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On the Anniversary of 
English Journal
Dave Wendelin

 Kim Stafford, writer, teacher, poet, recently 
wrote this about great teachers, “A great teacher 
provides a hearth where you come home to your 
own work. In the presence of such a guide, the 
distractions of the world recede, and you begin 
to hear your own song. You recognize your secret 
gift, your passion, the stories humming quietly 
within you” (pamphlet for the Northwest Writing 
Institute, August 2002). What a statement about 
the teachers in our lives who have nurtured and 
encouraged us, what a wonderful tribute to our 
colleagues, and perhaps to ourselves, as we reflect 
on our own role as influential educators. 
 On the occasion of the 90th anniversary of 
the publication of English Journal, I find Stafford’s 
words an apt metaphor for how many feel about 
the Journal itself-as a great teacher, beckoning 
readers to its warm hearth for reflection, inspira-
tion, stimulation. The Journal remains a welcome 
mentor and companion of English teachers around 
the world; as you read Leila Christenbury’s histori-
cal tribute on the following pages, I am sure you 
will be filled with pride and awe at the journey 
the Journal has made through time, prompting 
fond recollection of the topics, themes, and even 
controversies that have dwelt within its pages over 
the years.
 English Journal is a place for leadership and 
for response-its editors and contributors have 
forged new ground, have reflected on trends and 
issues swirling within our profession, have moved 
us to laughter and, yes, to tears. The articles, 
poems, reviews, and columns have shaped the 
professional lives of countless teachers and im-

pacted wonderfully the teaching and learning that 
so magically unfolds in countless English language 
arts classrooms around the world every day.
 The Secondary Section of the National Council 
of Teachers of English is proud of English Journal 
– as the flagship journal of the Council, it speaks 
eloquently of the power in the teaching of English. 
We salute editors James Hosic, W. Wilbur Hatfield, 
Dwight Burton, Richard Alm, Stephen Tchudi, 
Kenneth Donelson and Alleen Pace Nilsen, Ben 
Nelms and Elizabeth Nelms, Leila Christenbury, 
Virginia Monseau, and now Louann Reid for their 
leadership, for their wisdom, and for their guid-
ance as they have nurtured the “stories humming 
quietly within.”
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A Brief History of 
English Journal*
Leila Christenbury

 English Journal is one of the oldest continu-
ously published academic journals in the United 
States of America. The first issue appeared in 
January 1912, just one month after the December 
1911 founding of its sponsoring organization, the 
National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE). 
The first editor of English Journal was also the 
nascent NCTE’s first Secretary-Treasurer. 
 EJ, as the journal also came to be known, was 
the sole journal published by NCTE, and it was 
envisioned as both the voice and the conscience of 
the profession. Looking both inward and outward, 
EJ carried news of NCTE and minutes of meetings, 
announcements of professional interest, reviews of 
books, reports on research, descriptions of suc-
cessful pedagogy, curriculum outlines and analy-
ses, and calls for changes in educational practice. 
Originally the only journal of NCTE, and thus 
representing English teaching at all levels, it be-
came, subsequent to the advent of College English 
and additional, other publications geared to the 
elementary level, a journal primarily for secondary 
teachers of English.
 Considered the flagship journal of the Nation-
al Council of Teachers of English, over its 90 years 
of continuous publication EJ has both reflected 
the realities of contemporary American secondary 
education and the profession’s calls for educational 
reform and innovation. 
 In its history, English Journal’s circulation has 
ranged from a low of a few hundred to a high 
of 65,000. Over the years it has been published 
anywhere from ten to six times a year, both on 
a monthly schedule (with a break for summer), 
and, currently, on a bi-monthly schedule appear-

ing continuously throughout the year. The length 
of the journal has been as short as 60-some pages 
and as long as a whopping 160 pages (under 
the Monseau editorship in the early years of the 
twenty-first century). English Journal has boasted 
among its contributors famous writers and edu-
cators, among them: Ted Koozer, Henry Taylor, 
Jonathan Kozol, Ted Sizer, Alfie Kohn, and How-
ard Gardner. It has carried advertising, although 
the location of ads has varied depending upon the 
editor. 
 Beginning with the Tchudi editorship in the 
1970s, original poetry, puzzles, photography, and 
cartoons have been printed alongside articles in is-
sues of EnglishJournal. Beginning with the editor-
ship of Kenneth Donelson and Alleen Pace Nilsen 
in the 1980s, EJ covers were routinely printed in 
full color. All these practices have continued to the 
present day.
 Once privately owned by James Fleming 
Hosic, both the journal’s first editor and NCTE’s 
first Secretary-Treasurer, EJ was sold to NCTE in 
1957. While NCTE has always handled the pro-
duction of EJ and the journal is both printed and 
mailed by the organization, the editors have been, 
since the late 1950s, independent from NCTE and 
affiliated with a college or university. 
 After the 40-year association with EJ of editor 
W. Wilbur Hatfield, editors were given a limited 
term of office. Since 1955 that term, which could 
be renewed, lasted a total of 9 years; beginning 
with Tchudi, the term was 7 years. Currently, a 
single 5-year nonrenewable term is the norm. 
 Once selected, the EJ editors have authority to 
appoint column editors and select reviewers and 



members of the Advisory Board. The editors have 
maintained offices in their institutions where cor-
respondence and editing of manuscripts have been 
handled. To support their work, the editors have 
enjoyed both institutional as well as NCTE fund-
ing for their years with English Journal.

