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NCTE and the Shaping of American
Literacy Education
Leila Christenbury
Virginia Commonwealth University

The fact remains, nevertheless, that there are numerous unsolved problems of English teaching; witness the discontent.
James Fleming Hosic, English Journal
inaugural editorial, 1912

To assess the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and
its influence on literacy education in the United States, it may be
useful to linger over the above sentence, written by one of NCTE’s
founders. James Fleming Hosic was NCTE’s first secretary (an
office that is today known as the executive director), eventual
president (1920), and editor of its major and, for many years, its
only journal. In his inaugural English Journal editorial, published
in 1912 at the very onset of NCTE’s formation, Hosic asserts the
existence of “unsolved problems” of English teaching. That may
be hardly startling, but, more significantly, in the same sentence
Hosic bluntly sounds an almost ominous reality: the times are
marked by nothing less than “discontent.”
James Fleming Hosic, a professor at Chicago Teachers College, was a highly energetic, charismatic individual but also, by
contemporary accounts, not one inclined to drama. We can take
his characterization as accurate: NCTE was born in discontent,
specifically in resistance and opposition to powerful East Coast
educational forces that, in an effort to make consistent the course
of study in high school English, had established the Uniform
Entrance Requirements. First seen as progress, the requirements
included specific books all students should read in their high
school English classes and on which they would be examined in
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order to enroll in college. The arrangement, however, in effect
dictated the shape of the curriculum of English classes in American
high schools as well as the testing. This dominance, particularly
in localities near and west of the Mississippi River, was viewed
as onerous, if not without historical precedent (see Trachsel for
further discussion). It was also incompatible with what the English
Round Table, a smaller group allied with the National Education
Association (NEA), called in 1911 “the kind of training in English
best fitted to develop [students] and to prepare them for life”
(National Education Association 597) and seen as a “confused”
approach to the aims of American secondary education (Mason
42). As former NCTE Executive Director Miles Myers observes,
“The Uniform Book List put the control of the high school curriculum in the hands of colleges and universities, named the
canonical works of English literature . . . and . . . mandated once
again that secondary schools should focus their primary attention
on college preparatory students” (83). Fifty years later, Dora V.
Smith, 1936 NCTE president, would articulate the aversion to
this kind of uniformity:
[We must] educate each pupil in terms of his own uniqueness
within the context of the group. All this has special import
for the curriculum. It cannot be done adequately if the aim
is the reading of specific books by every member of the class,
mastery of a set number of rules by all pupils, or attainment by
everybody of specific standards in speech or writing during any
given year of the school system, regardless of the point from
which each pupil starts and his own individual rate of learning.
(Smith 7, emphasis in original)

But what could any individual teacher or school do? English
teachers of the time had “little unity and no effective means of
working together” (Radner v). After discussion and debate, the
NEA’s answer was to form a committee to make recommendations, a committee that ultimately would lead to the creation of a
new and more specifically English-focused organization. Although
he did not work alone, the undeniable center of that effort was
James Fleming Hosic. Appointed by the NEA to survey college
entrance requirements and to report back, Hosic was charged

2

b38762_ch1.indd 2

5/17/10 12:58 PM

NCTE and the Shaping of American Literacy Education

by his peers in the summer of 1911 to organize “an independent
national society of English teachers” (Hook 14).
Thus organized, motivated, and cheered on by Hosic, some
sixty educators—mostly from the American Midwest and East
Coast, representing eleven states (Hook 7), men and women,
college and high school teachers and administrators—met in
Chicago in December 1911. There, guided by the preparatory
work of Hosic and the NEA, they agreed to create an organization
that could give voice and power to oppose the status quo. They
decided to name it the National Council of Teachers of English,
and, today, some one hundred years later, NCTE still works
to influence and shape literacy education in the United States.
Within this volume are a number of accounts of the founding of
NCTE, but the contributors offer particular perspectives on this
history, depending on the focus of their essays. What follows is
an overview.

NCTE and Issues in American Literacy Education
As one of the oldest active educational organizations in this country (an NCTE affiliate, the New England Association of Teachers
of English, was founded in 1901, and the Illinois Association of
Teachers of English, in 1908), the history of NCTE is, in many
ways, the history of American literacy education. Initially focused
on the relatively narrow concern of high school English teaching
and teachers and on the literature curriculum in the high school,
the organization has since expanded to embrace the entire range
of English language arts from prekindergarten students and
their teachers to those studying and teaching in postdoctoral
settings. Unlike the Modern Language Association and its major
journal PMLA, which early in the twentieth century turned from
pedagogy to research, NCTE has embraced both. Virtually every
area of English, English studies, and English teaching has found
its niche in NCTE publications (including books, monographs,
newsletters, and academic journals), websites, research studies,
workshops, conventions, institutes, and constituent groups and
subgroups. The organization embraces language, linguistics,
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literature of all kinds and genres, speaking, writing, listening,
media, technology, professional teaching concerns, standards,
accountability, testing, English language acquisition, and, not
least, issues of social justice in education and society. Over the
decades, the sponsor of and participant in numerous international ventures and organizations, NCTE has reached beyond
the boundaries of the United States and cosponsored conferences
and research studies in Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany,
France, Australia, South Africa, and numerous other countries (in
1965, NCTE sponsored the first International Conference on the
Teaching of English). With headquarters first in its founding city
of Chicago (the organization was, in its early days, housed in a
desk drawer in Hosic’s Chicago Teachers College office), NCTE
in 1954 moved to Champaign, Illinois. In 1971 the organization
relocated to neighboring Urbana, and today NCTE has additional
offices and staff in Berkeley, California (established in 2003), and
Washington, DC (established in 2005), and a membership that
grew from its initial group of under 100 to as many as 120,000
in the late 1960s.
What is characteristic of NCTE and its work is the close
connection the organization and its members have had to the
challenges of the times. NCTE took and continues to take stands
on pertinent social and political issues. Through resolutions and
position papers, the organization asserts the need for inclusive
materials that represent all students and inclusive language that
embraces both genders. It maintains the principle that in its
meetings there be open access to all and freedom from menace,
regardless of color or sexual orientation. It challenges the use of
language to further political ends, to obscure or intimidate, and
recognizes and highlights the honest use of words. As a professional and academic organization, NCTE reminds the country
of the centrality and utility of language even when it is at war
and even when the national focus, as in the recent past, was
overwhelmingly on science and foreign language study. NCTE
has also continued to address powerful changes in literacy. As
media—first newspapers, then radio, motion pictures, television,
and now computers and assorted forms of wireless and digital
communication—have surged in influence in the culture, NCTE
has crafted and disseminated guides to selecting, watching, using,
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and creating media in and outside the classroom. Finally and
possibly most important, the organization has also fostered the
scholarship of English teaching, conducting research studies and
disseminating the results.
Because NCTE has been a factor in shaping the teaching
and learning of English in this country, a voice to be reckoned
with—if not always to be followed in specific—this introduction
looks at the past one hundred years through a discussion of five
general areas and numerous selected documents. NCTE’s broad
and inclusive agenda has especially encompassed the following
activities:
◆ Shaping classroom materials for literacy study
◆ Fostering the professional development of literacy teachers
◆ Guiding the literacy profession
◆ Taking a stand on social justice issues impacting literacy educa-

tion

◆ Advancing the scholarship of English and literacy

In the following pages, these areas are addressed in turn, tracing
in broad and general outline NCTE’s influence on and efforts to
shape American literacy education.

Shaping Classroom Materials for Literacy Study
It is no surprise that an organization formed largely in response
to a restrictive reading list for English classes should take an
avid interest in providing teachers with materials that can be
incorporated into the literacy classroom and used with students.
While the following section provides a general overview of this
issue, Chapter 5 by Arthur N. Applebee, Judith A. Langer, and
Marc A. Nachowitz details NCTE’s persistent, “important role
in helping the profession assimilate new ideas about curriculum
and instruction in literature as they emerge from the larger educational and social context” (p. 204).
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The Recommending and Selection of Books
As early as 1913, just two years after its founding, NCTE published its first booklist, the pamphlet Books for Home Reading.
Decades later and frequently revised and updated, Books for
Home Reading remained a bestseller; 150,000 copies were distributed in 1931 alone (NCTE Annual Business Meeting Minutes,
27 Nov. 1931), and over its lifetime, hundreds of thousands
of copies were produced (Hook 24, 25). NCTE’s fostering of
booklists continued into midcentury with the publication of the
senior high school series Books for You, the middle level Your
Reading, and the elementary series Adventuring with Books (as
well as other series such as Kaleidoscope and Reading Ladders
for Human Relations). These resources provided teachers with
up-to-date, annotated lists of hundreds of books, grouped by
topic and theme, that could be used in the classroom to broaden
student literacy and appeal to student interests. From 1960 to
1967, 350,000 copies of these NCTE booklists were sold (Hook
203). In addition, to foster the reading of other literary genres,
NCTE established the Excellence in Poetry for Children Award
in 1977, and the Orbis Pictus Award, begun in 1989, gives
recognition to outstanding nonfiction materials for the English
classroom (Zarnowski, Kerper, and Jensen). Some members of
NCTE also took special interest in promoting young adult literature; NCTE President Dora V. Smith (1936) was a pioneer in
advocating for the reading of what were then called “junior” or
“juvenile” books, and NCTE President G. Robert Carlsen (1962)
was similarly engaged. In 1973 the Assembly on Literature for
Adolescents of NCTE (ALAN) was established, and The ALAN
Review a year later became its journal, providing book reviews
and pedagogical articles for teachers (Kelly and Small 323–33)
as well as sponsoring a highly popular two-day workshop on
young adult literature.
For the teachers of younger readers, NCTE published materials on children’s literature and, through numerous subgroups,
among them the Whole Language Umbrella (which became an
NCTE conference in 2000), fought to keep unexpurgated, full-text
literature in the hands of children. These teachers opposed basal
readers peppered with excerpted texts, controlled and restricted
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vocabulary, and directed responses for students. In addition,
NCTE sponsored annotated book lists for striving readers (at one
time termed hi/lo books, for “high interest/easy reading”) as well
as information in NCTE journals and books about using such
materials. The goal was to ensure that young people left school
not just with diplomas but also as lifelong readers.
NCTE also provided lists for university students. The College
and Adult Reading List of Books in Literature and the Arts was
an NCTE publication in the 1960s that recommended books of
canonical poetry, prose, drama, biography, and literary criticism,
as well as books on art, music, and drawing. In more recent publications, NCTE has attempted to expand teacher and student
awareness of mature and adult literature suitable for use in the
college classroom.

