection of 'spelling, punctuation, and 

capitalization"' (3). The student ' s words recapture the age-old question of teaching 

writing- to teach grammar or to not teach grammar? Her defense of not including the 

teaching of grammar in her classes and the recognition of the public perception that 

proper grammar is the road to riches are indicative of the arguments raging inside and 

outside the academy . 

Another article in the newsletter debunks the misconceptions about first-year 

writi ng. Sandra Engel writes in an entry "Freshman Coillp: Available, Useful, and Fun" 

that she believes that " [ s ]tudents are better writers than they are given credit for being. 

Many students assure me that they cannot write." Engel's position in the classroom 

provides her with a firsthand familiarity with first-year students and the ability to recount 

her actual experience with them. She explains, "They have histories of failure, and even 

before class begins the self-fulfilling prophecy is on its way to fulfilling itself And often 

their concept of English is that it is grammar, only grammar. I must persuade them 

otherwise. English is far more than grammar, and they can write" (4) . The students 

bring the concepts of what an English composition classroom should be from what they 
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have experienced and what they have been told to expect . Consequently, teachers 

reinforce their beliefs about not being able to write grammatically correct sentences; the 

scores on tests determine their worth; and the messages from the lifelong attention to the 

media define their understanding of the state of their own educations. 

While the newsletter is filled with firsthand accounts and advice for teaching in 

the college classroom, an included excerpt from Slate magazine explains that the 

confusion about what should be taught in college is actually really more like confusion 

about the terms "grammar' and ' usage' . Written by Stephen Dunning and Virginia Redd 

and entitled "Back to the Basics: Grammar and Usage," the authors explain, "A 

distinction should be made between grammar and usage. The former refers to a study of 

the principles underlying language, the latter to the kind of language called for in 

pa11icular social situations. Since all normal children adequately learn the basic grammar 

of their native dialects . .. the public clamor actually focuses on dialect related usage 

differences" (5) . Indeed, the authors seem to be cognizant of the public attention on 

skills and draw the attention to the other difficulty being faced in college, a new student 

body who bring with them new 'standards' of English. While they do not defend the 

teaching of the basics, their points certainly reflect the underlying concern that drove the 

hack-to-hasics movement, diversity. In addition to Dunning and Redd's article, another 

from Slate appears in the newsletter's article titled "What are the Basics in English," 

which forecasts what the basics became: 

The current 'back to basics' slogan is symbolic of a nationwide concern 

and belief that the schools have failed in their major mission, which is to 

147 



develop literate human beings. To laypersons and educators al ike, literacy 

means the ability to read and write. Parents, legislators, and citizens' 

groups demand that the schools get back to the basics, especially in 

English . . . For them, the surest evidence for teaching basic literacy skills 

comes when teachers isolate aspects of skills .. . and drill them ." (9) 

The basi cs had taken over. The defense of student writers was evident in the words of 

those in the classroom, but the "parents, legislators, and citizens" generated the waves in 

the classrooms across America. 

While the newsletter appears to have had an audience, it was not without its 

crit ics. In 1977, the editors defend the concept of ' writing as liberating' . In "Liberation ' 

Is Not 'License ' : The Case for Self-Awareness through Writing," Gebhardt and Smith 

defend the term "Liberation" against "a misconception among some people about Writing 

as a Liberating Activity : that the 'L ' in WLA stands for license, not liberation ; that the 

WLA approach is an example of ' touchy-feely,' non-intellectual teaching; that it values 

subj ective exploration above clear communication" (22) . The editors ' response 

reverberates that of English teachers defending pedagogy in their classrooms, and they 

stand firmly behind their concept of what writing should be: 

The discipline of writing, then, stands at the center of the self-awareness 

approach to composition teaching. And in the same way, the discipline of 

writing is fundamental to the concept of Writing as a Liberating Activity. 

For this approach contends that writing classes should work with 

organization, development, grammar, and usage; it simply demands that 
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teachers approach these things from such an angle that they do not prevent 

writing from being what it rightfully is-a creative, liberating humanizing 

activity. (24 ) . 

