
CHAPTER NINE

The Teaching of Writing 
in the Czech Republic

Zuzana Šaffková

Irecently opened my daughter’s exercise book to look at her writing. As a
teacher of writing myself, I was interested to see what my elementary
school-aged daughter was working on. I found a vivid description of her

grandmother’s loft, which led into an interesting essay reflecting on the
beauty of old things.Although my daughter’s style lacked perfection and al-
though the structure of the piece was not faultless, the whole essay sug-
gested a writer deeply involved in her task and eager to convey a discovery.

However, two red lines in the margins of the essay warned the reader
that the teacher had found something wrong. Several underlined pro-
nouns showed unforgivable repetition, and the only comment was
“Inappropriate stylistics.” The overall grade was unsatisfactory. When I
later discussed this essay and her teacher’s response to it with my daugh-
ter, I found out that the children in her class generally accept the teacher’s
“evaluation” without question. They understood the role of the teacher
was to judge their effort, and the role of the student writer was only to
please the teacher. Because these student writers have not experienced a
different approach, they think that in order to succeed they have to meet
exactly the teacher’s preferences—to the detriment of their own expres-
sion. They are also used to the unchangeable system of grading based on
this scheme: one grammar error, Excellent; two errors, Good; more er-
rors, Unsatisfactory. Both as a mother and as a teacher experimenting
with new ways of teaching writing, I felt sad for my daughter. Her effort
to communicate something meaningful was met with a reductive, narrow
emphasis on grammar, and her ideas were never acknowledged by her
teacher. This realization made me scrutinize the situation in detail in or-
der to know more about my own students’ writing background, to reex-
amine the ways in which writing is taught and learned, and to understand
the preconceived ideas that students have to overcome.
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For a number of years in my work in the English department of a
teacher training college in the Czech Republic, I have been tailoring the
reading/writing course to offer students as much encouragement as I
can to improve their writing skills. I offer my students a variety of inven-
tion strategies such as brainstorming, clustering, and freewriting. I ask
students to write multiple drafts of their essays. I encourage students to
read and respond to one another’s writing. Yet despite these innovations
in my teaching of writing, I still find most of my students unable to form
their own original ideas. Recently when I evaluated a set of essays from
my university students, I realized that although they had obviously im-
proved the structure of their essays, the coherence of their thoughts, and
the precision of their grammar, the content of their papers was still in-
adequate. Their ideas lacked originality and attractiveness, and the stu-
dents seemed not to be very involved in their own writing. They often
resorted to parroting overused issues and trite topics. Sometimes I even
read similar sentences conveying similar ideas expressed in almost the
same words by different students. The clash between the thorough prepa-
ration of the final products and the seeming emptiness of the prose
aroused an array of questions for me. The most crucial question had to
do with the connection between my daughter’s school experience and the
university-level performance of the future teachers in my class. How will
large numbers of Czechs become competent, independent writers if there
is little or no tradition of teaching writing in such a way as to value ideas
and to encourage creative and critical thought? How did our system of
language instruction come to emphasize only grammatical correctness?
How can we move forward into more successful ways of teaching writing?

These questions take on a special urgency as I see the approach to
writing advocated by the Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking
(RWCT) program. In many ways, this approach matches what I have
adopted and modified from U.S. models of teaching reading and writing
from previous teacher workshops. The multiple drafts, the invention ex-
ercises such as clustering and freewriting, the emphasis on communicat-
ing something meaningful to real audiences, the recognition that good
writing is much more than simple grammatical correctness—all these
RWCT ideas coincide with the approach I have been trying to imple-
ment in my teaching for a number of years. The RWCT program places
this approach to writing in a larger framework of critical thinking skills,
of course. Yet my previous experience suggests that the prevailing educa-
tional context in my country prevents individual initiatives by a single



teacher from being wholly successful. As students come to my writing
classes from many years’ experience in traditional Czech classrooms,
they seem unable to accept fully the freedom and the responsibility of
these new opportunities. Why is this so?