Other Media: Newspapers, Radio, Recordings, Comic
Books, Film, Computers
As the chapter by Mary Christel and Sandy Hayes in this volume
further details, established and even conventional print materials were not NCTE’s only focus. The first president of NCTE,
Fred Newton Scott (1912, 1913), was highly interested in the
influence of newspapers and called them, in a presidential speech
of 1913, “the most pervasive influence of our day and nation”
(Scott 3). Scott urged English teachers to use critical approaches
to newspaper reading in the classroom (Radner 9–10). This acknowledgment of the power of the press (termed the cheap press)
was reiterated by subsequent NCTE presidents, who encouraged
attention to this compelling and, at the time, widespread and
popular form of reading.
Radio, an innovation in its day, drew attention to the importance of listening, a special concern of NCTE President Stella
S. Center (1932), who worked to teach students to be “critical
listeners, alert and challenging” (Radner 10). In 1945, NCTE
gave its first Radio Award to the CBS program “On a Note of
Triumph,” further highlighting the significance of the medium.
Also in the early 1930s, NCTE began to produce literary
recordings of writers reading their works and of professional
readers rendering versions of poems. The program continued to
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be successful; the January 1950 catalog of NCTE publications
offered Poets’ Recordings of Their Own Poems, Masterpieces of
Literature, and linguistic recordings such as General American
Vowels: Explanation and Performance by J. S. Kenyon . . . Authoritative and Clear.
While graphic novels are increasingly making their way into
today’s libraries and classrooms and onto recommended lists from
such literacy organizations as the American Library Association,
in an earlier time the precursors of graphic novels, comic books,
were not so kindly greeted. Nevertheless, as early as the mid1940s, English Journal featured an article contending that “comic
books are here to stay” and that English teachers could use them
to encourage student reading (Dias 145). Today, NCTE provides
numerous resources for teachers using graphic novels, including
lesson plans on the NCTE-cosponsored website readwritethink.
org, articles in NCTE journals and newsletters, and books such
as James Bucky Carter’s Building Literacy Connections with
Graphic Novels: Page by Page, Panel by Panel.
From the 1930s through the early 1960s, film emerged as a
powerful medium in the country and in the classroom. Again,
NCTE President Stella S. Center was active, creating an NCTE
committee to provide “standards of photoplay [film] appreciation” (Radner 11). Later, two NCTE publications, Photoplay
Studies and Studies in the Mass Media, featured writing by NCTE
members and provided classroom study guides for current famous
movies. Photoplay Studies, first published in 1935, was a journal
in which NCTE President Max J. Herzberg (1943) had a direct
interest. Volume I, number 1 of Studies in the Mass Media, the
direct successor to Photoplay Studies, appeared in October 1960.
Edited by NCTE President Joseph Mersand (1959), the inaugural,
sixteen-page publication was directed toward students and their
teachers and featured material written by NCTE Second Vice
President Hardy R. Finch (1960) on the recently released Warner
Brothers film Sunrise at Campobello. The journal had NCTEmember advisors, including Robert E. Shafer and Walter J. Ong,
soon-to-be NCTE Executive Secretary Robert F. Hogan (1968),
and NCTE President Marion C. Sheridan (1949). Mersand’s
opening editorial, “By Way of Introduction,” noted
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We hope that [the journal] will meet the needs of our students
and teachers for a greater understanding of the tremendous
resources of the mass media of communication and for developing criteria of judgment in these times of false and superficial
values. The National Council of Teachers of English has long
been interested in developing such standards . . . [and has]
endeavored to assist its members in understanding the educational significance of the medium and the most effective ways
to teach its appreciation. (3)

Studies in the Mass Media, however, did not last beyond 1964,
although editor Mersand noted in “Vale,” his farewell, that
the termination of Studies in the Mass Media with this issue
does not mean that the National Council of Teachers of English will discontinue its interest in the better utilization of the
mass media. This interest has been traditional with the Council
almost since its inception, and will, I am sure, continue in the
other Council journals, in the Council committees, in the annual meetings. (20)

In a similar vein, NCTE advocated the incorporation of television in the schools. As early as the late 1930s, NCTE President
Holland D. Roberts (1937) noted that English teachers who did
not use this new medium in their teaching “will be swept into the
dust bin of the past” (Radner 11). By the mid-1940s, NCTE was
noting that mass media were “one of the three basic functions
of English teaching” (Radner 11). The organization featured
many convention sessions on media, and as late as 1984, the
NCTE Committee on Television Literacy prepared a pamphlet,
“Helping Children Use Television Wisely: A Guide for Parents,”
which advocated a “positive relationship with television” and
offered eleven guidelines for television watching, some of which
are remarkably similar to contemporary advice about young
people’s use of the computer, such as “do not put a television in
your child’s bedroom” and “watch with your child as often as
possible” (NCTE Committee on Television Literacy 1, 2).
Computers and digital literacy have expanded in influence
and have become a significant focus of the organization in the
past twenty-five years. Among more recent developments, NCTE,
the International Reading Association (IRA), and the Verizon
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Foundation inaugurated in 2002 the website readwritethink.org,
which offers free Internet-based teaching resources crafted by
English teachers. At this writing, approximately 400 lesson plans
appear on the site, which receives, on average, approximately 1.7
million “hits” per month (Gallivan, 4 Mar. 2009), an indication
of the power of this digital teaching resource. In addition, NCTE
continues to create and update guidelines for media study and
use, both inside and outside of the classroom.

Fostering the Professional Development of Literacy
Teachers
While Patricia Lambert Stock’s chapter in this volume traces in
detail NCTE’s efforts to foster the professional development of literacy teachers, this section offers an overview. From its inception,
NCTE has stressed the importance of teachers’ being prepared
for their work and, even after years in the classroom, continuing
to learn and to refine their skills. The 1917 Reorganization of
English in Secondary Schools (also known as the “Hosic Report”
after its compiler, James Fleming Hosic) asserted the need for
English teachers to have both “knowledge, but also skill” (148)
and affirmed Massachusetts Board of Education official Clarence
D. Kingsley’s call for “the continued training of teachers after
they have entered upon their work” (150). Today, professional
development through NCTE takes many forms: books, journals,
conventions and meetings, workshops, institutes, and numerous
digital communities. Students entering teaching have also been
extended membership at a reduced rate, a practice that began in
1944, when NCTE began its “junior membership” program, and
that still applies today. In addition, NCTE has sponsored multiyear projects such as the 1997 Reading Initiative and, in digital
format, CoLEARN (begun in 2003), Pathways (inaugurated in
2007), and Web seminars to help teachers access research, learn
about classroom best practice, and build professional learning
communities. Human resources are also available to NCTE
members through the Consulting Network, which offers trained
experts in many areas of literacy teaching to groups seeking continued professional development.

 10 
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Professional Meetings and Conferences
NCTE has held an annual convention almost every year since
1911. The deadly influenza epidemic postponed the 1918 Annual
Convention to February 1919, and World War II cancelled the
1942 sessions and abbreviated the 1943 gathering, but apart from
these exceptions, the Annual Convention traditionally has been
held every November, right before Thanksgiving (earlier conventions extended into Thanksgiving Day). Attendance was, at first,
without charge; in 1916 a cost of twenty-five cents was assessed.
By contrast, the registration fee in 1971 was $10, and in 2008,
$210. The conventions were held in Chicago, New York, and
Boston until 1922, when Chattanooga became the first southern
city to host NCTE. In 1929, NCTE went west of the Mississippi
and met in Kansas City, Missouri. The organization continued to
expand its geographical horizons after that date, meeting in 1947
in San Francisco and, in 1967, even farther west, in Honolulu.
From the outset, attendees have been able to access high-quality,
often famous speakers; examine displays of professional materials; convene in smaller committees and interest groups; and, in
the convention presentations and workshops, hear other teachers and scholars discuss a range of literacy practices and current
research findings. While many of these convention presentations
found their way into print, in the early 1970s NCTE recorded
convention presentations and offered them for sale as cassette
tapes, a program that ended as recently as 1998 (Gallivan, 4 Mar.
2009). These recorded presentations were not exactly new, since
CBS and NBC had broadcast NCTE convention speakers on the
radio as early as 1934.
NCTE convention attendance figures have ranged from a
hundred or so in early meetings to several thousand. The 2007
Annual Convention in New York set a record of 8,040 attendees
(Wagner). Over the decades, in gatherings extending from one to
eight days, writers, poets, playwrights, filmmakers, teachers, and
scholars have shared their expertise, learned from one another,
and developed ways to support the work of their students. While
the professional and social importance of these conventions
cannot be overestimated, these annual gatherings represent a
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dedicated time and space for learning about new developments
in the profession, building community, working on policy and
scholarly statements, and sharing concerns about the education
of America’s young. The Annual Convention also provides an
opportunity to recognize outstanding professionals through extensive awards programs that honor exemplary scholarship, service
to the profession, and other meritorious achievements. In recent
decades, the Annual Convention has extended over a week, with
events beginning as early as 7:00 a.m. and other functions, such
as poetry readings, going on until close to midnight.
In addition to the Annual Convention, NCTE has sponsored
numerous smaller, regional and spring conventions as well as
hundreds of institutes and workshops on reading, composition,
literature, and new technologies. NCTE affiliates also have held
yearly or twice yearly meetings to serve the teachers in a particular
city, state, or region. In many ways, these meetings have been
the lifeblood of the organization because they have given rise to
grassroots movements, enabled teachers to adapt pedagogical
research to local settings, created important special interest groups
and task forces, sponsored NCTE resolutions, originated policy
statements, and supported affiliate publications, an important
venue for young teachers as well as veterans.