Even the academy felt the effects of the increased attention on teaching the basics. The 

idea that liberating equated with ungrammatical or unstructured writing forced the 

teacher to contend with those critics who felt that teaching writing meant teaching 

mastery of the basics . 

The 1977 newsletter completes the examination of a number of documents from 

the 1970s. These documents provided a way to trace the progression and perpetuation of 

a movement that became a force in higher education, a force we are still dealing with 

today. ' How to ' and 'what to ' teach in writing classrooms became back-to-basics, which 

became a metaphor for the national conversation about teaching writing. The unearthing 

of the documents has demonstrated just how a term, ambiguous yet insidious, snaked its 

way through the mouths and minds of Americans while leaving no classroom free from 

its influence. 
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CONCLUSION 

Almost forty years before the writing of this dissertation, America remained at 

war, schools remained segregated, and the economy remained unstable. These evems are 

somewhat of a mirror of today. But what can be learned by reflecting back on the past 

and why the 1970s? The 1970s mark a time in history where multiple forces converged 

and altered the path of composition studies. During that period of time, for a growing 

segment of the population, dreams of a better life continued to be tied together with the 

hopes of attaining a college degree. The American Dream reminds us that America's 

promise exists in the sense that people, with hard work and perseverance, can have the 

white house with the picket fence or the career that will provide for their family -isn't 

that the agreement? The American Dream affords any person the opportunities to be all 

he or she can be, but what happens when that dream ceases to be attainable, when the 

country begins to crumble away, and when the promises that are inherent with being an 

American are gone? 

A ti me when those fears came to a head was the 1970s. With the uncertainty that 

came with the fears of the American Dream that appeared harder to attain came a 

heightened attention toward finding something to give people a chance in a drastically 

changing and challenging economic world. Built into American sensibilities is the idea 

that it is possible to go back to that time when those promises were within reach . While 

longing for the days of old persist, the longing perpetuates the idea that everything was so 
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much better back in the past. Indeed, we long to go back- back to the days where life 

was simple. Even during the 1970s, history was replete with stories of when life was 

better and easier. The 'good ol' days' are exactly that to us, good; we keep them locked 

in our memories as we search for a means to return to when the American Dream seemed 

within reach. But when we examine the past, we find that the things were not better-the 

jobs were scarce, the country was at war, and the educational system was struggling. 

With the times came fears that were not limited to a country at war; instead, a workforce 

shifting with more technology and less manual labor, a vociferous group demanding 

access to higher education, and more women entering academia and the workforce than 

ever before promoted feelings of unsettlement. However, one similarity exists between 

today and the 1970s: the idea that if an education is firmly entrenched in the basics, it will 

better prepare graduates so that they are ready to compete and attain their American 

Dreams. Through this dissertation, I have provided a sample of the discourse that arose 

from these fears of the fading American Dream. 

This dissertation attempts to contextualize the term back-to-basics, the term that 

became the impetus for a means for change. From the identification of the term, my 

explication delineates how its use by politicians, the media, and the public influenced and 

eventually created difficulties for those who were teaching writing. I provide just a 

sampling of the uses of the term and its appropriation through almost a decade of 

conversations about the state of education. By not concentrating on purely academic 

conversations I have demonstrated the influence of the politics and the media on the 
' 

public, creating a sense of urgency and fear, often unsupported by documentation and 
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fostered by other agendas. The analysis of various discourses from the 1970s provides a 

picture, albeit not complete, of the frustration that resulted from the lack of attention to 

what people considered as the most important educational goals. By focusing on diverse 

documents from the 1970s, I have been able not to necessarily discover who coined the 

term but recreate the printed discourse that arose as a seemingly apt approach to talking 

about all that ailed education and then explore how the term transformed the teaching of 

the students who were not meeting standards. 

