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AN ORAL INTERV IEW WITH: Nellie Teaford Wood
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AN ORAL INTERVIEW WITH: Nellie Teaford Wood
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AN ORAL INTERVIEW WITH: Nellie Teaford Wood
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KCTC.10C - TAPE #3

KANAWHA COUNTY TEXTBOOK CONTROVERSY

AN ORAL INTERVIEW WITH: Nellie Teaford Wood

CONDUCTED BY: Jim Deeter

DATE OF INTERVIEW: March 19, 1985
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Narrator: Nellie Teaford Wood Number:
Interviewer: Jim Deeter Transcribed by: Morgan Thompson

Date: March 15, 1985 Transcription Date: April 9, 2009

Jim Deeter: I am continuing the interview with Ms. Nell Wood, this is tape number 4,

and she was commenting on about the big Chaney meeting and the fear that instilled

and the violence that had erupted and one or two schools had been bombed.

Nellie Wood: One of the interesting stereotypes that the media kept getting at was the

helpless protester as a victim of this tremendous system that had sold them short. I
had short strength for that, because I felt that the publicist was the people who had
bought the myth of teaching. Myth was a word that found its way around and with
much aligns; myths were something in books that were stories that helped to explain
our world. Now I had subscribed to the myth of teaching. I think is something I had
told you initially, a part of the message. A nest in, well I quoted an article, building
bridges. A responsibility to do something for others out of all sorts of altruistic
motives that myth was exploded in Kanawha County, because we discovered that
teachers were the enemy, schools were the enemy, and that was a disturbing kind of
thing. When we examined the myth which we knew we either had to discover that we
had deeper reasons than the myths or we would soon collapse.

[ think that I had deeper reasons for teaching than the myth but I think there were

other teachers that had bought the myth. And who were totally destroyed by it. We



JD:

had teachers that were incapable of action, and were incapable of going back to their
classrooms and remaining true to the ideas of teaching because they were afraid
physically of afraid. I think that I was lucky to be physically afraid then if you have
been physically afraid then there is nothing else people can do to you. And I think
that before this was through that I was perhaps one of the strongest teachers in
Kanawha Country. Then they fired me, it’s an old cliché but it’s true. We had to

have others reasons than expecting to be beloved. Or being involved in teaching.

I had a question that I wanted to ask you about. As we get to the point, I think maybe
where we need to start drawing some conclusions from all of this. Did the text book
protesters have anything at all to say or were they just like you had said that you
thought that Alice Moore had had alternative motives. That she was against public
schools and that she had made a statement one time, that there was no need for public
education and that you commented that you felt that was one of her great motives.
One of her greatest motives was to get rid of public schools. Did any of the protestors

have anything legitimate to say at all in your prospective?

NW: They are always legitimate things to say in certain instances. I have never

particularly subscribed to a thesis that we all must agree on everything. I think
agreement is not only very dull but very unhealthy. For example, do you like a
particular book? Why one earth should you like everything that you read. You ought
to read something’s and become angry as the protester did. I am not threaten by

people’s disliking of something that they read or becoming angry of ideas expressed



JD:

in the world. There were some legitimate complaints that were given operated from,
given a particular reference of course. It would be absurd if there weren’t. But where
[ differ from than them, is not only the fact that I don’t think that we all have to agree,
nor do I think that we all have to read the same book at the same time. Where I could
not accept the protestors was in their absolute unwillingness to compromise. In their
absolutes, they knew in their minds what was right for everybody in the county,
everybody in the world. You’ve seen my tree drawing, it was as if they were trying to
chop down this marvelous spreading tree of Education and make it into one little, I
don’t know a lot about biology but some thing with one tap root and one stalk, one
stem, and a few leaves I guess. It was an effort to cut off and frankly I thought the

purpose of school was to teach people to think, and they thought it was to doctor it.

That may be the key to the whole thing. The purpose to education that I have seen
coming up time after time after time because Elmer tried to get the school board to
address that issue and he met with them several times at the Methodist church and he
said they never could come to an agreement on the purpose of education. As I said
before the phone rang. We’re talking about the basic reason for education. You said
that protestors in your opinion wanted to limit the schools into an indoctoring type
of atmosphere, where you are taught this and this and this. You’re saying you wanted

to teach the kids how to think.



NW: If you go back to the types of skills, one of the types of skills is repeating,

parenting. But the top skill that comes from learning is sentence, it is putting it all

together, correlating material, and coming up with...