Professional Books
The first NCTE books were published reports of committee work,
and the 1913 Books for Home Reading was one of the first, if
not the first, NCTE publication (Austin). Decades later, in 1930,
NCTE established the Committee on Publications with Holland
D. Roberts (later NCTE president) as chair; this committee became the NCTE Editorial Board in 1973 (Austin). The Editorial
Board serves as the “chief advisory group” for the NCTE Books
Program, and while it does not make policy, it provides “strategic
oversight” (Austin).
In the recent past, bestselling NCTE books include a true
range of topics embracing writing, grammar, poetry, film, and
vocabulary. Some of the bestsellers from the past thirty years include Gene Stanford’s edited collection, How to Handle the Paper
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Load (1979); Stephen Dunning and William Stafford’s Getting
the Knack: Twenty Poetry Writing Exercises (1992); Katie Wood
Ray’s Wondrous Words: Writers and Writing in the Elementary
Classroom (1999); John Golden’s Reading in the Dark: Using Film
as a Tool in the English Classroom (2001); Victor Villanueva’s
edited collection Cross-Talk in Comp Theory: A Reader (2nd
ed., 2003); Brock Haussamen, Amy Benjamin, Martha Kolln,
and Rebecca S. Wheeler’s Grammar Alive! A Guide for Teachers
(2003); and Chris Jennings Dixon’s Lesson Plans for Teaching
Writing (2007) (Austin).
Almost all of the books published by NCTE are intended for
teachers, not students, and over time, these works have made a
significant contribution to literacy education. Among the most
influential are two important research studies, Janet Emig’s The
Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders (1971) and Arthur N.
Applebee’s Literature in the Secondary School: Studies of Curriculum and Instruction in the United States (1993). The 1996
Standards for the English Language Arts, copublished by NCTE
and the International Reading Association, has also been an influential and bestselling work. Currently, NCTE releases about
a dozen new titles a year.

Professional Journals
In its one-hundred-year history, NCTE has sponsored a variety
of monthly, bimonthly, and quarterly periodicals, all focusing on
issues of English, language, and media teaching and materials. As
previously noted, NCTE’s inaugural publication, English Journal,
was published just one month after the organization’s December
1911 founding and continues to serve members through articles,
columns, and reports. To provide information for college members, NCTE inaugurated a “College Edition” of English Journal
in 1928; eleven years later, College English became a separate
publication. In time, NCTE expanded its journal offerings to
meet the increasingly varied needs of members. For elementary
teachers, NCTE launched Elementary English Review in 1924,
renamed it Elementary English in 1947, and then titled the
journal Language Arts in 1975. College Composition and Com-
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munication, intended for teachers of rhetoric, composition, and
communication, began publication in 1950; English Education,
meant for teacher educators, was initiated in 1969; and English
Leadership Quarterly, of interest to those in positions of leadership in college and school English departments, first appeared in
1971. Teaching English in the Two-Year College (TETYC) began
in 1974; Classroom Notes Plus, in 1983; Talking Points, in 1989
for elementary language arts teachers; Voices from the Middle, in
1994 for middle level English teachers; School Talk, in 1995 for
elementary teachers; Research in the Teaching of English, begun
in 1967, filled a vital niche by disseminating pedagogical and
literacy research. The number of subscriptions to these journals
has often exceeded membership figures and has been as high as
200,000 (Gallivan, 19 Mar. 2009).
In addition, NCTE’s affiliate organizations have published
their own journals in almost every state. Affiliate journals such as
the New England Association of Teachers of English’s The Leaflet,
the Virginia Association of Teachers of English’s Virginia English
Bulletin, and the California Association of Teachers of English’s
California English have all served useful functions, providing
forums for discussing professional issues and sharing pedagogical strategies. Traditionally, the affiliate journals have served as
important venues for publishing the writing of classroom teachers
rather than that of university and college instructors.
For scholars in the field, analyzing the content of these NCTE
journals provides a unique window into the issues that, over
time, have concerned those who teach English. Contemporary
dissertations have used the tables of contents and journal articles
extensively as a basis for gauging the temper of the times and the
nature of discussions surrounding educational and literacy issues.
A recent example is Mark Faust and Mark Dressman’s analysis
of populist perspectives on teaching poetry, based on English
Journal articles printed from 1912 to 2005. NCTE journals also
have been vehicles for discussing research and exploring outside
forces that impact the teaching of literacy. The journals often have
been a forum for dissent and argument as well; the discontent
that runs through much of the profession has found expression
in lead articles, letters to the editor, and often pointed exchanges
between writers and readers. Although NCTE publishes these
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journals, field editors and contributors are free to print articles
and take stances critical of some of the organization’s platforms
(see Christenbury’s “Entering the Whirlwind”).

Guiding the Literacy Profession
NCTE has consistently been involved in debates regarding issues
affecting literacy teaching and teachers in America. Though all
of the organization’s recommendations and policy statements
have not been enacted on the national stage, NCTE and its members have attempted to be an influence, a force, and a source of
information and timely research. In the early years of NCTE,
NCTE and the NEA sponsored the Reorganization of English in
Secondary Schools (1917) to provide guidance for shaping the
high school English curriculum. This report is an early example
of the kind of collaboration with other professional organizations
that continues to this day. NCTE also has served as the launching
place for several new organizations that are still active in their own
right. The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), the National Communication Association (NCA),
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL),
and the International Reading Association (IRA) all emerged from
NCTE (Hook 6, 50, 61,151).

Early Initiatives
Early initiatives by NCTE to guide the profession, especially in
response to the exigencies of the times, are the 1919 appointment
of the first NCTE Commission on the English Curriculum and the
1935 publication of An Experience Curriculum in English. In An
Experience Curriculum, as former NCTE Executive Director and
literacy researcher Miles Myers points out, “NCTE leaders . . .
pushed for [John] Dewey’s [progressive] ideas, recommending in
1935 that the nation adopt” a progressive, Dewey-centric curricular form (86). Beginning in 1945 through English Journal, NCTE
promoted the use of the term language arts to characterize the
education of younger students, an inclusive term intended to convey a more complex understanding of reading, writing, listening,
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and speaking than “English” as a traditional school subject had
come to mean. In 1949, acknowledging the central importance of
teaching writing (often neglected in relation to reading), NCTE
established within the organization the Conference on College
Composition and Communication (CCCC), a specialized, large
group that by the 1980s had developed an entire discipline within
English: composition studies. The history of this conference and
the relationship between national and local developments in the
teaching of writing is treated in Anne Ruggles Gere’s chapter in
this volume.

Establishing Organizational Groups
As developments and concerns in the larger world have affected
literacy education, NCTE has attempted to cover the waterfront,
establishing a myriad of study, research, and organizational
groups to address both curricular and workplace issues. The list
includes the formation of several commissions: the Commission
on the Profession (1958); the Commission on the English Language (1961); the Commission on Literature (1964); the Commission on Composition (1967); the Commission on Reading
(1969); the Commission on Media (1979); and most recently,
the Commission on Assessment (2009). The commissions have
served the Council by studying trends and research and providing
recommendations for policy decisions.
In addition to establishing CCCC, NCTE periodically has
sponsored other groups to address the specialized interests of
its members. The Conference on English Education (CEE) was
established in 1964 for those who prepare English language arts
teachers. For those who teach at two-year colleges, NCTE sponsored regional conferences in 1966 in Chicago, San Bernardino,
San Antonio, Charlotte, Cazenovia, Vancouver, and St. Louis.
These meetings led to the formation of the National Two-Year
College Council, today known as the Two-Year College English
Association, or TYCA. TYCA has been particularly active not
only in addressing pedagogical issues but also in bringing public
attention to a daunting list of concerns about the professional
treatment of two-year college teachers and the conditions in which
they work, among them
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increased teaching loads (larger class sizes or a requirement to
teach more sections), colleges replacing full-time instructors
with adjunct instructors, unjustified firings, threats to academic
freedom, salaries that don’t keep pace with the cost of living,
loss of tenure, reduction or loss of shared governance, reduction
of professional development opportunities, and micromanagement by suspicious administrators. (Bateman 241)

In 1970 the Conference of Secondary School English Department
Chairmen (CSSEDC) was established. Renamed the Conference
on English Leadership (CEL) in 1991, CEL responded to changes
in the organization of American schools as high schools compressed and established new configurations for younger students
(known alternately as junior high schools, intermediate schools,
and middle schools). In 2000, NCTE acknowledged the special
needs and contributions of middle school teachers by establishing the Middle Level Section, a division of the Council equal in
rank and power with the members who align themselves with
the interests of the traditional, historic Secondary, Elementary,
and College Sections.