Although the findings are quite extensive, influences, such as the topics of race 

and accessibi lity to higher education, cloud the investigation, but the evidence points to a 

concern that was larger than the narrow focus of specific influences and this study 

identifies that very concern. I have not spent time specifically discussing these important 

considerations, but what I have examined clearly establishes a resource to unearth the 

multi layered discourse . In fact, it is possible to take the same methodology of going 

through the documents produced in the 1970s and find much more evidence that supports 

the assertion that the term frequently arose in discussions about teaching. Certainly, the 

historical, political, cultural, and economic forces are certainly worthy of more 

investigation. 

The overarching contribution my dissertation makes to the academy is the 

systematic recognition of the power of a term that becomes the prevailing belief of how 

something is thought about or even taught. Looking at language through language 

creates a meta-critical analysis of discourse, which is the goal of this dissertation. The 

literature on the history of the 1970s is vast; in addition, many studies and historical 
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accounts of the decade's educational crisis exist. Although thorough examinations in 

regard to discourse outside of the academy exist, what is missing from the field is an 

examination of the discussions about education outside of the academy and how those 

discussions influenced the nature of teaching writing. As a field that has struggled to 

form an identity separate from its cousin, English, composition history has been plagued 

with the questions of legitimacy and credibility, so it is impossible to ignore the influence 

of politics and the public on the field as the consequences of back-to-basics thinking 

proceeded to deft ne the very composition of writing classrooms. This study draws 

attention to that phrase back-to-basics and how it proved instrumental in the perception 

of the teaching of first-year writing in the university. Furthermore, the purpose of this 

work is to provide a lens through which to see the term in its many manifestations and 

trace how it fostered discourse, thereby allowing it to dominate the discussions and to 

drive the resulting pedagogies. In highlighting the very documents that incorporate the 

term hack-to-hasics, I provide an account of the insidious effects of its use. 

The dissertation explains the exigency and the much publicized ensuing 

difficulties that resulted as the term back-to-basics became the purported answer to a 

much publicized ailing educational system. Interesting observations come from the 

evident allocated influx of resources that appeared to respond to the highly publicized 

national literary crisis. The reported evidence did not necessarily support the attention, 

but the crisis, exacerbated by a heightened public involvement and concern, received 

more and more fuel because of the onslaught of national political and media attention. It 

is difficult to estimate the number of resources and the amount of money that went 
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toward fixing the much reported literacy crisis. Real or unreal, the literacy crisis 

consumed an abundance of time, money, books, and educational resources. Although 

recognizing the resources provides an important investigation of the state of schools, the 

resulting microscopic Jens upon those in the teaching profession proves to be eerily like 

the 1890s reports from Harvard University that claimed the students could not write. 

History repeated itself, but back-to-basics thinking offered a solution. However, what 

this dissertation recognizes is that the term itselfremained ambiguous, yet its effects were 

pervasive. 

As the analysis illustrates, many people used the term to refer to the needs of the 

education system, but those same people really did not consider the ramifications or the 

methods of going hack-to-basics. Untangling the web that fostered the ensuing panic is 

clearly impossible, but recognizing the very discourse that supported and perpetuated the 

term has proven to be invaluable. Politicians, through pressure from the public and the 

press, continued through the 1970s and beyond to divert the goals of education back to a 

seemingly tried and true practice of teaching, the basics. Their use of the term induced 

the public into believing that their children ' s education had to be suffering at the hands of 

the teachers with whom they had entrusted their children's futures . These beliefs 

subsequently created a sense of urgency in the public, which the government and the 

media only fueled. The swirling discourse prompted the media to question the techniques 

of educators. As politicians upheld what they considered as the standards of schools and 

higher education, they propelled the public to question the nature of education. On the 

heels of the oovernment' s reaction to the state of education, demonstrated by mass testing 
b 
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of students and polls of the public, the media pounced on the growing fears of the public 

by claiming that the evidence exposed true cracks in education and the basics became the 

only answer. As elementary and high school principals and governing boards fought with 

the onslaught of attention on deficits in teaching practices, a subsequent result of the 

media's attention on education proved to be through the observed pressure on the 

academy to manage the incoming freshmen who were, by political and media standards, 

also lacking proficient skills. The evidence of the mass of articles found in academic 

journals that attempted to grapple with how to address the basics supports the notion that 

the academy felt the pressure from outside its walls. Through journal articles and 

conference titles, the demands on the academy are clear. The newsletter at the end of the 

analysis displays the effect of the basics on the composition classroom, the classroom that 

up until that time seemed impervious to the media and the public. 