Setting the tone
 The first article of the first issue of English 
Journal, Vol. 1, No. 1, January 1912, “Can Good 
Composition Teaching Be Done Under Present 
Circumstances?,” was an angry, pointed piece 
regarding the state of school funding and staffing 
and the subsequent burdens on English teachers 
at the time. The author, Edwin M. Hopkins of the 
University of Kansas, answered his article’s title 
query with the short, but succinct, single-sentence 
first paragraph: “No.” Hopkins went on to note the 
“intolerable” burdens on teachers of writing. 
 While he was at times histrionic, his argument 
seemed to be born of bitter experience and a sense 
that nothing would change in American second-
ary education if the case were not strongly made. 
Hopkins wrote:  “Every year teachers resign, break 
down, perhaps become permanently invalided, 
having sacrificed ambition, health, and in not a 
few instances even life, in the struggle to do all the 
work expected of them.” Using research studies of 
the time, Hopkins called for public information 
and more research to improve composition teach-
ing and to reduce class size for English teachers. 
 It could be argued that “Can Good Composi-
tion Teaching Be Done Under Present Conditions?” 
was almost archetypal, setting a tone for much of 
the succeeding content of EJ. Based on research 
regarding school practice and geared to improve-
ment of the profession, Hopkins’ article was a tem-
plate for much of what followed in the journal. In 
the decades following, almost every editor would 

either solicit or publish articles that were similarly 
specific, pointed, and which contained calls for re-
form and change and used research to underscore 
their ideas. 
 In recognition of the importance of this first 
article, not to mention his pivotal role in the early 
years of NCTE, the Edwin M. Hopkins Award was 
established in the mid 1990s to honor outstanding 
articles published in English Journal by university 
or college professors (the Hopkins Award was 
established in addition to the Kay and Paul Farmer 
Writing Award which recognizes outstanding EJ 
articles written by classroom teachers).

the editorS and the iSSueS
 English Journal has, between January 1912 
and December 2002, been edited by eleven indi-
viduals, seven single editors, a pair of co-editors, 
and an editor and associate editor. The current 
incoming editor, Louann Reid of Colorado State 
University, will begin her term in January 2003.
 Hailing from Illinois, Florida, Hawaii, Michi-
gan, Arizona, Missouri, Virginia, and Ohio, and 
most of them associated with colleges and uni-
versities, the seven men and four women editors 
have founded other organizations (Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development, Hosic), 
edited other NCTE journals  (College English, 
Hatfield; English Education, Nelms; ALAN Review, 
Donelson and Nilsen, Christenbury), and served 
as chair of NCTE’s Conference on English Educa-
tion (Burton, Donelson). Three have been elected 
president of NCTE (Hosic, Tchudi, Christenbury). 
Two editors have been given NCTE’s Distinguished 
Service Award (Burton, Tchudi); one has received 
the Rewey Belle Inglis Award (Christenbury). One 
editor has received the Edwin M. Hopkins Award 
(Nelms, the full text of which is reproduced in 
subsequent pages), and almost all have written or 
edited books published by NCTE. The two earliest 
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editors (Hosic and Hatfield) were NCTE’s first two 
Secretary-Treasurers.
 Further, among the editors there is sense of 
apprenticeship and continuity, as almost all of 
English Journal’s editors, before their own terms of 
office, reviewed manuscripts for EJ, wrote articles 
and reviews which were published in EJ, and even 
regularly edited columns for EJ.