A Consideration of Three Documents
Let us pause here to examine how NCTE’s meetings, commissions, and publications have guided the literacy profession in the
face of forces shaping American public education. Throughout
much of NCTE’s history, discontent has characterized members’
concerns about their profession and the times, just as conflicting
views of the role of public education have persisted in the larger
society. While discontent can be expected in an organization as
large and diverse as NCTE, what matters most is the tone of the
discussion and how inevitable tensions are resolved. It may be
instructive to take a closer look at one such moment to appreciate
the scope of NCTE’s interest in literacy education. The report
resulting from the Basic Issues conferences of 1958 and two parallel NCTE documents produced virtually at the same time, “What
Are the Responsibilities of Teachers of English?” and “Selective
Annotated List of Recent Readings on the Profession of English
Teaching,” represent pertinent examples of how, at one point in
the history of the organization, the 1950s, both conservative and
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progressive streams of thought coexisted and, in different ways,
competed to shape the literacy profession and attempted to resolve
a moment of dissent and discontent. I begin with a quotation from
The Basic Issues in the Teaching of English (1959):
There is . . . much reason to believe that English teaching can
be radically improved, given the right approaches to the problems and an effort of sufficient magnitude and strength. . . .
[A] broad attack upon the whole problem of the teaching of
English from the kindergarten through the graduate school is
essential. (NCTE 5, 14)

The urgency expressed in this excerpt (cobbled together from the
preface and the conclusion of the document) is clear, as is the
belief that “attack” is the solution to the “problem.” The devil,
however, is in the details, requiring the “right approaches” and
an “effort of sufficient magnitude and strength.” The Basic Issues
in the Teaching of English defines thirty-five areas of discussion,
most presented in the form of questions, and was the product
of several meetings throughout 1958 of almost thirty individuals representing the American Studies Association, the College
English Association, the Modern Language Association, and
NCTE. One impetus for the post-Sputnik meetings was a national
concern that the country was inferior—the document refers to
the “scientific and political crises which have aroused the interest
and concern of the public” (NCTE, Basic Issues 15)—and that
its schools were not living up to any sort of promise or potential.
This was an era of impassioned calls for new rigor as well as for
new approaches and new beliefs.
Of the thirty-five “basic issues” the document addresses, none
is more important than the underlying theme that English has
both practical and intrinsic value but that it also carries “civilizing value” (4, emphasis in the original): “ignorance of it would
leave one a barbarian” (4). The Basic Issues in the Teaching of
English acknowledges the “communications revolution” (5) but
asserts that a major goal of the English program is to acquaint
students with “the best thought and expression of their own time
and the cultural heritage which is rightfully theirs” (6). Younger
students should come to high school with an understanding of
“narrative point of view, blank verse, irony, and poetic justice”
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(7). In addition, the document posits that a “truly sequential
and cumulative program in English” is essential to shape “the
teaching of English from the kindergarten through the graduate
school” (14).
By contrast, the newly constituted NCTE Commission on the
Profession saw the situation very differently in its 24 May 1958
document, “What Are the Responsibilities of Teachers of English?” The commission certainly identified “problems”—twelve
of them. Some were related to issues in teaching English; others
addressed professional challenges and needs; many overlapped
with concerns taken up in The Basic Issues in the Teaching of
English. The tone of the commission’s document, though, is
significantly different. “What Are the Responsibilities of Teachers of English?” expects readers to accept, for example, that the
“vast complex which the teaching of English undeniably is . . .
[is] the normal development of our culture” (NCTE Commission
on the Profession 1). In the current age, the document observes,
we should “raise questions about old assumptions” (1). In addition to acknowledging a “revolution in communication” (2), the
document asserts that in teaching English, “learning to learn has
become an important goal” (4, emphasis in the original), as has
“responsibility for the growth of each individual” (7). Reading
“What Are the Responsibilities of Teachers of English?” gives
the sense that the old is not to be conserved but is to yield to
the new. In response to the question “What has happened in the
world beyond the classroom to suggest the need to re-interpret our
[English teachers’] responsibilities?” the answer is that “Aspects
of our culture may call for new approaches to old problems and
may create new problems which cannot be solved by old methods”
(1). The document also calls for a “modified concept of ‘literary
experience’ on the part of teachers” (2).
Underscoring these progressive ideas is a third document
from the Commission on the Profession, “Selective Annotated
List of Recent Readings on the Profession of English Teaching.”
The thirty-eight articles listed appeared in academic and popular
journals published, with few exceptions, in 1958 and 1959. The
list reflects a different philosophy of English teaching at all levels.
Mass media and television are the topics of at least five articles,
and the state of Russian education is the focus of two. The list
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includes conservative pieces as well as those written by NCTE
leaders: former presidents Helen K. Mackintosh (1957), Robert
C. Pooley (1941), Alfred H. Grommon (1968), Luella B. Cook
(1956), Dora V. Smith (1936), and Lou L. LaBrant (1954). The
contrast, however, between the conservative nature of The Basic
Issues in the Teaching of English and the more forward-looking
documents from the Commission on the Profession demonstrates
that larger social forces were prompting a reassessment of literacy
education and raising questions that had contradictory answers.
As one annotation in the reading list notes, “the essential task
of English is to help students look at everyday relationship [sic]
in ‘their self-searching, in their motivations, in their reactions to
the culture patterns that surround them’” (NCTE Commission
on the Profession, “Selective Annotated List” 2), a far different
aim from the desire to “civilize” students through the study of
English expressed in The Basic Issues in the Teaching of English.

Policy Meetings, Policy Statements, Standards, and
Digital Literacy
In addition to guiding the literacy profession by providing opportunities for specialized subgroups of teachers to meet and by
responding to shifting understandings of the role of English in
public education, NCTE has sponsored meetings and developed
policy statements that helped shape the profession by redefining
the curriculum to meet the changing needs of students. Early efforts included the Reorganization of English in Secondary Schools,
An Experience Curriculum in English, and the Basic Issues conferences. The Dartmouth Conference of the mid-1960s, the Impact
conferences of the early 1980s (discussed in Donna Alvermann’s
chapter in this volume), and the English Coalition Conference of
the late 1980s represent sustained efforts to review research and
align it with current thinking about appropriate courses of study
and teaching methods. While few of these meetings transformed
the profession overnight, they remain landmark efforts to redefine
“English” and offered a foundation upon which subsequent teachers and scholars could build new understandings of their work.
Policy statements also have helped to redefine “English.” One
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salient example is the publication in 1996 of the jointly produced
IRA and NCTE Standards for the English Language Arts, an effort to meet a national call to articulate agreed-upon principles
for the content area and to provide “national consensus on the
nature of English and the needs of teachers and students in the
field” (Nelms 49). As John Mayher, the architect of one of many
draft documents in the standards project, observed in 1999,
A consistent theme in the school reform efforts of the past decade has been the mantra that “Our schools are failing because
our standards are too low.” . . . One of the significant limitations
of the involvement of educators . . . in the standards movement
is that we failed to insist on a sufficiently complex conception
of standards to make them worth achieving. This allowed the
term to become a kind of Rorschach blot in which everyone
saw what they wanted to see, and in which the things we were
to have higher—always higher!—standards about could vary
widely. (106, 107–08)

Despite the challenges, NCTE joined with IRA and received
federal support to craft standards for the English language arts.
When the draft standards did not suit federal representatives,
financial support for the project was withdrawn, but NCTE and
IRA proceeded with the work nevertheless, funding it themselves.
Mayher adroitly details the complex history of the drafts and
the different conceptions of English as a subject that shaped the
final document. Standards for the English Language Arts was the
product of years of consensus-sharing within the membership and
in alliance with IRA. The final document, though, was not met
with applause or approval. Virtually no one within or outside the
literacy profession was pleased with the result, and after Standards
for the English Language Arts was published, it became clear
that the document would never have the impact of the highly
successful and, at least at the time, well-received 1989 standards
from another important professional organization, the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics. Nevertheless, the Standards
for the English Language Arts asserted principles collaboratively
developed in a field in which consensus is often elusive, and the
many individuals who worked on the project struggled through
discontent to produce a document that met a national demand for
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articulating important principles of literacy teaching and learning. Both Donna E. Alvermann and John Mayher return to the
IRA–NCTE standards project in their chapters for this volume,
taking up subsequent calls for standards that characterize the
political context in which today’s literacy educators work.
As digital literacy issues have become broader in the twentyfirst century, NCTE has also attempted to lead the profession and
is, to date, the only professional organization to define twentyfirst-century literacies (2008) so that literacy instruction and
assessment, as well as acknowledgment of the power of social
networking in most students’ lives, is intelligently conducted.
NCTE in 2008 sponsored an important Summer Institute on
21st Century Literacies and continues to develop resources, lesson plans, guidelines, and resolutions regarding the use of digital
media in the classroom—all part of the information and advocacy
of NCTE regarding digital literacy. These efforts are elaborated
throughout this volume but especially in Chapter 6 by Mary
Christel and Sandy Hayes.

Taking a Stand on Social Justice Issues Impacting
Literacy Education
In advocating for social justice, NCTE has had considerable
company among academic organizations and other sectors of
American society. Even so, while progress has sometimes seemed
too slow, over the decades many NCTE members have contributed their time and talents toward ensuring that fairness, equal
opportunity, and democratic principles are the standard, both
within and outside the profession, in schools, in communities,
and in the nation.