The Tradition of Rhetoric Instruction 
in the Czech Republic
The area now called “The Czech Republic” has been governed in a vari-
ety of ways and called by many different names over the last 1,000 years.
Between the years 993 and 1212, the Czech lands (Bohemia and Moravia)
were gradually united into a kingdom under the rule of the Přemysl dy-
nasty. In 1346, Charles IV became king, and under his enlightened rule,
the country reached its first golden age. This area was controlled on and
off by the Hapsburg Austro-Hungarian Empire from the 16th century
until the end of World War I when a democratic Czechoslovakia was
formed. Czechoslovakia remained a democratic nation until the turmoil
of the Nazi era. At the end of World War II, it fell under the control of
the Soviet Bloc and acquired a socialist government. In 1989, the “Velvet
Revolution” restored democracy to Czechoslovakia, and on January 1,
1993, the Czech and Slovak Republics peacefully separated into inde-
pendent countries. I use the term “the Czech countries” or “the Czech
lands” to refer to the area that today is called the Czech Republic.

The teaching of rhetoric as a school subject in the Czech countries has
a long history that dates back at least to the year 1775 when Theresian
school reformation was adopted. Under the reign of Empress Maria
Theresa of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, schools throughout the Czech
lands adopted uniform curricula and methods for the general education
of all (or nearly all) children in state-sponsored schools. Because the
teaching of rhetoric focused at that time exclusively on the practical needs
of society, such as the ability to write business letters or to produce an
account for work or a receipt for payment, writing became a separate,
independent subject within the national curriculum. Eventually, this ex-
clusive focus on pragmatic uses of writing was understood as an obsta-
cle in the development of children’s general writing skills.

In the 19th century, educators tried to improve the teaching of writing
by urging teachers to focus on simple grammatical, semantic, and stylis-
tic exercises, and by introducing other forms of writing such as descrip-
tion and narration. A new national curriculum in 1869 even emphasized
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developing thinking skills and strengthening memory, which were to be
achieved by imitation, reproduction, and modification of a text.
Observation and analysis of texts from history, geography, and literature
were to serve as instruments to develop children’s knowledge about real-
life circumstances, and students’ use of elaborate outlines was intended to
contribute to the improvement of articulate communication. However,
the requirements of this new curriculum were too ambitious, and in-
struction in rhetoric often fell to the side as teachers resorted to mere
training of syntax and revision of grammar rules. Practicing writing itself
as an act of creation and communication almost disappeared. In addi-
tion, the main idea of the innovative curriculum—that rhetoric should
teach an understanding of a variety of things—gave way to a one-sided
orientation of analyzing and writing in a rigid structure about issues from
geography and history or about themes dealing with nationalistic and
regional problems. Finally, the majority of teachers turned to mere copy-
ing of sample texts from textbooks as the easiest way to meet the require-
ments of the curriculum. All these approaches to teaching writing were
later criticized both by experts in the theory of writing and by the teach-
ers themselves. Various efforts to improve the teaching of rhetoric at
schools culminated at the beginning of the 20th century in the rejection
of preparative and sample exercises and the adoption of a more learner-
oriented approach.

“Free rhetoric,” as the new approach at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury was called by its proponents, encouraged students’ interest in writing
and a creative atmosphere in the writing class. “Free writing” became a
synonym for pupils’ free choice of themes, yet students were allowed to
choose only from a list controlled by the teacher, and there remained a
strong emphasis on the product. Thus, “free rhetoric” was not as free as
it seemed. Unfortunately, teachers were unable to achieve a truly learner-
oriented and creative atmosphere in writing classes. They lacked adequate
teaching methodology to support this new approach to writing, and most
teachers quickly returned to the use of sample texts in pupils’ textbooks as
the only source for this new approach. Paradoxically, their use of old
methods to achieve new goals contributed to the restitution of the tradi-
tional way of teaching. The “free rhetoric” movement, although a prom-
ising innovation even by contemporary standards, failed to thrive in the
fertile ground of the new Czechoslovak democracy of the early 20th cen-
tury. The lesson of this failure might apply to current RWCT pedagogi-
cal innovations as well. If new approaches to teaching writing are not
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supported adequately by suitable textbooks, by systemic changes in in-
stitutions, by cooperative headmasters and colleagues, and by “deep
changes” in a teacher’s understanding of his or her work, it is unlikely that
even the best intended and most theoretically sophisticated pedagogies
can thrive.