“The fact remains...that 
there are numerous unsolved 
problems of English teaching; 
witness the discontent. The 
Journal hopes to have a use-
ful part...it aspires to provide 
a means of expression and 
a general clearinghouse of 
experience and opinions for 
the English teachers of the 
country, whether members 
of some organization or 
working alone. If not a 
household name, the Journal 
would be at least a welcome 
visitor and a bearer of help-
ful messages to all who are 
interested in the teaching of 
the mother tongue.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1912

James Fleming Hosic
Editor, 1912-1921

James Fleming hosic
Editor, 1912-1921                                                 
                              

 The history of English Journal is both the 
history of the secondary English teaching profes-
sion in America and the history of the individual 
editors. No editor is as compelling as James Flem-
ing Hosic, chair of the Committee of the Round 
Table, professor at Chicago Teachers College, and 
president of the Illinois Association of Teachers 
of English. The first Secretary-Treasurer of NCTE 
(1912-1919) and its ninth president (1920), Hosic 
later went on to found an important and influen-
tial educational organization, the Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development. And, 
in a curious wrinkle of those times, Hosic was 
also the owner of EJ.
 During Hosic’s energetic editorship, EJ was 
published ten times a year, excepting July and 
August. The journal subscription cost $1.50, in 
addition to the $2 dues for NCTE. The first issue 
of EJ, 64 pages long, was published in January 
1912 and included an even split of articles by col-
l e g e professors and secondary 

English teachers.
      A feature of 
the early issues EJ was 
its inclusion of the 
proceedings of NCTE 
meetings, and in EJ’s 
first January 1912 
issue is contained 
the minutes of the 
December 1-2, 1911 
founding meeting 

Title Page, 
English Journal, 

January 1912
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of NCTE as well as 14 other pieces. Another as-
pect of EJ was the Round Table, a section that was 
named in honor of the experimental NEA group 
that had founded NCTE. The Round Table started 
with Hosic’s editorship and continued on for many 
years.  
 As NCTE matured and gathered strength, it 
increased in size and wealth: it was reported that 
in November 1916 NCTE boasted 1,700 members 
and had $480 in its treasury. Much of this was 
likely due to the influence of NCTE’s journal and 
the hard work and energy of James Fleming Hosic, 
its young and charismatic editor.

W. Wilbur hatfield
Editor, 1922-1955

 The second editor of EJ was W. Wilbur Hat-
field. He was the longest termed editor, serving, 
in turn, as assistant editor to Hosic and then as 
sole editor for an astounding total of 40 years of 
service. Termed by one member as a “Dickens 
character in the flesh,” the bowtie-attired Hatfield 
was not only EJ editor but also NCTE Secretary-
Treasurer (1920-1953), a post that was precursor 
to the modern position of Executive Director of 
NCTE. Active in NCTE until the 1970s, Hatfield 
was a deliberate editor and leader and had been 
involved in NCTE from the very first. A friend and 
associate of James Fleming Hosic (who had since 
moved on to work in other educational endeav-
ors), Hatfield provided the steady consistency and 
the breadth of interest in issues that the young 
journal needed. In addition, Hatfield used surveys 
to determine English teachers’ interests.
 Reviewing the issues of EJ under Hatfield’s 
time, there is a sense of stability and traditional 
interest (a typical article format he 1930 English 
Journal is on “Most Common Grammatical Er-
rors”). While many of the issues, notably from 
the 1940s, are staid, even dull by modern stan-
dards, English Journal appeared, as promised, on 
a regular basis and covered all aspects of English 
teaching, curriculum, and books. Faded somewhat 
was the frisson of the first issue and the fire of the 
new organization, but English teachers, within the 
pages of EJ, continued to discuss and argue.
 In 1957, NCTE moved its headquarters to 
Champaign-Urbana, and EJ was purchased for 
$24,000, taking the journal from private owner-
ship to organizational ownership. It also signaled 
the emergence of EJ into the modern educational 
world.

“We design to make [Eng-
lish Journal] an open 
forum for all, conservative 
and radical alike, who 
have important ideas and 
can state them well...un-
less we teachers of English 
take up this matter of 
experiment in our own 
field it will be done for 
us by workers unfamiliar 
with the actual problems 
of English, who may 
secure results which we 
shall be forced to follow in 
our teaching although we 
are convinced that they 
are wrong.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1922

W. Wilbur Hatfield
Editor, 1922-1955
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“The English Journal has 
a new editor but no new 
policy...anything which 
will improve the teaching 
of English in the second-
ary school is considered 
for these pages.” 
Inaugural Editorial, 1955