Addressing Issues of Gender and Race
Women were part of the founding and very first meeting of NCTE.
A photo of the December 1911 gathering features thirteen identifiable women in a room of thirty-four individuals, albeit all of them
white. A year later, the first slate of NCTE officers included Emma
J. Breck as first vice president, a fact made more impressive when
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we remember that women in the United States did not have the
right to vote until the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in
1920. Nine years later, in 1929, Rewey Belle Inglis was the first
woman to be elected president of NCTE. (WILLA, the Women
in Literature and Life Assembly of NCTE, established in 1991,
annually presents the Rewey Belle Inglis Award for Outstanding
Woman in English Education.) NCTE struggled, however, with
equal gender representation, especially in leadership roles, and for
half a century the language in Council publications consistently
used the traditional man/men and he/him for all references to
human beings. In the 1970s, the NCTE Women’s Committee
actively advocated for the use of nonsexist language in all NCTE
communications and attempted to highlight the dearth of women
in leadership roles. (More information on this topic and the role
of NCTE’s women presidents can be found in Jeanne Gerlach
and Virginia Monseau’s edited collection Missing Chapters: Ten
Pioneering Women in NCTE and English Education.) By 1975,
when guidelines for nonsexist language were adopted, having
been affirmed in a 1974 NCTE resolution (Reed 1), inclusive,
nonsexist language became the norm in virtually all NCTE print
material. Women also entered leadership roles in increasing
numbers, consistent with the expansion of women’s presence in
the teaching profession at all levels. Today, women leaders are
the rule, not the exception.
Though NCTE has not always been in the forefront of social change, it has had leaders who strongly objected to racial
inequality. NCTE conventions located in segregated cities posed
significant challenges for members early in NCTE’s history. At
the 1932 NCTE Annual Convention in Memphis, for instance,
meetings for white and black members were held in separate hotels across the street from each other. Major speakers gave their
presentations twice, once in each of the two segregated locales.
Jacqueline Jones Royster’s chapter in this volume provides a fuller
account of this meeting. In 1945, NCTE adopted the policy to
meet only in cities providing hotels and dining facilities “regardless
of race or religion” (“The Buffalo Convention” 108). It was not
until 1962 that NCTE conventions returned to the South (Hook
129). By 1964 the NCTE Board of Directors also had prohibited
racial restrictions on membership in NCTE affiliates. Later, NCTE
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also would not meet in states that had failed to ratify the Equal
Rights Amendment and, in subsequent decades, where laws put
gay and lesbian members at risk of arrest.
In addition to asserting freedom of assembly for all NCTE
members, the organization sponsored efforts to educate teachers, parents, and the public about a more inclusive curriculum.
In 1941, Charlemae Hill Rollins published through NCTE We
Build Together, an annotated volume “which described books by
and about blacks” for young readers (Hook 107); the book was
revised and reissued in 1948 and 1967. Inclusive instructional
materials were also the concern of the Task Force on Racism and
Bias, established in 1969 under the leadership of Ernece B. Kelly,
who served until 1980 (Brown). This important task force issued
in 1970 a statement setting forth “Criteria for Teaching Materials in Reading and Literature.” The task force found “crucial
deficiencies” in instructional materials used in English language
arts classrooms and enumerated some of them in a 1971 College
English article:
Specifically, educational materials now suffer from the following crucial deficiencies: the inadequate representation of
literary works by members of non-white minorities in general
anthologies which serve as basic texts and in basal readers and
other Language Arts kits inclusive of audio-visual materials,
in most elementary, secondary, and college English courses;
representation of minority groups which is demeaning, insensitive, or unflattering to the culture; the inclusion of only popular
and proven works by a limited number of “acceptable” writers, resulting in a misrepresentation of the actual range of the
group’s contribution to literature; biased commentaries which
gloss over or flatly ignore the oppression suffered by non-white
minority persons; and still other commentaries in anthologies
which depict inaccurately the influence of non-white minority
persons on literary, cultural, and historical developments in
America. (713–14)

The document calls for “balance,” and asserts that “non-white
minorities must be represented in basic texts in a fashion which
respects their dignity as human beings and mirrors their contributions to American culture, history, and letters” (714). To
help educate students and teachers about the range of excellent
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literature by authors of color, NCTE and the NCTE Black Caucus hosted in 1990 the first African American Read-In, a day in
which teachers, students, and the general public read African
American literature.
The work of the Task Force on Racism and Bias was considered influential regarding the selection of teaching materials, but
the movement was much broader. Two actions emerged from
an NCTE study group, meeting before the 1970 NCTE Annual
Convention in Atlanta (Prichard; NCTE Annual Business Meeting Minutes, 28 Nov. 1970). First, NCTE members passed a
resolution, “On Items Testing Competence in Black Literature on
Qualifying and Certifying Examinations,” calling for the inclusion
of test items “designed to test and examine competence in Black
Literature” for “all teacher certification and recertification examinations, all English achievement tests, and the Graduate Record
Examination.” A second, less binding but still significant senseof-the-house motion urged similar attention to Chicano literature,
noting that “the cultural contribution of the Chicano Community
. . . be recognized” through examination and test items (NCTE
Annual Business Meeting Minutes, 28 Nov. 1970, 25).
At NCTE meetings, the Task Force on Racism and Bias also
provided leadership and focus:
At both the 4C’s and NCTE Conventions, the Task Force
maintained a booth exhibiting publications of every genre
penned by minority authors. Recordings were also on display.
The materials spanned elementary to college level reading abilities, and occasionally, an author of color was featured at the
booth. This person would talk about the publishing process
and answer questions.
Because the TF booth was competing for the attention of
conference-goers with the more expensive-looking booths of
publishers, ethnic music was played there. The booth acted
also as a means for enhanced cooperation between the caucuses
because TF relied on non-members to help maintain a presence there. (The now-deceased, African American poet Sarah
Webster Fabio scrawled her thanks to the Task Force on one
of her spoken word LP’s for helping increase her visibility in
the English teacher/publisher communities.) (Brown)

To further the work of scholars of color and to reinforce
a commitment to diversity, in the spring of 2000 the NCTE
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Research Foundation established the Cultivating New Voices
Among Scholars of Color (CNV) program, sponsoring scholars
of color and fostering their research. Forty-three individuals were
selected for the program between 2000 and 2007, each developing
a proposal for research and participating in a mentored cohort
of young scholars:
The mentors, many long-standing members of NCTE, are asked
to work across two years with fellows to develop research
theory, methods, and implementation in support of the fellows’
dissertations or related research projects. The mentors and fellows meet annually during the NCTE Fall Convention and in
the Spring for a research retreat. Since 2004, CNV fellows and
mentors have met in conjunction with the Research Foundation
Spring meeting so that Trustees may also attend and support
the work of CNV. (NCTE Research Foundation 1)

Providing such mentoring for new leaders of color represents
an ongoing effort to diversify NCTE membership. NCTE’s first
African American president (as well as the first African American editor of an NCTE journal, Language Arts) was William
A. Jenkins, who served in 1969. Since then, other members of
color have held leadership positions in the Council, including
the presidency. Beginning in the late 1960s, NCTE also saw the
formation of several caucuses: the Chicano Caucus (1968; now
known as the Latina/o Caucus), the Black Caucus (1970), and the
Jewish Caucus (2002). Within CCCC, the Asian/Asian American
Caucus was organized in 1995; the Caucus for American Indian
Scholars and Scholarship, in 1997. These groups had their genesis in the membership and deliberations of the Task Force on
Racism and Bias, which worked to correct “crucial deficiencies”
in instructional materials used in English classrooms. While the
Gay Caucus began meeting at NCTE annual conventions in
1976, by 1994 the Gay Straight Educators’ Alliance (GSEA) was
established as the NCTE Assembly for Gay Lesbian Academic
Issues Awareness (AGLAIA). These groups not only provide an
important intellectual and social space within the organization but
also help mentor future leaders and urge NCTE toward greater
inclusiveness. Some of the contributions of these caucuses to the
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Council’s policy work are discussed in chapters by Jacqueline
Jones Royster and by Carol D. Lee and Anika Spratley.
These authors, together with Stephen Tchudi in his chapter,
“Teaching Language,” detail NCTE’s efforts to address misconceptions about the English language, specifically the place of a
student’s “home” language in the classroom and the role of Standard English. The influential—and, for some, still controversial—
Students’ Right to Their Own Language resolution was approved
in 1972 by CCCC and later adopted, slightly revised, by NCTE
and reaffirmed in 2003. Reflecting decades of linguistic research
and a belief in the importance of respecting all language varieties, the statement asserts, in the language of the 1972 resolution,
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. (NCTE, Students’
Right 2–3)

The significance of the Students’ Right to Their Own Language
statement is attested by virtually every contributing author in this
volume. While it grew out of “the Council’s evolving consciousness of issues of race, class, and dialect” (p. 152), as Tchudi puts
it, it also helped to educate teachers, parents, and others about
linguistic research and language variation. (For additional information, see Scott, Straker, and Katz.)