In the 1930s, a new initiative aimed to establish a uniform system in
teaching writing that stressed more “personally colorful accounts.” This
approach emphasized creative and personal engagement of the student
writer in his or her work. Once again, two extremes resulted. Because of
the lack of adequate methodology and teaching materials, some schools
and teachers were excessively lenient with this requirement. On the oth-
er hand, some teachers once again exaggerated the importance of stylistic
devices over the limits of pupils’ abilities, and underemphasized the con-
tent of students’ writing. Eventually this approach was criticized for forc-
ing pupils only to engage in creative writing to the detriment of other
forms, and by the 1950s a new curriculum came to the forefront that
highlighted a link between reading and writing as a way to improve stu-
dents’ communication. A set of model text types became the basis for
the structure of teaching writing within the curriculum. According to
the 1954 curriculum, students were to read an article, answer the con-
tent questions, analyze the language of the article, and reproduce the
plot of the text. However, because the model texts served as mere illus-
trations of stylistic, syntactic, or lexical patterns, the link between read-
ing and writing became merely a formal matter far removed from the
communication demands of real life.

This brief history of the teaching of writing in the Czech lands re-
veals a combination of traditional approaches to teaching rhetoric, the
lack of adequate methodological skills of writing teachers to support pro-
gressive movements, and the failure to create a structured conception of
writing that could be implemented at every level of the educational sys-
tem. These conditions have endured until the 1990s.

How the Tradition Influences Current Practice
Looking again at my daughter’s essay in light of the brief outline of the his-
tory of teaching writing, I can understand the meaningless red lines in
the margin of the essay in a new way. These marks clearly signal the clash
between the demands for children’s writing and their preparation; be-
tween the ways children have been taught to write and the ways they are
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evaluated; between the current requirements for a critically thinking learn-
er and a traditionally oriented teacher. The Czech teacher is now exposed
to a flood of new approaches to teaching, but too often he or she is still
rooted too firmly in a tradition characterized by three key features.

First, the political orientation of the educational system encouraged
the development of children only within the strict borders of socialist
conformity. In this context, critical thinking, independent ideas, and di-
versity represented danger. Even though the government has changed in
the Czech Republic, the educational bureaucracy is slow to adapt itself
to the new political and cultural realities, and most of those who teach,
administer, and write curricula in the schools are still heavily influenced
by this tradition. The conception of teaching writing was officially based
on the following 10 key educational principles stated in Didactic of
Rhetoric (Hubáček, 1989):

1. the principle of links between school and real life;

2. the principle of respect for learners’ age diversities;

3. the principle of versatile education;

4. the principle of an integrative approach to teaching writing;

5. the principle of apprehension;

6. the principle of adequate demand;

7. the principle of the structure of curriculum;

8. the principle of teaching by example;

9. the principle of activity;

10. and the principle of permanence of knowledge. (pp. 21–22)

These 10 principles referred to the whole system of education during the
socialist era. Although the principles generally sound progressive, they
were limited by the ideology of the totalitarian regime. The aim of the
first principle, for example, described as preparing students to be able to
express themselves clearly and freely, collided with the requirement of
gradual incorporation of learners into the socialistic society in which crit-
ical discussions were oppressed or at least discouraged. The educational
value of the appropriate choice of sample themes presented in textbooks
as it is stated in the second principle was understood as a way to “achieve
ideologically and politically correct attitudes” (Hubáček, 1989, p. 24)
where correct meant strictly determined by the authorities. Furthermore,
the principle of respect for learners’ age diversities was and still is under-
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stood as a fixed model of competencies for each age group rather than in-
dividual diversities determined by learners’ different intellectual, mental,
and physical development.