richard S. alm
Editor, 1964-1973

 Richard (Dick) S. Alm taught at the University 
of Hawaii, but there is little official record that the 
communication between his editorial offices and 
mainland NCTE headquarters was a problem, even 
an issue. Considering the constant inquiries from 
contributors and the many editorial details regard-
ing manuscripts, this is a bit remarkable, and it 
may indicate the kind of professionalism that Dick 
Alm brought to EJ.
 Alm’s writing had appeared in EJ under 
Burton’s editorship (one example is “The Utmost 
Need,” November 1957) and like many of the 
editors before him, he was familiar with English 
Journal and its history. Yet there were changes:  
during his 9 years as editor, Alm saw NCTE grow 
to almost 60,00 members, and the demands from 
the membership were shifting.   
 Accordingly, Alm’s editorship was marked by 
a number of truly controversial, landmark articles, 
among which are: James Sledd’s “Bi-Dialecticism 
and the Teaching of English” (December 1969), 
which evoked a firestorm of controversy regarding 
Black English Vernacular, one of the hot topics of 
the day; August Franza’s “Abolish English” (Sep-
tember 1970), a provocative and deliberately out-
rageous proposal meant to inspire discussion; and 
John K. Crabbe’s “Those Infernal Electives” (1970), 
one of the first articles which signaled the decline 
of one of the most popular secondary English cur-
riculum innovations of the time. 
 Within the pages of EJ, Dick Alm aired con-
troversies and discussions, and he set the stage for 
what would become a series of widespread and 
startling changes with the new EJ editor, Stephen 
N. Tchudi.

Dwight L. Burton
Editor, 1955-1964

“We talk about improved 
curriculums, smaller classes, 
the need for time for reading 
papers and preparing for 
classes, larger libraries, relief 
from clerical duties, less 
interference from all things 
peripheral, but most of this 
talk goes among ourselves, 
not with legislators, school 
administrators, the parents 
of our students, the lay pub-
lic. In the English Journal, 
we do talk chiefly among 
ourselves, but hopefully we 
shall find here ideas, infor-
mation, perhaps demands 
that we should communicate 
to others outside the profes-
sion.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1964

Richard S. Alm
Editor, 1964-1973

R
dwight L. Burton 
Editor, 1955-1964

 Remembered by his contemporaries as intel-
lectual, acerbic, and bright, Dwight Burton moved 
English Journal out of musty corners and into the 
mainstream of English teaching issues. The previ-
ous editor was 73 when Burton took over, and 
a hallmark of the new regime was an increase in 
research-based articles and journal issues which 
concentrated on a single topic or theme. Using a 
bright red cover on which the table of contents 
was displayed, Burton’s editorship was lively and a 
marked departure from the conservative feel and 
look of the Hatfield era.
 A Florida State University professor and a 
student of renowned Dora V. Smith, Burton’s 
interest in “life adjustment” education was evi-
dent in many of the articles he printed in EJ. In 
addition, his interest in young adult literature 
meant that a number of articles on that topic 

appeared in EJ; for instance, “The Adolescent in 
American Fiction” was the opening article in the 
September 1957 issue. 
 Despite his claim that there would be no new 
policies for EJ, Burton’s years moved the journal 
into contemporary times.

Cover, 
Editorship of 

Dwight Burton



Stephen n. tchudi
Editor, 1973-1980

 The youngest individual to edit English 
Journal, Stephen (Steve) N. Tchudi of Michigan 
State broke open the pages of English Journal and 
established, in rapid succession, a dizzying array 
of changes. (While the Tchudi family had initially 
spelled their surname Judy, Steve Tchudi returned 
to the original spelling in 1982). 
 The list of Tchudi innovations is long:  in ap-
pearance, EJ now sported very contemporary, even 
edgy art both on the cover and within the pages of 
the journal. EJ’s page size was enlarged for the first 
time, and, moving the journal from its academic 
look to something more modern and even spicy, 
type sizes and faces varied within the journal. Ad-
ditionally, advertising was found in selected areas 
of journal, not just in the back pages.
 A 1978 doctoral dissertation by Charlotte 
K. Jones analyzed EJ from 1959 to 1976. Jones 
found, specifically in Tchudi’s editorship, more 
articles on ethnic studies, ethnic literature, and 
literature written for adolescents; language ar-
ticles not on grammar but on dialect, usage, and 
doublespeak; reduced coverage of composition, 
oral communication, and the teaching of reading. 
Using completely thematic issues, Judy’s EJ was an 
explosion in the field. Steve Tchudi also ran issues 
entirely devoted to the history of English teaching 
(his inaugural September 1973 issue also featured 
a cover with a retrospective of EJ covers), and he 
sponsored a Spring Poetry Festival showcasing 
original poetry by students.
 English Journal no longer looked like an aca-
demic journal for high school teachers yearning to 
be college professors; it appeared in tune with the 
times in both content and appearance. While not 
all readers liked the changes, EJ became influential 
and widely read, a forum for the controversies and 
tensions of the times. Among others, its issues on 

urban English, young adult literature, and mul-
ticultural studies set it apart. On the other hand, 
Tchudi’s’ devotion to the history of the profes-
sion was obvious:  as noted above, his first issue, 
September 1973, featured a collage of previous 
EJ covers, and his history issues (September and 
November of 1979) were important retrospectives 
of secondary English teaching in America.
 Steve Tchudi left EJ with a reputation as being 
a tireless, energetic editor who would take on the 
tough issues, publish the articles, and inspire dia-
logue and argument. For many, the editorship of 
Steve Tchudi marked the height of influence and 
prestige of English Journal.