Confronting War and Advocating for Peace
Insularity was not an issue for NCTE during the world wars, nor
were members indifferent to the need for harmony between nations. After the First World War and fearing a second, NCTE’s
International Relations Committee was alarmed enough about the
state of the world to present, at the 29 November 1935 annual
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business meeting, a number of resolutions. The resolutions noted
concerns for “a thoroughgoing peace policy for the United States
and for the world”; opposition to “a war and to the supplying of
munitions and all materials that might be used toward the breaking of world peace”; and, with regard to education, opposition to
the “prevailing tendency to militarize the schools and colleges of
the nation” by means of ROTC programs and war propaganda
in classroom instructional materials (Minutes 19).
At subsequent pre–World War II annual business meetings,
members understood that the United States faced “troubled times”
(NCTE Annual Business Meeting Minutes, 22 Nov. 1940, 29)
and adopted a resolution calling for “specific training in the use of
. . . contemporary materials” such as magazines and radio scripts,
and for the “spiritual defense of our democracy” (28–29). Two
years later, during the November 1942 Board of Directors meeting, NCTE members present observed that “[a]s English teachers
we are mobilized for war” (Minutes 270) and noted how literacy
could be effective in the conflict.
What possible relevance could English and the teaching of
English have in a time of war? For NCTE the answer lay in what
literacy education could do for victory, and the organization
asserted the importance of language and communication early
on. During World War II, NCTE went all out with war-related
articles, pamphlets, and, in an apparent contradiction, advice
to teachers on how to help students interpret propaganda. A 28
December 1941 “English in Wartime” resolution from the NCTE
College Section, approved by one hundred members in attendance
at the Indianapolis College Section luncheon, noted that “[t]eachers, as citizens, are obligated to support civilian morale. In time
of war as in time of peace the defense of our country involves
the preservation and extension of democracy, its institutions, its
hopes, and its ideals” (“English in Wartime” 578).
Because the war restricted travel, no NCTE Annual Convention was held in 1942, though smaller, local conferences served
“to increase intelligent and effective support of the war effort on
the part of the schools and teachers” (“News and Notes” 564).
In 1943 a business meeting only was offered. Yet despite the
suspension of large meetings, NCTE contributed to the war effort
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in other ways. As an example, in 1943 “Pre-Induction Needs in
Language Communication and Reading” was published in Education for Victory, a newsletter cosponsored by the U.S. Office of
Education and the War Department. Written by NCTE members
and then-NCTE President Max J. Herzberg, the article offered
numerous strategies to strengthen communication skills for soldiers. After World War II, College English in 1945 conducted
and published a survey of “English for Ex-Service Personnel,”
addressing the needs of soldiers adjusting to peacetime and to
their work in college English classes.
During the Cold War, the federally sponsored National Defense Education Act (NDEA) was established in 1958 to support
subjects that were considered vital to national defense—science,
mathematics, and foreign language. To assert the centrality of
literacy education to national defense, a 1960 NCTE resolution
called for the NDEA to include English in the program; in 1961 the
argument was reinforced by NCTE’s publication of The National
Interest and the Teaching of English. NDEA did not immediately
include English as a subject vital to national defense, but a second
publication, The National Interest and the Continuing Education
of Teachers of English (1964), proved effectively compelling, and
in 1964, NDEA was expanded to include English. Scholar Robert
P. Yagelski marks the event:
[The National Interest and the Continuing Education of
Teachers of English convinced] Congress to include English as
a vital subject of study in schools. . . . It seems a watershed, if
short-lived, movement in the history of English as an academic
discipline, bringing together conservative, rationalist, moderate,
liberal, and progressive educators in a rare moment of relative
agreement about the importance of the study of English in
American society. (7–8)

The support for war efforts and defense-related teaching
shifted around the time that the Vietnam War entered the national
consciousness. In that era, one of the consistent tensions within
NCTE was what position the organization should take on the
Vietnam War. Like many organizations of the time, NCTE fought
its own battles over the issue. In 1969, NCTE President William
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A. Jenkins noted that individuals who opposed the war could be
more effective “as private citizens than as members of NCTE”
(Hook 237). But just weeks later, NCTE members disagreed and
passed a resolution demanding an end to the Vietnam War and
calling it “not only a threat to [NCTE’s] educational objective
but a threat to the very culture it is expected to educate young
people for” (Hook 238). At almost every subsequent NCTE meeting until the conflict ended, issues regarding Vietnam emerged
and were debated.
The response to war and the role of literacy has continued
through NCTE publications and resolutions in recent decades.
Over the years, war-related articles in English Journal have
provided curricular responses to war, helped students develop
patriotism and avoid xenophobia, and explored critical citizenship. Other war-related topics were addressed in NCTE books,
such as Larry Johannessen’s Illumination Rounds, and special
issues of NCTE journals, among them the 2000 English Journal
focus issue, A Curriculum of Peace, edited by Virginia Monseau,
and the 2009 Teaching English in the Two-Year College special
issue, Teaching in a Time of War, edited by Jeff Sommers. Just
two months after the September 11 attacks on the Pentagon and
the World Trade Center, members attending the 2001 NCTE
Annual Convention passed a resolution “On Teaching in a Time
of Crisis.” The resolution urged NCTE to continue to support
Literature and writing instruction as a means for understanding
loss, anger, war, and difference;
Language study as a vehicle for understanding conflict, propaganda,
and democratic discourse; and
Critical literacy as an instrument essential to an informed citizenship and global understanding. (NCTE Annual Business Meeting
Minutes, 26 Nov. 2001, 4)

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, NCTE members
continue to define how their teaching of the English language arts
speaks to the larger forces that disrupt the peace between nations.
Among the questions they attempt to address are those posed by
TETYC editor Jeff Sommers:
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How are we now teaching students who are veterans of the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the first Gulf War, Panama, Somalia, Vietnam? Many students have parents, siblings, spouses,
grandparents, even children who have served during wars in
the past forty years. How is teaching English to these students
influenced by our current war-time standing? What is the effect
on classroom dynamics? teacher-student relationships? studentstudent relationships? pedagogical decisions about assigned
reading and writing? (Sommers, “Editorial” 349)

Literacy, it would seem, does indeed have a place in times of
conflict.

Intellectual Freedom for Students and Teachers
As a social issue, intellectual freedom and resistance to all forms
of censorship have been central concerns for NCTE for decades.
Censorship especially bears on the instructional freedom of
teachers and their students because it often restricts or controls
materials used in libraries and classrooms.
In the mid-twentieth century, many in the United States were
concerned about the influence of communism, but for NCTE
members, there were real limits to proving one’s loyalty to the U.S.
Constitution and one’s love of democracy. At the annual business
meeting on 23 November 1950, NCTE members passed several
resolutions directly addressing the fear-mongering of the times:
after some debate and a few changes in wording, the members
“deplored[d] the unwarranted suspicions implied in hastily conceived and discriminatory teachers’ oaths,” which had a tendency
to “divide and confuse by a questionable identification of the word
with the thing, honest and conscientious teachers” (Minutes 63).
At the annual business meeting on 26 November 1953, NCTE
members expressed their concern regarding “restrictions upon
the choice of classroom materials and the right of communists
to teach in the public schools of the United States” (Minutes 77).
The group went on to adopt a resolution, partially quoted here:
The NCTE believes that freedom to teach includes freedom to
examine and to dissent from, within the limits of loyalty and
integrity, not only those beliefs which are safe and popular,
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but those which are held by the few and are unpopular with
many. . . . [D]enying access to all relevant facts is as much a
betrayal of responsibilities as is indoctrination with fanatic
creeds and that both practices are indeed totalitarian. . . . It is
the strong conviction of the NCTE that schools and colleges
of the nation must be guarded not only against Communism,
but also against those persons who use the fear of Communism
as a pretext for their attacks upon the American educational
system. (Minutes 77, 78)

Resolutions are important not only for solidarity but also because
they frame responses that can promote further work. Opposition
to censorship, “restriction upon the choice of classroom materials” in the words of the 1953 resolution just cited, prompted the
publication in 1953 of the pamphlet “Censorship and Controversy,” as well as “The Students’ Right to Read” (1962), which
affirmed the necessity of open materials for all students: “Censorship leaves students with an inadequate and distorted picture of
the ideals, values, and problems of their culture. . . . [T]he real
victims are the students, denied the freedom to explore ideas and
pursue truth wherever and however they wish” (NCTE Committee on the Right to Read 7).
In one of the most important American judicial rulings regarding the censorship of classroom and library materials, NCTE
affiliates contributed funds to permit filing a friend-of-the-court
(amicus curiae) brief supporting a student’s appeal of a decision
in a book-banning case (Pico v. Island Trees School District) in
1979. The brief contended:
At stake is the right of students and teachers to pursue their
scholastic activities free from the intrusion of public officials
who, because they are offended by certain passages, physically
remove and ban books from public junior and senior high
school libraries and forbid their use in the curriculum. . . .
[S]uch conduct is abhorrent to the principles of a free society,
and in direct contravention of the First Amendment.
Government censorship in any form is suspect. It is especially unwelcome in the public school system, which must instill
an understanding of, and respect for, democratic processes if
our society is to remain viable. (Brief 3)