The second characteristic of the educational system that prevented stu-
dent writers from expressing their ideas clearly and logically was the lack
of the necessary conditions for effective writing instruction. In particular,
I would note the lack of methodological experience of the teachers of writ-
ing, the lack of teaching materials, and the constant time pressure caused
by strict adherence to an overly ambitious curriculum. The teachers in
question were always Czech language teachers rather than writing teach-
ers. Their job was to teach correct grammar; sentence analysis, and litera-
ture, while writing compositions was reduced to mere explanation. They
took a product orientation, not a process orientation, to writing. Only a
few books on composition pedagogy were available, and these provided
too narrow a theoretical base and did not offer enough methodological
strategies. The time deficit and lack of methodology led to a very elemen-
tary routine of teaching about writing that was restricted to teacher-cen-
tered, frontal explanations of some rules and principles of essay writing.
Such a simplified and ineffective approach was even supported by the of-
ficial educational principles in which the deductive approach to teaching
writing was suggested, because the inductive approach—in which students
themselves derive conclusions and really contribute to the teaching and
learning process—was considered “less effective, time-demanding, and
economically too expensive” (Hubáček, 1989, p. 46).

The third characteristic of the Czech education tradition that limits the
teaching of writing is the manner in which teachers are prepared for their
careers. The preparation of Czech language teachers has long been the re-
sponsibility of the Pedagogical and Philosophical faculties. The study of
the Czech language at Philosophical faculties (the equivalent of North
American colleges of arts and sciences) focuses mainly on the prepara-
tion of experts in linguistics or literature, while pedagogical training for
these students is only a marginal concern. The situation at Pedagogical fac-
ulties (the equivalent of North American colleges of education) is different
in the sense that special seminars are devoted to methodological prepara-
tion for teaching rhetoric, but the field preparation of future teachers is in-
sufficient and superficial. Yet, even if the range of methodological
resources is limited to a few books on didactics and methodology mainly
for teaching Czech language or occasionally for teaching rhetoric itself, the
future Czech language teachers do have a certain command of techniques
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and strategies to teach writing. This preparation, however, aims mainly at
two tasks: analyzing the Czech language curriculum and examining stu-
dents’ sample compositions. Teacher trainers, for example, are asked to
read a narrative text written by a fourth-grade student and to analyze the
choice of words, rearrange the essay into paragraphs, examine the variety
of parts of speech used in the text, and compare the whole essay with oth-
er students’ products (Brabcová et al., 1984). The analysis of pupils’ prod-
ucts is meant to disclose some “imperfections in the process of compiling
the products” (Brabcová et al., 1984, p. 81). A very positive aspect of these
seminars is the requirement that teacher trainers experience the writing
tasks presented in the textbooks and thus understand the aim of a partic-
ular activity, its possible pitfalls, and its pedagogical value. Nonetheless, the
focus on requirements, rules, and parameters, and the total lack of pro-
fessional literature does not provide them with sufficient strategies and
techniques to achieve these requisites.

Because the precise criteria for assessing writing are generally absent
in the practice of teaching writing at elementary and secondary levels as
well as universities, the students neither know what is required from their
writing performance nor do they comprehend the judgment of their ef-
fort. An appropriate assessment should refer to the procedures that pro-
vide information about the “nature and extent of the children’s learning,
its correspondence with aims and objectives of teaching and its relation-
ship with the environments which are designed to facilitate learning”
(Satterly, 1989, p. 3). While the aims and objectives are stated explicitly
in the curriculum for both elementary and secondary schools, the process
of achieving them is based on the traditional, product-oriented approach
underlying the model text-analysis-reproduction methodology in the
majority of writing classes. This pattern is out of step with much of the
recent developments that encourage students to explore their own knowl-
edge, experiment with ideas, and use writing as a means to extend and
deepen their thinking. The structured and successive process of teaching
writing that would primarily stem from students’ own experiences and
thinking is totally missing not only in Czech schools but also in academ-
ic thinking about teaching writing.