Such discoveries create a quandary. What does the information do for us in the 

2 l st century? While the information launches many questions about the reasons for the 

desire to return to basics, it is extremely important to recognize the outcomes of mass 

political, media, and public attention on education. Even though the term back-to-basics 

may seem innocuous, the multitude of resources that resulted from the use of the term 

truly allows us to see how the power of its frequent use pressured schools to change. As 

a frantic public assailed those in education because of fears cultivated by politicians and 

the media, the resources afforded the seemingly new education crisis were massive. The 

national attention garnered through media support drove government resources such as 

the national testing of students that happened both at the end of the 1960s and a few years 
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later. Edmund Farrell recognizes the purpose of the testing movement as he highlights 

the connection between the term and the agendas that cropped up; he states, "'Minimum 

competency testing programs serve as handmaidens to the back-to-basics movement" 

( 13 ). It is the "slogan" that Farrell questions realizing that the term had roots in a 

"decade of criticism" which "precipitated in a waning of confidence in schools" (13) . To 

fulfill the need to boost confidence in schools, the reliance on testing to prove that the 

students defin itely received adequate teaching became another direct result of the back

lo-basics movement. The positive numbers coming from schools and school districts 

could placate the media and the public. According to Mike Rose in 1989, "Numbers 

seduce us into thinking we know more than we do; they give us the false assurance of 

rigor but reveal little about the complex cognitive and emotional processes behind the 

tall y of errors and wrong answers. What goes on behind the mistakes simply escapes the 

measurer's rules" (Lives 200) . However, the one national test was just the beginning of 

the movement towards assessment as it is evident that the term ultimately drove the 

assessment movement now so prevalent in K-12 schools. The drive for assessment 

gripped those in K-12 schools and eventually bridged the walls of academe. Although 

SAT tests had been used as measurements of success for decades and used as evidence of 

the mastery of skills needed for higher education, the spread of such testing to all grades 

came as a result of the drive for accountability. The tests became the panacea for all that 

ail ed education, undoubtedly fueled by highly publicized shortcomings in education, and 

became the justification for going back. 
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The resulting emphasis on testing persists today. In essence, today the results of 

the back-to-basics movements appears in the guise of standardized testing that is both 

ubiquitous and considered by many as problematic in its present state. The testing of 

students throughout their educations brings about many questions regarding teaching to 

the tests . In addition to widespread state testing, government accountability has come in 

the form of the No Child Left Behind Act and its consequent programs. The act came 

about in 2001 as part of standards-based educational reforms, or outcomes-based 

education . The promotion of these policies remains in existence because of a need to 

standardize and feed the needs of the public and politicians who are desperate to know 

that the teaching of the subject remains both monitored and assessed. The fingers of the 

culture of testing have also made their way into higher education with the now pervasive 

21 ~1 century focus on goals and outcomes. 

An additional repercussion of the move toward basic education occurred in 

universities . Along with the rise of standardized testing came the advent of basic writing 

classes in open admission universities. In the 1970s, some state universities waived 

entrance qualifications, which first happened at City University of New York for the first 

time, and with that came the basic writing classroom. It is difficult to ignore the obvious 

link between the class title and back-to-basics. While the media and politicians promoted 

a return to the basics, the classroom specifically designed to teach the basics arose. Even 

though the creation of the course took place because of the absent or lowered entrance 

requirements at universities, the basic writing classroom really was just that, a class in 

learning the basics. State schools funded these classrooms filled with students deemed 
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less than proficient in the much debated basic skills. To meet the needs of the entering 

students who needed to learn these skills, states and schools provided resources in 

teachers, classroom space, and testing. 