 32 

b38762_ch1.indd 32

5/17/10 12:58 PM

NCTE and the Shaping of American Literacy Education

The Supreme Court’s decision was split, but the justices ruled
that library materials were protected and could not be removed
from a school.
Today NCTE continues to assist teachers and other literacy
leaders in resisting censorship by providing supporting letters,
materials, and information and by joining with other organizations such as the American Library Association to make the public
more aware of the continued pressure to censor or “ban” books.
NCTE also routinely calls attention to deceptive uses of language. In 1972 the first NCTE Committee on Public Doublespeak
was appointed. The committee’s title is a nod to George Orwell’s
novel 1984 and his influential essay on the deliberate misuse of
language, “Politics and the English Language.” Today, at the
NCTE Annual Convention the Doublespeak Award highlights
deceptive language, and the George Orwell Award recognizes individuals who support intellectual freedom. Donna E. Alvermann
treats these and other issues of intellectual freedom in her chapter.
The involvement of NCTE in political activities and policy
work is essentially inescapable. In 1972, when former NCTE
President William A. Jenkins headed a subcommittee of the NCTE
Commission on Reading, he wrote, in “Political Activities of the
NCTE Commission on Reading,” that an “activist” orientation
to “keep our needs, intentions, and concerns before those who
are in power should be carried out” (Jenkins 1). Jenkins offered
a nineteen-point agenda with eight priorities, advocating that
“the Commission [on Reading] re-establish contact and maintain
contact with the ‘gatekeepers’ of the lands of political influence,
financing, and other forms of support for the teaching of reading” (Jenkins 6). Shortly thereafter, in 1975, NCTE launched
an “action wing,” Support for the Learning and Teaching of
English (SLATE), to provide members with information about
political events and movements. As political pressures on education mounted, especially during discussions of federal No Child
Left Behind legislation, NCTE hosted its first Advocacy Day on
Capitol Hill in 2002 so that members could discuss literacy issues with congressional representatives. In 2006, NCTE leaders
wrote their first legislative platform, which is updated annually to
advance public policies supportive of effective literacy education.
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Assessment
What historian Arthur N. Applebee calls “the movement for scientific management” (Tradition 81) in education was embodied
early on by E. L. Thorndike, whose achievement tests in major
school subjects were instituted in American classrooms around
1908. In the 1930s, NCTE Executive Director W. Wilbur Hatfield
and eventual NCTE President John J. DeBoer (1942) were also
involved in creating and advocating for objective tests for the
English classroom. But as testing has expanded, largely through
the influence of the College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB),
NCTE has increasingly resisted large-scale, high-stakes assessments. In the past thirty-five years, the organization has adopted
no fewer than twenty-four resolutions that address concerns about
behavioral objectives, standardized tests, national testing programs, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
alternative testing, mandated competency tests, and “excessive
focus on subskills” testing. These concerns are not confined to
younger students but also extend to those attending colleges and
universities. Kathleen Blake Yancey’s chapter in this volume charts
“NCTE’s role in advocating for and helping to create assessments
in support of learners and learning, as well as speaking against
measures that truncate learning or stigmatize students” (p. 284).
A past president of NCTE, Yancey and others in 2005 helped
address the widespread use of timed writing tests by virtually
all school districts across the country in The Impact of the SAT
and ACT Timed Writing Tests (NCTE). The report details the
effects of this kind of testing on students’ processes of composing and revising and raises four issues regarding the validity and
reliability of such tests, the effect of the tests on curriculum and
classroom instruction, the unintended consequences of the tests,
and concerns about equity and diversity (2).
While assessment is central to responsible classroom instruction, the misuse and misinterpretation of tests remains a persistent
concern of literacy teachers. The comments of John C. Sherwood,
writing fifty years ago as the chair of the 1964 Committee on
Testing, are salient today, especially as contemporary students are
the most frequently assessed and tested individuals in American
educational history:
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The field of objective testing is today a controversial one, and it
is hardly surprising that controversies about testing in composition should be especially troublesome. . . . That many teachers
hold violent opinions on these topics is hardly surprising. . . .
We must recognize the dangers involved in objective testing
. . . and [take] every care to avoid any undesirable influence on
the teaching of English. (Sherwood 1, 6)

Advancing the Scholarship of English and Literacy
NCTE has long been a sponsor of research on the teaching
and learning of English. The first article in the first issue of the
organization’s first periodical, English Journal, presents data
on student–teacher ratios in a number of states and makes the
case that composition teachers in particular are overburdened
(Hopkins). This pattern of initiating and reporting on research
and also asking for “teacher opinion on various professional
problems” (Radner 13) has continued over a century. Research
is central to the work of NCTE: it tells us that individuals put
bias in language, and that language arts are processes (and how
these processes develop). Research defines pedagogical practices
and drives advocacy; it promotes teachers’ studies of classroom
practices, fosters ongoing professional development, and generates consulting networks. The research studies that NCTE has
sponsored have been important and ultimately influential. They
include, just to mention a few from recent years, the effect of
grammar instruction on writing, the use of canonical works in
secondary English classes, the writing behaviors of students, and
the influence of digital communication on students’ out-of-school
literacy practices.

The Research Foundation and the James R. Squire Office
The NCTE Research Foundation, established in 1960 and supported by a portion of members’ dues, has published influential
research, helped draft and disseminate policy documents, and
recognized exemplary studies and dissertations (through the
Promising Researcher, Britton, Emig, Meade, and Russell Awards,
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just to mention five). The Research Foundation also fosters “research and scholarship related to diversity and equity in literacy
education” (NCTE Research Foundation 1), and a 2007 report
from the foundation notes a $700,000 investment in such research
over a period of six years.
In 2004, NCTE also established the James R. Squire Office of
Policy Research in the English Language Arts. Named in honor
of former NCTE Executive Director James R. Squire, the office
has researched and reported on timely topics impacting the work
of literacy educators, among them writing, new media, twentyfirst-century literacies, English language learners, traditional and
alternative certification programs, and the working conditions of
college composition teachers. Compilations of research through
the Squire Office regarding assessment, writing across the curriculum, and teacher preparation not only strengthen NCTE’s claims
about effective teaching practices but also provide policymakers
with current information about the work of literacy educators.

Scholarly Research Meetings and Seminars
Significant research meetings and seminars sponsored by NCTE
have also contributed to the scholarship of the profession. As mentioned before, the 1966 Anglo-American Seminar on the Teaching
and Learning of English, known as the Dartmouth Conference,
still ranks as one of the most influential conferences in the latter
part of the twentieth century. Also in the 1960s, NCTE administered and directed Project English, headed by NCTE Executive
Director J. N. Hook and funded by the federal government.
Project English supported curriculum study centers, conferences,
and research. While the curriculum centers and other initiatives
did not continue in influence much beyond the 1960s, Project
English demonstrates that when literacy organizations conferred,
they could create innovative approaches to teaching (Hook
196). The 1960s also saw NCTE and the University of Illinois at
Urbana–Champaign collaborate on the National Study of High
School English Programs (1963–1965). In addition to supporting and conducting research, NCTE, beginning in 1967 (Hook
267), became a major distributor of scholarship as the home
of the English and then the reading divisions of the Education
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Resources Information Center (ERIC) Clearinghouse, a vital
center for collecting research materials, reports, conference presentations, and books that otherwise would not be accessible to
educators.
Disseminating research was also one goal of a series of Impact
Conferences on reading and literacy education, especially in the
elementary schools (Goodman x). As part of the 1979 International Year of the Child, the presidents of NCTE and IRA formed
a joint committee on the Impact of Child Language Development
Research on Curriculum and Instruction. From 1979 to 1982,
this group sponsored four national and three regional conferences
on children’s language and learning. What emerged from these
conferences was the influential Observing the Language Learner
(Jaggar and Smith-Burke), as well as the concept of “kidwatching” for observing young language learners. These conferences
laid important groundwork for resisting an exclusive focus on
phonics and basal readers and for promoting whole language
approaches to reading instruction.
In 1986, NCTE joined with eight other organizations to
cosponsor the English Coalition Conference. The focus of this
gathering was, “[What] does it mean to be a teacher of English,
from kindergarten through graduate school?” (Lloyd-Jones and
Lunsford xvii), and the sixty participants discussed “English
studies as a continuum from the earliest grades through undergraduate study” (xxi). Seen as a “follow-up to the Dartmouth
Conference” (Elbow 3), attendees engaged in much “hope and
idealism” (Nelms 58) and revisited many of the principles articulated at Dartmouth.

Scholarly Publications
As discussed earlier in this chapter, NCTE has a long history of
publishing scholarly books and has vetted, printed, and distributed hundreds of titles over the years. NCTE books have furthered
scholarship in the field, helped teachers with their own ongoing
professional development, and offered materials for classroom
study. Together with NCTE publications cited previously, the
following books published or distributed by NCTE have been
especially influential in changing literacy practice and research
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directions: Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell
Schoer’s Research in Written Composition (1963); Kellogg W.
Hunt’s Grammatical Structures Written at Three Grade Levels
(1965); George Hillocks Jr.’s Research on Written Composition: New Directions for Teaching (1986); Judith A. Langer and
Arthur N. Applebee’s How Writing Shapes Thinking: A Study
of Thinking and Learning (1987); James Flood, Diane Lapp,
James R. Squire, and Julie M. Jensen’s Handbook of Research
on Teaching the English Language Arts (2nd ed., 2003); books
in the current Theory & Research Into Practice (TRIP) series,
which translates research into instruction; and volumes in NCTE’s
Research Report series, which offered research findings based on
various methods of research.
NCTE has also been active in chronicling its own history.
Three major treatments are Arthur N. Applebee’s Tradition
and Reform in the Teaching of English: A History (1974); J. N.
Hook’s A Long Way Together: A Personal View of NCTE’s First
Sixty-Seven Years (1979); and Marjorie N. Farmer’s Consensus
and Dissent: Teaching English Past, Present, and Future (1986).
In addition, two English Journal focus issues devoted to the history of literacy education were published by editors Judy and
England in 1979 and one by English Journal editor Monseau in
2000. TYCA’s history has been recently chronicled in four articles
written by Jeffrey Andelora and published in Teaching English
in the Two-Year College. The ALAN Review has been detailed
in a collection of essays edited by Patricia P. Kelly and Robert C.
Small, Jr., Two Decades of The ALAN Review (1999).