Stephen N. Tchudi
Editor, 1973-1980

“I believe English Journal 
must be directly concerned 
with broad theoretical ques-
tions of importance to the 
profession, but it must be no 
less involved with the issues 
of day-to-day survival in to-
day’s schools. It needs to be a 
practical magazine, dealing 
in concrete terms with prob-
lems faced by classroom 
teachers, but it cannot drift 
toward gimmickry or shal-
low eclecticism. It needs 
to be a scholarly journal, 
investigating ideas at the 
forefront of the discipline, 
but it cannot fall prey to 
pedagogical fantasy.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1973

Cover, 
Editorship of 
Steve Tchudi

Right Page:
Interior Art, 
Editorship of 
Steve Tchudi



C times a year (monthly, September through April).
 As a final point, Donelson and Nilsen’s very 
collaboration was a bit unusual in the profession. 
While times were changing, and doors were be-
ing opened for women both within NCTE and in 
other areas of education, the presence of a woman 
co-editor, equal to her male counterpart in work 
load and decision making, was discounted by 
many within the profession for some time. As their 
editorship continued, however, it became obvi-
ous that Nilsen and Donelson were an equal pair, 
not an editor and his assistant. In some significant 
ways, this collaboration opened the doors for 
successive editors. In their editorial partnership in 
English Journal, Donelson and Nilsen demonstrat-
ed that their devotion to gender equality and use 
of nonsexist language was not a political gesture 
but a lived experience.

Kenneth donelson
alleen Pace nilsen
Co-Editors, 1980-1987

 Colleagues, collaborators, and long time 
co-authors (of a popular and best selling text on 
young adult literature), Arizona Sate University 
professors Kenneth (Ken) Donelson and Alleen 
Pace Nilsen were the first co-editors of English 
Journal. Both were familiar with English Journal, 
and Nilsen had edited a column during Steve 
Tchudi’s years with EJ. Differing in ideas and tem-
perament, they brought to the journal their inter-
est in feminist studies, censorship, and humor. 
 At the onset of their appointment, they made 
a concerted effort to find out what readers wanted 
and surveyed them regarding what they wanted 
to see in the journal. One of the results was that 
Nilsen and Donelson regularly identified new 
contributors to the journal who were publishing 
for the first time in EJ. Another popular feature of 
their editorship was the Bait/Rebait column, a pro 
and con set of essays which allowed two authors 
to take widely different stands on a controversial 
issue and, point by point, to battle it out. Letters 
to the editor (Our Readers Write) were printed 
routinely, and while Donelson and Nilsen often 
lamented readers’ excessive attention to stray typos 
found in the journal’s pages, the letters dialogue 
was consistent and lively.
 Moving away from the Tchudi art and type 
face/type size variety, Ken Donelson and Alleen 
Nilsen commissioned a total redesign, returning 
EJ to more of a classic, academic look, a design 
change which would endure until 1994 and which 
pleased many readers.  
 As co-editors, Nilsen and Donelson also alter-
nated the writing of the issue’s editorial for each 
month and moved EJ from its appearance 9 times 
a year (monthly, September through May) to eight 

“Readers will undoubtedly 
notice several new features 
in EJ...most of the changes 
have evolved from sugges-
tions made to us by read-
ers...We hope [to] encourage 
newcomers to contribute to 
EJ and will suggest EJ is not 
put together by an in-group 
of good-old-boy college aca-
demicians writing to each 
other.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1980

Kenneth Donelson 
Co-editor, 1980-1987
Alleen Pace Nilsen 
Co-editor, 1980-1987 

Our Readers Write, 
Editorship of Donelson 
and Nilsen
Cover, Editorship of Ben 
and Beth Nelms



Ben F. nelms, Editor
elizabeth d. nelms, Associate Editor
1987-1994

 While English Journal concerned itself with 
secondary English teachers, none had ever been 
an editor of EJ. The appointment as associate 
editor of Elizabeth (Beth) Nelms, spouse of editor 
Ben Nelms and a classroom teacher, was a ground 
breaker and was part of the many changes that 
the Nelms editorship contained. For his part, Ben 
Nelms was one of the most experienced and best 
prepared of the EJ editors to assume the post; for 
years he had also successfully edited the NCTE 
quarterly, English Education, and he had also ed-
ited an EJ column during the Nilsen and Donelson 
years.
 One of the Nelms’ great loves was art, and EJ 
covers reproduced a wide range of literature- and 
language-related famous paintings and sculpture. 
The editors did not just put the art on the cover, 
however; within each journal, Ben Nelms devoted 
a few pages (entitled “Covering EJ”) explaining 
the art selected and its relationship to English 
language arts. While Ben and Beth Nelms often 
found themselves in conflict with NCTE regarding 
specifics of cover selection, EJ readers appreciated 
the variety and the care. In addition, EJ was now 
regularly filled with photographs of teachers in 
classrooms and their students.
 Memorable articles from the Nelms era 
spawned discussion and subsequent articles; some 
of these responses and rebuttals extended over 
years within EJ. Among these were “Why High 
School Teachers Don’t Write” (March 1990), a 
heartfelt piece from Karen Jost, a classroom teacher 
who insisted she and her colleagues did not have 
the time to follow well-meaning advice from their 
university-based counterparts regarding teach-
ers daily writing. Within EJ, there were dozens of 