In addition to the classes, scholars sought to provide teachers with a means to 

teach the new students. One of the most famous books in composition history was 

written in the 1970s and has become a seminal text for first year writing teachers : Mina 

Shaughnessy' s Errors and Expectations: A Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing. The 

literature review illustrates the surfeit of texts devoted to teaching Basic Writing, but 

many compositionists hail Shaughnessy's text as one of the most influential pedagogy 

texts of the l 970s. In fact , after its publication in 1977, Jane Maher explains that a usual 

number of books expected to sell was about a thousand, but "more than twelve thousand 

hardcover copies were sold during the first six months after publication, and more than 

forty thousand copies of the soft copy edition, released in early 1979, were sold" (199) . 

Shaughnessy, a prolific voice in the 1970s for underprepared writers, rose to fame 

because of her unabashed vision that provided a means to teach the students proclaimed 

unworthy of higher education by the media, resulting in the skewed public perception of 

those very students . Her books and articles gave teachers the tools that the public and the 

media said that they needed to face the masses of uneducated individuals in first-year 

writing. Consequently, the basic writing classroom became a mainstay in many 

universities. Although its title has gone through numerous changes, often called 

Remedial Writing or Developmental Writing to mask the inferred implications of 

substandard students, the class remains a course in basic writing as can be evidence by 
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the titles of common books in the course: Reviewing Basic Grammar: A Guide to Writing 

Paragraphs and Sentences (2009)~ The Basics: A Rhetoric and Handbook (2005)~ 

Bedford Basics: A Workbook for Writers (1998). Basic writing is a course in the basics 

so hai led in the 1970s. The course and Shaughnessy's reception during the decade 

established the prominence of the basic writing course and the perception of basic writing 

and even influenced what teaching writing entailed in the academy. 

To add to the resources devoted to back-to-basics, the content of decades of 

troubled first-year writing courses remains muddied by its invocation. The 1977 

newsletter from Findlay College at the end of the analysis exposes the confusion that 

resulted from the attention on the basics. Each of the entries provides evidence of the 

methods that teachers employed to deal with the increased public and academic focus on 

the practice of teaching writing. The school did not stand alone nor did the newsletter 

exist as an anomaly. The work in this dissertation certainly recognizes the problems that 

arise when a term is appropriated without a concrete attachment to its meaning. While 

the evidence that the term was difficult to define is clear, teachers continued to grapple 

with the implications of adopting the teaching that the proponents of back-to-basics 

suggested. The analysis demonstrates just a sampling of the papers and discourse that 

wrestled with the concerns of returning to the basics. In fact , the debate did not abate as 

in 1977 a conference for teachers of English in Virginia, Edmund J. Farrell, as Associate 

Executi ve Secretary of the National Council of Teachers of English, presented "The 

Basics: Random Reflections on a Movement," which drew attention to the repercussions 

and questions the back-to-basics movement. Farrell contends that "various meanings 
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appear to be implied by the words basics and back to, and those doing the sloganeering 

are not always explicit about what they would have us return to" (1) . Those in Farrell ' s 

statement are the media and the politicians who vociferously decried the state of 

education. This study addresses the discourse that scholars such as Farrell fought to 

come to terms with. 

The confusion about the term back-to-basics is complicated when its existence 

usurps al l di scussions about teaching. If we consider that the praxi s of discussing 

somethi ng creates reality for us and if we are bombarded by media that suggests that the 

standards are dropping and new-fangled methods of teaching are not teaching the very 

basic education that we need to succeed in the world, then a phrase that gives us some 

means to reach out and fix the problem becomes a catch phrase that presents a perceived 

panacea for education. In the 1970s, the phrase alleviated the public's fears as it 

suggested a means to address all of the problems- its prescription, however, assumed 

that going back was the answer. Nonetheless, the difficulty begins when the conversation 