Connecting with International Scholars
According to International Involvement, “Global English,” and
NCTE Focus Group White Paper, an NCTE staff report that informs the following section, the organization has maintained an
interest in the work of teachers outside the United States almost
from the beginning. As early as 1925, NCTE member E. Estelle
Downing of Michigan State Normal College, a pacifist and internationalist, made the case that the study and teaching of English
could help ensure that the tragedy of World War I would never be
repeated. At the 1925 NCTE Annual Convention, Downing asked,
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How can we teach composition so that assertion will not pass
for argument, prejudice for reason, or passion for knowledge?
How can we teach literature so as to lessen combative group
loyalties, inhibiting prejudices, and dangerous hatreds? How
through the teaching of English can we prevent standardization
of opinions and beliefs and crystallization of a blind and deaf
conservatism? How can we better foster faith in the ultimate
force of friendship, honesty, and justice between classes, races,
and creeds? (NCTE, International Involvement 1)

Downing was later appointed chair of NCTE’s first International
Relations Committee, a group that wrote extensively across the
Council and sponsored International Good-Will Days. This concern for international relations continued, and by 1943, a motion
was adopted to create an International Council of Teachers of
English, formed by delegates from across the Americas. To support teachers who taught nonnative speakers of English, NCTE
formed a committee on Teaching English as a Second Language
in 1945. NCTE President Harold B. Allen (1961) created the
English for Today series, distributed by McGraw-Hill, which
became the primary set of English textbooks in many nations
around the world in the 1960s and 1970s. Allen also published
A Survey of the Teaching of English to Non-English Speakers
in the United States (1966) and organized a series of national
conferences in the mid-1960s that gave rise to the TOEFL exam
and the organization TESOL. It was NCTE Executive Director
Robert F. Hogan who drafted TESOL’s constitution.
To encourage NCTE members to meet teachers in other countries, the Council organized study tours of England in the mid1960s, and many American teachers came away impressed by the
progressive teaching methods used in British schools. Drama, storytelling, and art were often interwoven with English study. Boris
Ford, the president of NCTE’s sister British professional association, the National Association for the Teaching of English
(NATE), attended the NCTE Convention in 1964 and was so inspired by what he saw as similar challenges across the two organizations that, in the following year, he and James R. Squire organized the International Conference on the Teaching of English,
held during the 1965 Annual Convention. The papers delivered
during this gathering were published as A Common Purpose: The
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Teaching of English in Great Britain, Canada, and the United
States (1966). In 1967 the Canadian Council of Teachers of English was organized with NCTE’s assistance, and the seeds were
sown for the influential Dartmouth Conference that summer.
Despite the momentum from Dartmouth, international concerns faded in the fevered activism of the late 1960s. By 1972,
however, NCTE sponsored its First International Conference on
the Teaching of English in York, England, and that same year
launched the International Exchange Assembly, one of the first
four assemblies formed by NCTE. Although the assembly provided an institutional base for a few hundred members, no major
structural steps were undertaken until selected NCTE leaders
began participating in a loosely formed International Steering
Committee in the late 1970s. This group would officially become
the International Federation for the Teaching of English (IFTE)
in 1982, and NCTE ratified its participation and the IFTE constitution in 1983.
As the 1990s began, international interest strengthened.
NCTE President Miriam Chaplin (1995) went on a fact-finding
trip to South Africa, and Presidents Jesse Perry (1993) and especially Shirley Haley-James (1991) pushed the Council to undertake
new structures to support international scholarship and engagement. In the summer of 1995, under the American leadership of
John Mayher and Gordon Pradl, the International Federation for
the Teaching of English Tri-Annual Conference was held in New
York City, bringing together teachers from Australia, the United
Kingdom, and the United States. In the late 1990s, NCTE was
involved in the International Conference for Global Conversations on Language and Literacy; a number of these meetings were
organized and attended by NCTE officers and members in such
locations as Heidelberg, Germany (1996); Bordeaux, France (1998);
and Utrecht, Netherlands (2000).

Conclusion: Into the Twenty-First Century
The ideological and material complexity that builds up around
literacy . . . cannot be underestimated.
Deborah Brandt, Literacy in American Lives (193)
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Idealism remains a driving force in the profession of English
teaching.
Robert P. Yagelski, The Relevance of English:
Teaching That Matters in Students’ Lives (15)

One of the undeniable characteristics about English, the teaching
of English, and the goals and ideals of any organization purporting to represent English teachers is the tremendous diversity of
opinion about any topic. Put any three literacy professionals
together, and they will offer you a dozen different opinions. But
it has always been so. While most English teachers would agree
on fundamental principles about students, the subjects they
teach, and the balancing act that effective instruction requires,
literacy educators also recognize that language and its uses are
highly contextual, that their students are unique individuals, and
that much about teaching depends on factors that can shift from
day to day and year to year. Good teachers hold, on the one
hand, conviction, and on the other, doubt and concern as they
continually evaluate their work. This complexity coexists with
the “idealism” described in the quotation above from Yagelski.
Applied to an organization such as NCTE, holding conviction
simultaneously with doubt and concern makes for a complicated,
multifaceted, and often contradictory history.
In endeavoring to represent English teachers and provide a
voice for important policy and research in the field, NCTE can
count some undeniable victories. There are also defeats and
stalemates and clear evidence that no single group of professional
educators has been, at least in the last forty years, a significant
influence on national policy and practice. At the same time, NCTE
can claim a consistent effort to influence English classrooms and
English teaching at all levels in this country, what John Mayher,
later in this volume, calls a “progressive pattern that has informed
the positions, beliefs, and practices of the Council” (p. 397). We
can also acknowledge that the discontent that Hosic noted in
1912 is still with us. American public education is in constant
foment, and depending on the exigencies of the time, change and
conflict—and, yes, even discontent—appear and reappear, sometimes in new guises. As Deborah Brandt so eloquently illustrates
in Literacy in American Lives,
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Throughout the past century, with nearly every new generation,
learning to read and write has meant learning to read and write
for new reasons and under new auspices. Literacy learning became part of a wider response to changes affecting individuals,
their families, and their communities. (191)

What NCTE represents, then, is a focal point and a force, a
movement if you will. Today, after almost a century, it remains
a voice for English language arts teachers and an advocate for
America’s students.
An enduring value in the United States is the shaping of citizenry and the dissemination of democratic values within the classrooms of American public schools. Brandt calls “literacy’s link to
democracy” both “complicated” and “vital” (205). What happens
in those classrooms affects our communities, our economy, our
present, and our future. The consequences of both success and
failure are immense. One of the compelling motivations behind
the ongoing work of NCTE is the fact that power is rarely in the
hands of those closest to students. The people who spend hours
with students are the last to be consulted regarding policy. Often,
curricular decisions, access to materials, funding, and institutional
regulations are imposed from without and based on misplaced
ideological allegiances, often without regard for sound pedagogical principles. As articulated by reading researcher and 1979
NCTE President Yetta M. Goodman, “the mission of NCTE [is]
to respond to uninformed impositions by those outside of the
classroom,” and part of the organization’s mandate is the need
for “background knowledge, theory, and research” (Goodman
viii) to resist those impositions. While the degree of teacher and
student influence varies across teaching levels, access to power
and voice in education is an ongoing concern for most literacy
teachers. For one hundred years, marking some victories, some
defeats, and some draws, NCTE has worked to be that voice, to be
a professional home for those who teach language and literature
and writing and speaking. The organization has also functioned,
in a way, as a conscience: it has lent voice and prestige to those
who work with young people in classrooms across the United
States and who often have no one to speak for them. Through
NCTE, the importance of literacy education and the principles
whereby it is taught are asserted outside the schoolhouse.
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On the fiftieth anniversary of NCTE, eight individuals were
asked to predict what the world of teaching English would look
like fifty years into the future, in 2010. Some of their predictions
were more hopeful than realistic. Arno Jewett, for example,
hoped that teachers at all levels would cooperate and not criticize one another; Paul Diedrich hypothesized an ideal teaching
environment, with a reduced number of students and full days
for individual meetings (17); and Lou LaBrant looked for an
“improved” alphabet and “simplified” grammar (NCTE, Golden
Anniversary 16–17). A number of observers, however, proved to
be right on target:
Lou LaBrant predicted that we would enjoy “daily television from
around the globe” and that English would be a “world language”;
Robert Tuttle saw “automatic devices for learning” that would not
only instruct but also correct errors;
Patrick D. Hazard acknowledged the power of “the emergence of
massive, extracurricular media of communication.” (NCTE, Golden
Anniversary 16–17)

As NCTE Executive Director James R. Squire looked into the
future in 1967, he observed, “Every committee, every publication,
every special conference . . . means Council members at work
trying to improve the teaching of English in school and college.
And to such involvement I am willing to trust the future of our
profession” (22).
And what is the future? Consensus and Dissent, the 1986
publication celebrating the diamond jubilee of NCTE, affirmed the
organization’s role as “the continuing forum for the exploration
of possible truths about the art and science of teaching English”
(Farmer 144) but also cautioned that the organization could become “a kind of paper organization, continually passing rules,
regulations, recommendations, and resolutions which have no
impact on the teaching lives of its members or on the rest of the
English teaching profession” (140), not to mention the country
at large. Indeed, how any organization can effect systemic and
permanent change is central to evaluating the role of NCTE in
American literacy education.
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What is clear, however, is the commitment of NCTE members, literacy teachers at all levels, to the cause and the work.
In The Relevance of English, Robert P. Yagelski writes of the
“hopeful vision that seems to run through the short history of the
teaching of English” (16), the “building of a better world through
the teaching of English . . . as we struggle to understand ourselves
in a time of change and even as we battle among ourselves to
define our mission while confronting uncertain prospects for the
future” (15–16). Adherence to that “hopeful vision,” which is
amplified in the chapters that follow, marks the successes and
explains the failures of NCTE, the literacy organization that,
now after a hundred years, still works to create that better world.
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A Blast from the Past
Did you know that James Fleming Hosic, NCTE’s founder
and first executive director, later founded a second significant
professional organization? It is known today as ASCD, the
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development,
founded in 1943.
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