JD: I hear Alice Moore saying, well people talking about her because I haven’t talk to her

NW:

yet, I have to get on this certain issue because I think it is vital to the whole thing. I
think if I am correct and again I am putting words in Alice Moore’s mouth perhaps
but their main concern was you don’t have to teach a 5t grader how to think. Let’s
teach them the basics, let’s teach him how to read, write, that would be their biggest
complaint would be why do we need to introduce them to this kind of material to
get them to think. And I am thinking specifically values, clarification and that sort

of thing.

A 5P grader needs to be taught to think. He needs to make fine judgments, he needs
to be able to see, he needs to be able to interpret height for one of the better words.
Because our 5™ graders are being met by drug pushers, and saying this will make
you feel good. Now if he has not, and I am not saying just teaching morals
judgments because even the serpent in the Garden of Eden made the apple look
good, and this is the kind of thing that is being done. Evil is preventing in pleasant
disguises and if he has not been taught to distinguish to make these various
judgments to think about these kinds of decisions, then how can he say no? But you
brought it up. Well all ways, these are notes from a speech from somewhere, and I

had said, I have a phrase here, the Purpose of Book and I have another phrase here



the purpose of Education. I had to indoctrinate or to think and this is another thing
is the attitude towards change. Not all change is bad nor good but we must deal
with change because it does happen. And I have written phrases like inflexibility,
and I go back over and over again to say the literal meaning constantly. I found any
ability to, there was very little ability to understand satire, there was very little
ability to understand symbolism. One of the poems that literally sent the protester
wild was one called Christ Climbed Down by Lawrence Fromagetty. I think it is in
this book. Christ climbed down from his bare tree, it’s a Christmas story, from the
tinsel and the glitter and he wept and of course it is a symbolic way of saying in our

unchristian tinsel Christmas celebration we crucify Christ.

JD: What were their particular objections to that poem?

NW: It ends something about he crawled back in the world. Well they objected because
they said the Christ didn’t climb down from his bare Christmas tree. Of course it is
a symbolism of the cross, and that by abusing Christ at Christmas time. By
neglecting him at Christmas time we are crucifying him all over again. We are

destroying him again until he is born again in our hearts and rebirth each Easter.

JD: So they were not understanding the symbolism?

NW: That’s right. Symbolism was totally lost. Another one that bothered them was by a

British man named Roger McDonna something about Mother there is a strange man



knocking at the door. Says he is Jesus. He wants a cup of water but I told him we
didn’t have any. Looks kinda dirty I offered him a tenor but he said water is all that
he really needed. And said he wept as he going away you think I should have given
him some. Well basically that is the idea. Some did and some said there should
never be any reference to God, to Christ. Any reference in literature other than
from the church, they even objected to the reference from the bible. That are often
given, but how can you get people to understand that literature includes all of the

experiences of man.

JD: Well it is easy to see how the impasse could take place, and I can understand, being

NW:

able to see from both sides. I can see the impasse there, especially from literature
like that. I don’t how I would react to that. Well I think, it doesn’t matter what I

think.

Well I would be interested to know what you think. But I do know that there was
this feeling that every reference to God after a while was bad. Outside the church.
There were those who were extremely fundamental and could have accepted noble.
Anyway what do I have here, I have all of the textbook review committee things, I

have an article by Thelma Conley in the Journal of Research and Development and

Education, I have an article on Ohio Schools which is extremely good, I have an
article from Today’s Education, I think I may have given you the rough draft of
that. That was my answer. And this is something interesting because Charles Loge

was the son of the man who read all night, and he was the young man who came to



terms in the course of this not only with a great deal about education but a great
deal about himself, who he was historically. I mention because I think when people
examine problems in the light of who they are historically, religiously, who they are
in terms of their parents, they are often drawn closer to the belief of their parents.
Particularly if they’re allowed an open examination, this boy dealt with all of the
problems and became more strongly Jewish than he had ever been. I have seen the
same thing happen to many Christian young people who by dealing with this with
their parents and with the minister have came out a stronger faith which would have

been the reverse of what the protestors wanted.

JD: One of the questions I would have wanted to end up with in a normal interview, and

NW:

this is far from a normal interview but one of the question I attempt the ask what
good came out of this if anything, did it help or did it hurt and I know you said
already that one man had put this in writing, I have a paper here that Ms. Wood had

that he was affected by controversy.

Yes, I am convinced that more harm finally came out of the thing than good. I felt
the cause of education in Kanawha was set back 20 years. I felt that the rumors will
never heal. I think there were many varying motives as there were people there.
And what the initial motives were are how they emerged from them. I started out to
study books and to provide a good programs in the Kanawha county school that
would meet all of the needs and I think we did that and then I spent the rest of the

time learning about it, defending it, learning about people. I saw a lot of ugliness



and horror but I think one of the things that I saw was how people could become to
a cause when the notice was shared but that would work on either side really. I saw
into the hearts of people when I had not dealt with in other ways but George
Washington organized, they had already had a parent’s advisory committee but they
organized a Parents protection association. They would come to the school and
when somebody came to examine the library the principal would say some of the
parents have an organization, they will meet you here and these parents would talk
with you and these parents would come to the school immediately. One time a
medium tried to come set up a media event and the parents stopped it rather

effectively.