about education begins with a return to something that worked- the basics. Mike Rose 

writes, "We fi gure that things were once different, that we've lost something, that 

somehow a virulent intellectual blight has spread among us . So we look to a past--one 

that never existed- for the effective, no-nonsense pedagogy we assume that past must 

have had" (Lives 7) . The fear of the "intellectual blight" was not limited to teachers and 

admini strators; therefore, once the chords of distress had been struck, the term spread 

through conversations across the land. Even though the distress was unsubstantiated by 

truth the search fo r the cure became the look back to what had worked in the past. 
' 
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The back-to-basics agenda supplied those who feared diminishing education with 

an answer. Yet the phrase generated a paradigm shift in the perception of teaching and 

learning as the old became better than the new, irreversibly altering the foundations of 

teaching. The problem with designating a term such as back-to-basics to address the 

problems in education is that it creates a truth, even if it is unsubstantiated. Josef Stern in 

Metaphor in Context explains that "Metaphors do not 'create' facts ( or similarities), but 

their interpretation may be self-verifying or self-fulfilling. What a metaphor makes us 

see does not make what we see, but what is there to be seen may explain why the 

metaphor makes us see it" (288) . The metaphor does not have to be true as is evidenced 

in this dissertation. In fact, Lakoff and Johnson claim, "[W]hat is at issue is not the truth 

or falsity of a metaphor but the perceptions and inferences that follow from it and the 

actions that are sanctioned by it" (:I 58). The actions sanctioned by back-to-basics proved 

costly for education. As Lakoff and Johnson explain, "In all aspects of life, not just in 

politics or in love, we define our reality in terms of metaphors and then proceed to act on 

the basis of the metaphors. We draw inferences, set goals, make commitments, and 

execute plans, all on the basis of how we in part structure our experience, consciously 

and unconsciously, by means of metaphor" (158) . The framework within which the term 

hack-to-basics was produced and used is the very center of this study. While the term 

itself is innocuous alone, the bandying of it by different factions ultimately gave it power, 

whi ch kept it in place as an agent for discussing teaching and learning. 

The contradictory evidence unearthed through this dissertation that evidences 

decl in ing student sk ills provides supplementary support proving the politicians, the 
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media, and the public's fears were over exaggerated. Along with the administration of 

the tests to K-12 students, universities tested their own students. For instance, Andrea 

Lunsford and Robert Connors write in their 1988 essay, "Frequency of Formal Errors in 

Current College Writing, or Ma and Pa Kettle Do Research," that "teachers ' ideas about 

error definition and classification have always been absolute products of their times and 

cultures" (399) . So the emphasis on error finding in assessment tests in the 1970s 

perpetuated the fears of teachers who may have felt that they were not doing their jobs 

and who may have felt the need to justify their teaching practices. In fact , the authors 

explain, "Teachers have always marked different phenomena as errors, called them 

different things, given them different weights. Error pattern study is essentially the 

examination of an ever-shifting pattern of skills judged by an ever-shifting pattern of 

prejudices" (399) . They conclude that "college students are not making more formal 

errors in writing than they used to ... although the length of the average paper in 

freshman composition has been steadily rising, the formal skills of students have not 

declined precipitously" ( 406). Although Lunsford and Connors ' research took place a 

decade after Shaughnessy' s book and the protests of the 1970s, the research expounds on 

the decade of criticism of students' writing skills. Evidently, the later research did not 

correlate with the perceptions held by those who so adamantly voiced their concerns. But 

did the defense of composition teaching work? 

The dissertation began for me as a message on the Writing Program 

Administrators ListServ that linked to a simple document-the newsletter from Findlay 

College. Left alone, the document would have become part of the many unstudied pieces 
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that could supply an account of the past that has yet to become unearthed. The 

newsletter seemed trapped in time as I read the same directions and ideas about teaching 

that I had heard as I started teaching my own writing courses almost thirty years later. 