replies to Jost, and presentations at subsequent 
NCTE conventions took up her challenge. Other 
memorable articles involved a section devoted 
to the “alienated” student as well as an extensive 
series of articles on the pros and cons of teaching 
Huckleberry Finn. 
 Ben Nelms wrote in a later issue of EJ, “Our 
profession has the expertise, experience, and good 
will to achieve reforms of an unprecedented nature 
and on a massive scale.” Numbers confirmed the 
influence of English Journal: at the height of the 
Nelms editorship, the EJ editorial offices received 
for its consideration 1,000 manuscripts a year, and 
the letters to the editor were healthy in number.

“For the seventh time in 
its more than seventy-five 
year history, the English 
Journal has new edi-
tors...These days we are 
particularly aware of ten-
sions among curriculum 
goals; competencies that 
administrators and parents 
expect students to achieve; 
experiences with language 
and thought processes that 
our students find interest-
ing and relevant; and the 
knowledge of our cultural 
and linguistic heritage 
that our colleagues and 
university mentors have 
identified as important.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1987

Ben F. Nelms 
Editor, 1987-1994



Leila Christenbury
Editor, 1994-1998

 A protégé of Tchudi (who printed her first pro-
fessional article), Donelson and Nilsen (for whom 
she edited an EJ column for 4 years) and Nelms 
(who also published her and later appointed her 
chair of the EJ Farmer Award), Leila Christen-
bury was the first woman to edit EJ alone, and 
she brought a sense of history to her editorship. 
A former high school English teacher and English 
education professor at Virginia Commonwealth 
University in Richmond, Christenbury’s editorship 
also signaled shifts in English Journal.
 EJ had essentially kept the same design and 
logo for some 14 years, and one immediately vis-
ible change in Christenbury’s editorship was a total 
redesign. Some readers were pleased, some ap-
palled by the new typeface, page design, the white 
space, the use of a cursive intro capital letter to 
begin each article, and the computer icons for col-
umns, but the redesign quibbles paled alongside 
controversies that soon appeared in the journal’s 
pages. 
 During Christenbury’s years as editor, a series 
of articles – followed in subsequent issues by re-
buttal articles and letters to the editor – appeared 
regarding the College Board’s Pacesetter English 
program, the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards, and the NCTE/IRA standards. 
All three issues were hotly debated within the 
pages of EJ and, eventually, to distance itself from 
some of the controversy, NCTE removed the term 
“official” from EJ’s masthead and placed on the 
editorial page a disclaimer regarding the journal’s 
content. 
 In less controversial aspects, Christenbury 
recruited some 300 outside reviewers and made 
the journal fully referred; almost all submissions 
– EJ continued to receive 1,000 manuscripts a year 

“What we can do is partici-
pate in a dialogue of sorts, 
in a conversation, and make 
a connection with other 
teachers across this nation, 
across the world, and across 
the hall. In the pages of this 
journal, this EnglishJournal 
is somewhat of an answer to 
the isolation of the class-
room. Here are the stories 
of students working in the 
library and moments in third 
period; here are the ideas for 
teaching short stories and 
poetry that have been tried 
with some success. Here are 
plans for the literary maga-
zine, the computer center, 
and the drama festival. Here 
is what others are reading 
and thinking and dreaming 
on.”

Inaugural Editorial, 1994

– were handled within weeks, and submissions 
were returned to the writers with specific feedback 
regarding content and revision suggestions. Issues 
featured nontraditional themes, including break-
ing the rules, violence in the schools, media lit-
eracy, and the needs of ESL students. Letters to the 
editor were published monthly, and photographs, 
cartoons, and puzzles also sprinkled the journal. 
 In her April issues, Christenbury returned 
to Tchudi’s Spring Literary Festival, making it a 
judged competition for teachers who submitted 
original short stories, poetry, essays, and photo-
graphs. Volunteer judges for the festival included 
literary luminaries such as George Garret, Henry 
Taylor, Mary Clearman Blew, and Kim Stafford. 
The winning selections were printed, and the win-
ning photograph became the cover for the April 
issue.