Reasons for Hope in the Current Situation
The year 1989, when the border of Czechoslovakia reopened not only to
democracy but also to new ideas in education, brought the opportunity
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for changes in our schools that had been awaited for ages. After decades of
the uniform totalitarian school system, many new types of schools, both
private and public, emerged. They offered a variety of alternative educa-
tional programs that give enough space for creative teachers to try new
approaches. The current educational policy aims at creating a new na-
tional curriculum, promoting a gradual and integrated system that would
enable lifelong learning, respecting children’s individual interests and
abilities, and ensuring better conditions for teachers’ professional and
career development. However progressive these ideas sound, they re-
main in the shape of suggestions and issues that are still being discussed.
Nevertheless, we can find signs of hope in recent changes at the elemen-
tary school level, even if a majority of the secondary and tertiary schools
continue for the most part to practice traditional approaches.

Elementary Level
We are beginning to see a change in the Czech language curriculum for
basic school (grades 1 through 9) in the shift from submission to the doc-
trine of socialism to more open objectives that allow an integrated,
student-oriented approach to the teaching and learning process. Teaching
writing in the first stage of the basic school (grades 1 through 5) now in-
volves the practice of brief narration with an emphasis on chronological
order, description of simple objects and actions, and composing an in-
formal letter. As students produce and analyze written texts, they should
come to understand the basic structure of a piece of writing and be able
to compose a condensed outline. Three 45-minute lessons per week are
allocated to the teaching of the Czech language, and it is up to a particu-
lar teacher to decide how much of this time he or she dedicates to prac-
ticing writing. Besides grammar and spelling, literature and rhetoric, a
separate component is devoted to teaching writing skills that includes
training in writing individual letters, words, and sentences as well as prac-
ticing legibility and refining of handwriting.

In the second stage (grades 6 through 9) practice in more involved
narration and description continues in a more detailed and structured
way and extends to writing personal portraits, simple expositions, and re-
flections. Finally, the aims of the curriculum highlight the necessity to
provide students with opportunities to perform a discussion during
which their own experiences, ideas, and attitudes should be expressed and
confronted. The aims and objectives of this new writing curriculum sug-
gest a promising basis for students’ growing ability in the field of rhetoric;
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however, the gap between the common classroom conventions rooted in
the long-established teaching tradition and the goals of the new curricu-
lum has not yet been bridged.

Secondary Level
The Czech language curriculum in secondary schools links the basic
rhetorical forms practiced at the elementary level and amplifies them in
specific writing tasks referring to the field of study of particular schools.
As is true of many of the countries participating in the RWCT project,
secondary education in the Czech Republic occurs in a variety of insti-
tutions, not in a single comprehensive high school as is common in North
America. The gymnasium provides a classical pre-university secondary
education, while other students may attend vocational schools, art
schools, music schools, business schools, or any of a number of other high
schools that prepare students for specific careers.

Even if the content of the curriculum varies according to the type of
secondary school, the basis for teaching writing is almost the same. In
the course of 4 years, the writing of narrative and descriptive essays, re-
ports, reflections, and personal letters is included. Furthermore, students
are required to produce oral and written discourse, brief expositions,
business letters, curriculum vitae, and another professional writing de-
pending on the type of school. The emphasis is put on stylistics, lan-
guage devices, and structure, the criteria reflected in the activities and
tasks presented in the textbooks. They require students to analyze a text
mainly in terms of diction and sentences. Students are also expected to
compare and evaluate a variety of sample essays and to infer basic features
of a particular form of writing. Thus the whole concept of teaching writ-
ing in secondary school aims at “leading pupils to analyzing texts and sty-
listic expressions” (Hubáček, 1994, p. 7) rather than providing them with
the opportunity for structured, systematic practicing of writing result-
ing in genuine communication of their own ideas and experiences.
Paradoxically, writing compositions is a compulsory part of assessment,
not only during the school year, but also as part of the formal examina-
tions at the end of a student’s secondary studies. Students find themselves
in the odd position of being judged on an activity they have never really
been taught. The general approach to teaching writing in secondary
schools narrows to mere composition assignments several times a year
with little or no instruction, followed by correction of an in-class writ-
ten product. The final composition in the last grade, in addition, serves as
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a necessary prerequisite for the students to take final examinations and
influences their ultimate grade.