The difficulties that the authors shed light upon all stemmed from the same problem that I 

was having-how to teach the basics to first year students in colleges. While the 

dilemma brought to light by the newsletter seems to stand alone, the topic remains a 

question that compositionists struggle to address. The questions and suggested 

techniques to teach writing merged with the criticism from outside of the university . 

Even once the students had graduated from colleges, complaints about their lack of 

writing ski lls did not abate. In fact, the English departments across the United States 

remain under the microscope of those who measure the worthiness of college degrees

the public. As the documents in the analysis confirm, the conversations about the basics 

were not limited to the academy or even to teachers; instead, the documents provide 

evidence of prolific discussions regarding the state of the basics and education, and many 

more documents remain unexamined. 

Throu o-h the documents introduced as the consequential effects of the term back
b 

to-hasics, the evidence of the relation between the discourse and the invocation of the 

term in communities remains solid. Nevertheless, the conclusion must address why the 

use of this term matters to those who teach writing in higher education. Why does the 

undefined use of a term create such effects on people's thoughts and acts? Although the 

return to the methods of teaching writing that had worked in the past seemed like the 

answer to all that ailed the literacy crisis, it is evident that no one knew what the teaching 

163 



entailed or how to implement it, especially in higher education. Back-to-basics thinking 

ignored the multi-faceted student body and the advents on the horizons of teaching 

English, such as peer review and portfolios in classrooms. The same thinking reinforced 

the widely held perception that a homogenized society would maintain standards but 

failed to recognize linguistic differences in English. The challenging aspect of the term is 

that its espousal, promoted by politicians and the media, resulted in a public perception of 

education, which was grounded in nothing but the empty words and the perception 

ultimately influenced the teacher in the classroom. The words back-to-basics did not 

explain how to teach~ in fact , they reinforced remedial education, and even in higher 

education institutions, the 'why' of back-to-basics education remained obscure. The 

evidently erroneous opinion of writing justified more than the return to teaching grammar 

and sentence structure, it begat an entire movement in remedial education in higher 

education. Back-to-basics became a harbinger of fear for the future and for the dreams of 

Americans. With the fear came resources, tests, and justifications. Teachers who had 

taught English for decades defended their teaching methods or embraced the opportunity 

the reeducate those who were not proficient in the basics. The term divided English 

departments into those who embraced new pedagogies that pushed against the basics and 

embraced linguistic differences and those who supported the public's view that without 

more attention to the basics all was lost. 

The schism remains today. Much shifting has occurred in English departments 

since the 1970s. Composition studies has become a force in the academy, and many 

English departments have devoted occasional tenure-track lines to specialists in writing, 
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and writing programs, at some universities, have become academic units that are separate 

from the English departments. With the movement toward writing as a discipline, some 

residual results remain and the deep distrust of the ability to teach writing remains. 

Remedial education continues to exist and testing reigns more than it did in the 1970s. 

English departments seem to be invested in teaching writing, but the fight for even more 

tenure lines and faculty positions in teaching writing persists. While the refocused 

educational outcomes and objectives and an obsession on assessment seems to meet the 

need to return to the basics, the public discourse about education still stifles the research 

and respect of compositionists. To end this cycle, understanding the influence of the 

public over higher education ought to be tantamount to understanding best practices in 

teaching writing. 

In November 2008, Mark Richardson's article in the Chronicle of Higher 

Education brings the issue of the basics in a full circle. In the piece, "Writing is Not Just 

a Basic Skill," Richardson explains that composition specialists are "finding that the 

specialized knowledge they bring to teaching writing is held in thrall to older notions of 

how we learn to write." Richardson recounts the history of teaching writing by 

explaining that the older notions go back to the much reported alarm at Harvard in the 

late 1880s as half the students failed the entrance examination. He revisits the much read 

and studied reaction of the academy that followed the footsteps of the venerable Harvard 

in their assault on student writers, which produced a century of fears about declining 

literacy. Richardson recognizes that Linda Brodkey coined the phrase "common-sense 

myths of literacy" to identify the means that people perceive how we know. The myths, 
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Richardson admits, define the views ofliteracy. He writes, "Such myths are pernicious. 