Leila Christenbury
Editor, 1994-1998



F
Virginia r. Monseau
Editor, 1998-2003

 Former high school English teacher and pro-
fessor of English Education at Youngstown State 
University, Virginia (Ginger) Monseau, like  the 
editors before her, had deep roots in NCTE and 
with English Journal. Her first professional article 
had appeared in EJ during the editorship of Nilsen 
and Donelson, and one of her major professors, 
Stephen Dunning, was a student of former EJ edi-
tor Dwight Burton who was, in turn, a student of 
Dora V. Smith. 
 Other links to previous editors were obvious:  
like Christenbury and Tchudi and Nelms, Mon-
seau was interested in the appearance of the jour-
nal, and she commissioned a redesign which used 
a perfect binding, a classic typeface, and bold face 
type to indicate pages and introductory sections 
of articles. Monseau maintained the printing of 
monthly letters to the editor, and cartoons, puz-
zles, and photographs appeared in each issue. As 
in previous years, all manuscripts were reviewed 
by at least two readers, and specific feedback was 
offered to contributors.  
In a break with tradition, however, Ginger 
Monseau’s editorship inaugurated a bi-monthly 
publication schedule for English Journal; for the 
first time in the journal’s history, issues appeared 
six times a year (every other month), making the 
dialogue among readers more consistent and the 
appearance of the journal more regular. (Leila 
Christenbury had initially recommended to NCTE 
this publication schedule in 1993, but it was not 
until Monseau’s editorship that the change was 
implemented.)
 Monseau’s editorship was not without contro-
versy. As with Christenbury, letters to the editor 
were both scathing and laudatory, and one espe-
cially hot topic involved the September 2001 issue 

“This journal gives us 
power. It strokes us when 
we’re doing things right 
and pinches us when we 
need to do better. Above all, 
it encourages us to keep 
going-in spite of criti-
cisms, in spite of politics, 
in spite of battle fatigue. 
Deep down inside we know 
how important our work 
is. Why else did we become 
English teachers?”

Inaugural Editorial, 1998

where a cartoon spoofing President George Bush 
was misinterpreted as a deliberate, tasteless  post-
September 11 attack on the president.
 Monseau also hosted themed issues on topics 
which EJ had not addressed for years: the peace 
curriculum, teaching English in the city, humor, 
the pernicious effects of high stakes testing (clev-
erly termed ‘’assessing ourselves to death”), mul-
tigenre teaching, connections between teachers 
at all levels, and the history of the profession. In 
the latter issue (January 2000), Monseau invited 
all the living former editors of English Journal to 
write a retrospective of their years with EJ (their 
essays are reproduced in the following pages).
 A Monseau innovation was the use of “Cross 
Conversations,”  a dialogue column in which one 
teacher would write and another respond, some-
what like the Bait/Rebait format from the Donel-
son and Nilsen years. Her “Insights for Interns” 
column focused on new teachers and elicited 
much comment from readers who were in 
their first years in the 
classroom.  

Virginia R. Monseau
Editor, 1998-2003



T
Future Directions: 
A Look into the Crystal 
Ball
Virginia R. Monseau

 Trying to predict the future is risky. If being 
editor of the English Journal for five years has 
taught me anything, it’s to expect the unexpected. 
When I worried that a particular issue fell short 
of reader expectations, congratulatory letters and 
e-mails proved me wrong. When I was especially 
excited about a certain issue and convinced that 
readers would love it, there was sometimes very 
little response.  
 But when it comes to looking ahead to the 
future of the English Journal and its place in sec-
ondary education, I’m confident it will continue 
to prevail as the journal for secondary English 
teachers. EJ has survived ninety years of educa-
tional movements and reforms, both resisting and 
pushing the swinging educational pendulum as 
it moves back and forth between the traditional 
and the progressive. That pendulum continues to 
swing, and the journal continues to give voice to 
all who have intelligent, well-reasoned arguments 
for what they do in their classrooms. It continues 
to be a forum for educational differences, challeng-
ing us to think about the disparate views of others 
who may have unusual (and sometimes anti-main-
stream) perspectives on what constitutes “best 
practice.”
 So where do I see EJ going in the next couple 
of decades? First of all, technology will continue to 
be a driving force in how the journal is conceived, 
assembled, produced, delivered, and read. While 
we had sound reasons for not accepting manu-
scripts electronically in the past, the pressure is 

Looking Ahead
 It was fitting that Ben Nelms, former editor of 
EJ, would head the search committee for the next 
editor of English Journal. The individual selected, 
Louann Reid of Colorado State University, has 
deep roots in NCTE, has been a frequent contribu-
tor to EJ and an EJ column editor. Like many other 
editors before her, she has solicited ideas and com-
ments to inform her upcoming work; she begins 
her editorship in January 2003, and her first issue 
will appear September of that year.
 At this writing, the National Council of Teach-
ers of English is a strong and vibrant organization. 
With 77,000 members, a number of regional,  na-
tional and international conventions and meetings, 
a dozen or so journals addressing a huge variety of 
topics in English language arts, and a book cata-
logue of a few hundred titles, NCTE continues to 
lead the profession. While English Journal no lon-
ger represents the entire spectrum of the member-
ship of NCTE, it remains its flagship journal, and 
within its pages is nothing less than a record of the 
history of secondary English teaching in America 
and the ongoing dialogue among English teach-
ers. Controversial, lively, contentious, and vibrant, 
its faithful readers and its editors  keep EJ’s flame 
burning brightly. 