JD: He told me, as a matter of a fact, I think it was the same incident and he said he went

NW

to the school to look as some books and they wouldn’t let him look at the books.

He made it seem as if the school wouldn’t let him have access to the library.

: The parents did because they said you have no children in this school, if you had

children in this school we would but you have come to cause trouble. Now if that is
something, if you are a public servant you can’t say that. Teachers are rather
effectively muzzled but the parents could do that. I felt enraged by my incipience
until the Collation for Quality Education was formed. Have you heard of that
group? Well you’ve talked mostly to the protestor. These were people who
organized a group to fight the protestors basically. They issued a flyer that dealt

with, it looks much like their flyer it answers the questions that they raised. They



organized meetings all over the county will the textbooks were open for display and
for interpretation we got an opportunity to explain over and over again how these
books were used and how one would fit in with another. I told you one time about
reading the article in my church. My minister asked me if I would read that
particular one. But the collation who organized these would take the displays and
invited the people in with the advertising and anyone who really wanted to find out
about the book in the county could. So I saw the good through the collation, I saw
good though the parent organization, I saw good through the ministry association

that tried to look at the books warts and all.

JD: So it is obvious that there were some good things and some not good things as you

already mentioned there as a set back in education.

NW: I think teachers were afraid to teach, I think they would do anything that was the
least bit creative. For example in today’s education, well in Ohio schools Roscoe
mentioned that at DuPont they always taught a unit on communism. Understanding
how it operates, once again they are not teaching the principals of communism but
teaching how to understand how historically communism differs from communism
on paper which is a totally different thing. They were afraid to teach it that year

and I think many things I think the kids suffered.
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JD: Someone said I read an article that someone said there was more damage done to the
children because of the controversy than what had been done supposedly,

theoretically that were used instead.

NW: Yes they were learning all of the wrong things. Now I kept hearing, I had letters
from all over the world. I had a student traveling in Switzerland, one in England and
they heard about this and wrote me telling me that they had faith in the books if I
had selected it. I had became the center of a marvelous network of support. So I
saw those things, and at the same time I saw the crippling effect, I know marriages
that had suffered. I knew teachers whose relationships had suffered, I knew of
friendships that had suffered. Families that had suffered. Roscoe who was
president of the teacher’s organization was the uncle of the boy who bombed the
school, the Klu Klux Klan rally was on a cousins property and here is one family a
long time Kanawha family who was involved on both sides and that was difficult.

Those are the hard parts.

JD: I know this is not a fair question but do you think textbooks in Kanawha county
today reflects controversy of the 1974 1975 era? In other words, can I go into a
school and find a text book that people were screaming so loud about in 74 or that

type of textbook do you think?

NW: Of course. You could before that because they were not new. Let me say that I

have not kept up too closely because it was a very emotionally kind of thing for me.
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Incidentally we didn’t leave because I was run out of Kanawha county, no generally
I think I was the most evil teacher in Kanawha county. No one would have dared
me, now that is a terrible thing to say. Before the thing was over I became a

symbol, I am not sure I like it. I was Kanawha county teacher of the year that year.

JD: Did that controversy make you want to stop teaching because you are not teaching

right now?

NW: Yes because that controversy helped to destroy my health.

JD: So it was part of your health that made you stop?

NW: Probably although my husband made another move but I had some rather strong
advice from an orthopedic specialist that told me if I wanted to continue to walk I
had to change the way I lived. Not just on my feet but [ don’t know how to be a
halfway teacher. I didn’t know how to fight halfway. I don’t know how to halfway
honest. I couldn’t be that in a classroom, I couldn’t be less than what was needed.
I’'m a good teacher, and it is a tragedy that I am not in the classroom. I had planned

to teach all of my life. I felt one day someone might recognize me.

JD: Is there anything else? But I do want to wind this up. Is there anything else that you

would just like to say? Before we close the tape.
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NW: I am bothered by the issue that surface there the parent input in the schools. There
is something I have to say. First off I don’t think parents understand how school is
operated. That schools operate with the school’s system separates as a different
entity than the schools classroom. That there is a system, and they elect the school
board members and that the school board members select the superintendent. Who

basically is the instrument that the school is operated. People don’t understand...
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