They poison colleges and universities, affecting the morale of writing instructors, the 

attitudes of other faculty members, and, worst of all, students' acquisition of literacy.'' 

Almost thirty years have passed since the term began as a practice of talking about what 

needed to happen to improve education. Schools have changed. Testing students is no 

longer a novel idea because it has become the technique to assess student learning and the 

impulsion for schools to reinforce good teaching. Graduation rates are better, high 

schools are offering more higher education classes, and students are attending institutes 

of higher education at rates much higher than before. In addition, the diversity of 

universities is apparent. Mostly thanks to Affirmative Action, which arose in the 1970s, 

a co ll ege classroom is now more likely to be more diverse than ever before. With this 

diversity have come more challenges and a full circle back to the 1970s. 

Since the 1970s, the struggle to know how and what to teach in first-year writing 

courses remains on the forefront of discussions inside the academy. Indeed, at the 2009 

Conference on College Composition and Communication, three of the panel titles 

included references to the basics: "Back to Basics: Refiguring Basic Writing Instruction;" 

"Basic Writing Waves of Change: A Call for Graduate Courses with a Community

College Focus;" and "Diving In, Diving Farther, Diving Deeper: The Future of Basic 

Writing." The first of those panels, "Back to Basics: Refiguring Basic Writing 

Instruction," offered the following readings: "Basic Writing and Racial Justice : A 

Cautionary Tale of Program 'Mainstreaming' ," and "Reading and Basic Writing 

Instruction in CSU Universities." From these invocations of the term back- to-basics, it 
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is hardly difficult to argue that the term remains present in our talking about writing 

today. The titles at the conference indicate the continuous reliance on a phrase that offers 

little direction on how to do something. 

The work in this dissertation provides more than an indication of the danger of 

discourse whose vagueness generates limitless effects. The seduction of a public into 

believing that a failing educational system existed rocked the English discipline. As a 

result, the seduction led to the haphazard use of a term that lacks an evident definition. 

Deeper investigations can sharpen the promulgation of terms such as back-to-basics and 

demonstrate their repercussions on our thinking. In 2009, the misperceptions about how 

writing is taught, by those who actually teach it and those who do not, persist and are a 

constant part of the overarching impressions that cloak pedagogically sound ideas. 

Although the opportunities to alter the opinions of how to teach writing skills seem more 

available today than they were in the 1970s, the echoes of back-to-basics still grip the 

field and influence choices in the classrooms across the land. Understanding the 

insidious nature of catch-phrases that lack true substance or lack defined meaning can 

ward off the repercussions of their lackadaisical use. 

Future work along this vein of investigation into discourse will take the form of 

analyzing other vague terms, such as literacy and standards, which are also worthy of 

further investigation as their use can be deemed as responsible for shaping the public 's 

misperception of education . These words are also examples of the dangers of vacuity in 

meanina that are inherent with indiscriminate language use, especially by those who hold 
b 

power. Further examination of such words and terms will at least illustrate the perilous 
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relationship that exists between commonly used language that lacks any definable 

meaning and the ramifications for education. 

An old adage claims that any publicity is good publicity, but for education, 

publicity swayed a generation of thinking and the impact wrenched teaching away from 

teachers to those who knew little about how and what to teach. Back-to-basics 

swal lowed up the forward movement of teaching and moved it in the very direction that 

its proponents advocated- back. Since the 1970s, the field of composition has taken 

strides to develop first-year writing courses that have prepared writers to write across 

four years of college and beyond into the workplace to achieve their American dreams. 

With those strides, the push against innovation in the classroom remains. In addition, 

public and academic recognition for the very difficulties that writing teachers face has 

been hard fought without much gain. Those who teach writing must fight for status in an 

academy that continues to deprecate the writing skills of students, and composition 

teachers remain recognized only as teachers of the basics. 
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