 * Author’s note: the sources for this essay are J.N. 
Hook’s A Long Way Together (NCTE, 1979), Arthur 
N. Applebee’s Tradition and Reform in the Teaching of 
English (NCTE, 1974), and issues of English Journal 
from 1912 to the present. I have, in addition, worked 
with and talked to a number of the editors mentioned 
here (Tchudi, Donelson, Nilsen, Nelms, and Monseau) 
who have reviewed this piece. Any errors of fact or 
interpretation are mine alone, for which I apologize in 
advance. 



on to ditch that dated submission guideline. True, 
there are bugs that must be worked out (format 
problems, platform differences, viruses, and re-
viewers who cannot or will not read manuscripts 
online), but the fact remains that it’s much less ex-
pensive and more efficient to produce and deliver 
a journal electronically than it is in paper format. 
Right now NCTE is offering its subscribers both 
methods of delivery, but I wouldn’t be surprised 
if electronic publication becomes the norm in the 
not-too-distant future. For any number of sub-
scribers lost to this form of publishing, there will 
most likely be a gain of many more who embrace 
the technology.
 With advanced technology comes a rethink-
ing of the journal’s contents. The longtime feature 
that I called “English in the News” (formerly called 
“This World of English” by previous editors) now 
delivers “old news” to readers who have daily ac-
cess to the Internet. The process of producing a 
journal the traditional way takes months, render-
ing some news obsolete before it ever reaches 
readers.
 In some ways, the same is true for a feature 
like “Teacher to Teacher,” where readers share 
ideas for the classroom. With myriad teacher Web 
sites on the Internet, and with projects like NC-
TE’s Co-Learn, teachers can access and exchange 
ideas immediately without waiting two months for 
the next issue of the journal to arrive. Educators 
are beginning to expect immediate gratification 
when it comes to their teaching needs-something 
that quick Internet access can provide.
 In spite of the changes technology will make 
in the publication of the English Journal (and 
other journals, as well), the same professional is-
sues will always be with us, depending on which 
educational philosophy holds sway at the time. 
Testing and assessment, for example, will not go 
away anytime soon, and English Journal must and 

will continue to be a forum for discussion on this 
important issue. I fear what may happen to our 
teachers, though, as a result of this sometimes 
ill-conceived emphasis on teacher accountability. 
Morale is low among teachers who are doing their 
very best, but whose best is not good enough for 
ill-informed politicians and an uninformed public. 
English Journal must be the voice and support 
of these teachers as they struggle to educate our 
students in ways they know are most effective. As 
a journal for all English language arts teachers, EJ 
cannot afford to espouse any particular party line.
 The decrease in English Journal’s subscription 
base over the last decade or so can be alarming, 
but the reduced numbers may be due to changes 
in NCTE’s membership policy, which now allows 
members to choose among several publications 
rather than being bound to their section journal. 
Another factor may be the recent formation of the 
Middle Level Section, many of whose members 
formerly subscribed to EJ but now may choose 
to subscribe to Voices from the Middle instead. 
Important, too, is the increased cost of joining 
NCTE, as well as other professional organizations, 
and the decreased resources available to teachers. 
If state support for education continues to decline 
as it has in recent years, professional development 
will continue to suffer. Teachers who have always 
found it hard to attend conferences away from 
home may now find they can’t even afford mem-
bership in their professional organization. NCTE 
must find a way to reach such teachers through its 
publications.
 But let’s not end on a negative note. When I 
think of all the wonderful manuscripts I’ve read 
during my tenure as editor of EJ and all the lively 
conversations I’ve had with teachers across the 
country, I am in awe of their knowledge, ability, 
and hard work in the face of the daily demands 
they must meet. I’m astounded at their ability to 



keep up with what’s happening in the profession 
and to implement these new ideas in their class-
rooms. Reading about their work has often helped 
me to focus and improve my own teaching. Excit-
ing things are happening in English classes today, 
and no amount of reduced funding will deter the 
best English teachers from meeting the needs of 
their students. And English Journal will be right 
there beside them, helping in any way it can.
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