University Level 
The lack of sufficient training in writing culminates at universities where
teaching writing is either neglected completely or aims at specific pur-
poses within particular fields of study. Although students are supposed to
submit an array of essays, reports, research projects, and other written as-
signments in order to pass their exams, they almost never receive explic-
it training in writing or in critical thinking. The first attempts to
incorporate writing into the curriculum have been provoked recently by
the low level of students’ performance during the compilation of their
diploma theses, especially at teacher training colleges. Thus, some de-
partments have provided special courses in academic writing that aim ex-
clusively at preparing students for diploma thesis writing. Surprisingly,
this trend occurs mainly in foreign language departments, encouraged by
an ample source of materials and recent methodologies, while the Czech
language departments lag far behind. Generally, instead of being prepared
for effective, logical and structured writing, students simply receive writ-
ing assignments they are expected to fulfill with little or no guidance.

The Need for Change 
Two crucial changes are needed if teachers in the Czech Republic are to
cease merely teaching about writing and begin helping students them-
selves learn to write. First, we need immediate help for teachers of writ-
ing through a series of courses and seminars that would introduce new
approaches to writing classrooms. Second, we need a long-term innova-
tion of the whole writing curriculum in the Czech Republic.

Current and future teachers must be prepared in a fully professional
manner for their responsibilities as teachers of writing. Clearly, the
teacher preparation programs in universities will need to be changed so
that new teachers will teach writing in new ways. Preservice teachers need
to experience in their own studies the power of writing as a way of learn-
ing. They need to write in all their university courses as part of the regu-
lar, ongoing work of learning, and they need assignments that call for
original thinking on topics of compelling interest. University professors
must demonstrate in their responses to student writing that they care
about more than grammar and stylistics, so that when their students

140 Šaffková



themselves become teachers, these new teachers will have healthy ideas
about the powerful uses of writing in their own lives. Finally, teacher-
training programs need to incorporate specialized courses in the teaching
of writing so that beginning teachers will be familiar with the theory
and practice of writing process pedagogy.

Teachers in the midst of their careers also need opportunities to ac-
quire new pedagogical skills in the teaching of writing. Inservice work-
shops, summer conferences, professional journals, and other retraining
opportunities for teachers can take many forms. The RWCT program
offers a small but useful beginning in this work. The goals of RWCT, of
course, are more comprehensive than simply writing, but writing never-
theless is an important part of these goals. By gathering teachers from
across grade levels and from all subject areas of the curriculum, RWCT
can stimulate our thinking about the power of writing as a way of learn-
ing, and it can begin to introduce a process methodology to Czech teach-
ers. But we need a much more comprehensive and thorough set of
seminars focused specifically on writing to fully professionalize our writ-
ing teachers according to accepted practices in other countries. These re-
training opportunities should provide teachers at all levels not only with
a variety of classroom strategies that would help learners to compose a
variety of types of writing, but also with insights that would encourage
the process of writing as a fundamental basis for teaching rhetoric.

The second change refers to the whole system of curriculum. Teaching
rhetoric should become an integrated part of the national curriculum that
would proceed from the elementary to the tertiary levels. Writing within
this curriculum must be seen as an instrument to develop learners’ critical
thinking to encourage them to be self-conscious, curious, and independent.

However, in order to give life to these ideas, many obstacles of the
Czech traditional school will have to be overcome. So far the Czech edu-
cational system has hindered the development of functional literacy. Thus
it has not developed the student’s ability to inquire, to express his or her
ideas and opinions, and to become an independent learner. Writing
teachers have boundless opportunities to stimulate students to debate,
to ask questions, to formulate opinions, and to work with information.
More and more teachers from the elementary school to the university
are gradually coming to understand that writing instruction has the po-
tential to play a significant role in transforming old ideas about the rela-
tionship between the student and knowledge into productive ideas and
habits for today’s society.
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