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NEITHER NEW NOR TRUE* 

Martin Steinmann, Jr. 

(Professor Steinmann spoke at last May's MCTE Spring 
Conference on the topic "New Research in Rhetori<Ar 16'68 
and Composition." In response to a request from the" 
editors, he is allowing Minnesota English to publish 
this paper, which was delivered at the annual meet-
ing of the Conference on College Composition and 
Communication at Denver, Colorado, March 24, 1966. 
He is Professor of English at the University of 
Minnesota, Minneapolis.) 

If an academic subject has been taught long and almost 
universally but without results commensurate with the 
time, the energy, and the money expended upon it, then we 
may safely conclude that something is radically wrong with 
it -- that there is a fatal flaw either in the pedagogy of 
the subject or in the discipline that lies behind it. Two 
examples in our time of such a subject are foreign lan­
guages and English grarrnnar. Foreign languages, it turned 
out, had a pedagogical flaw (the false principle that the 
ability to recite the grarrnnatical rules of a language en­
tails the ability to speak the language). English grammar 
had a disciplinary flaw (several false principles, among 
them the principle that grammatical forms can be classi­
fied upon the basis of meaning). A third example in our 
time of such a subject is freshman composition. For about 
seventy-five years, it has been an almost universally re­
quired subject in American colleges and universities; yet, 
by common consent, the teaching of it is a failure. We 
founded the Conference on College Composition and Corrnnuni­
cation sixteen years ago to discover what fatal flaw ac­
counts for this failure, and we are still looking for it. 
I should, I suppose, be guilty of hubris if I were to an­
nounce that I have discovered what so many have so long 
looked for in vain; but perhaps I may venture a hypoth­
esis. 
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