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Foreword tothe Series

The National Center for Educational Research and Development
(NCERD-formerly the Bureau of Research) of the United States
Office of Education has in recent ycars considerably expanded its
support to basic and applied researchi in education. It has also
made possible and encouraged the dissemination of findings and
conclusions. As the body of information derived from research has
expanded, however, so has the gap between research and class-
room teaching. Recognizing this problem, NCERD has charged
ERIC (Educational Resources Information Center) to go beyond
its initial function of gathering, evaluating, indexing, and dis-
seminating information to a significant new service: information
analysis and synthesis.

The ERIC system has alrcady made available—through the
ERIC Document Reproduction Service—much informative data,
including all federally funded research reports since 1956. How-
ever, if the findings of specific educational research are to be
intelligible to teachers and applicable to teaching, considerable
bodies of data must be reevaluated, focused, translated, and
molded into an essentially different context. Rather than resting
at the point of making research reports rcadily accessible, NCERD
has now directed the separate ERIC Clearinghouses to commission
from recognized authoritics state-of-the-art papers in specific
arcas

Each state-of-the-art paper focuses on a concrete educational
need. The paper attempts a comprehensive treatment and qualita-
tive assessment of the published and unpublished matcrial on the
topic. The author reviews relevant rescarch, curriculum trends,
teaching materials, the judgments of recognized experts in the
field, reports and findings from various national committees and
commissions. In his analysis he tries to answer the question
“Where are we?”’; sometimes finds order in apparently disparate
approaches; often points in new dircctions. The knowledge con-
tained in a state-of-the-art paper is a necessary foundation for
reviewing existing curricula and planning new beginnings.

Bernard O’Donnell
Director, ERIC/RCS

&
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Introduction

Elective programs may well be one of the most significant
developments in the English curricula of American high schools
during the past decade. They are programs at one or wore grade
levels which permit students to choose the courses that appeal to
them from among a fairly wide varicty of ofterings. While no high
school in the following study has yet categorically abolished
English as a requirement, except at the twellth grade level,
students are generally free to select the courses they wish in order
to fulfill the English requircment at a given grade level. Some
schools offer electives only at the senior level: others, at some
combination of levels from seventh through twelfth grades. Two
retain the required course structure, offering clective “mini-
courses” for onc or two days a week during the regular English
course or during the last three weeks of each semester. The courses
offercd cover subjects ranging from sports literature to Shake-
speare and from the natural history of New York City to a survey
of Eastern litcrature.

In one sense clectives are not really new. As one questionniire
respondent pointed out, “English departments have offered
clectives for twenty-five years or more”--courses such as journal-
ism, theater arts, debate, speech, and so forth. In my high school
experience those courses could be elected in the same way that
voice, typing, chorus, and orchestra could be clected, but only in
addition to the “major’’ courses, which were required. The major
courses, as far as anyonc could tell, werc as unchanging as the
heavens—which, as we all know, are changing, but not so fast that
anyone notices. For our endeavors in clected courses, we received

- only one-half coursc credit toward graduation. In contrast, the

new elective programs offer a fairly wide variety of courses,
including the old clectives, for full credit in fulfillment of the
graduation requirements in English. The ramifications of this more
open policy have not been fully examined yet. For example, some
colleges have refused to accept courses in filmmaking in fulfillment
of their entrance requirements in English. However, the solution
to that may simply be greater discretion in the recording of course
titles on transcripts.




GEORGE HILLOCKS JR.

The earlicst allusion to an clective English program in a high
school scems to be in an article which appeared in the English
Journal in 1955.' In that article Harry Overton discussed a serics
of five clectives for cleventh graders. Each course consisted of
three units of study which remained constant in all five courses,
but. cach course had a different emphasis: creative writing, oral
communications, dramatic literature, literary intcrpretation, or
general English. Each student was frece to select the course
emphasis he preferred. While this program was an antecedent of
current programs, a prototype of the elective programs in this
study was first described by G. Robert Carlsen and John W.
Conner in 1962.2 Their article described an clective program for
eleventh and twelfth grades. The program offered ten nongraded
courses, that is, ten courses.that were open to cither juniors or
seniors. The only requirement was that each student elect one
composition course, one literature course, and one speech course.
The fourth course could be in whatever area the student wished.
The literature courses included two modified survey courses, one
in English and one in American literature, a course in “landmarks
of literature,” and one in “individualized reading.” The composi-
tion courses included one in writing problems (focusing on
*‘writing situations found in daily life” and “a review of sentence
structure, paragraph formation, choice and use of nouns, pro-
nouns, verbs, adjcctives, and adverbs, elementary literary devices,
punctuation, capitalization, and spelling . . . as students work with
concrete writing situations™), a writing laboratory for students
who have “mastered the fundamentals,” and creative writing. The
program included three speech courses: one in the basics of
speech, one in public address, and one in drama.

From these beginnings, elective programs have developed to the
point of offering as many as sixty different elective courses in a
single school. While the lines of influence and development are not
clear, more and more elective programs began to appear in the late
sixties, and they arc continuing to appear. Some were influenced
by the work of others, such as Carlsen’s work at lowa University
High School or Project APEX at Trenton, Michigan, and some
undoubtedly arose independently of antecedents.

A recent survey of Ohio high .schools, conducted by James
Nichols and Verne B. Wootton, testifies to the increasing intcrest in
elective programs.® Of 392 schools responding (about 45 percent
of all Ohio high schools), 281 still have traditional year-long
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progrums, Of the remainder, 65 offer a varicty of sixteen or more
courses. When asked the kinds of curriculum change they were
most interested in, 78 schools with traditional progiams indicated
strong interest in clective programs, Botli the results of the survey
and his experienee with Ohio schools lead Verne Wootton, English
consultant for the Ohio State Department of Education, to predict
that by 1980. 70 percent of Ohiv high schools may be offering
clective programs of some kind. While that prediction may be
optimistic, there is no question that the trend toward clective
programs is well established, not only in Ohio, but around the
country,

The present study is based upon the reports of programs
published in varicus journals, program descriptions from seventy-
six schools and school systems in thirty-seven states,* question-
naire responses from cighty-four chairmen or supervisors in charge
of clective programs, and virious other published and unpublished

materials. In all, well over one hundred progrims have provided .

data for this study. To all those who assisted in the collection of
this data. | am deeply indebted. Special thanks must go to all the
teachers. department chairmen, and supervisors who took the time
from their busy schedules to answer my questionnaire and to send
program and course descriptions and other materials related to
their clective programs. Without such material this study would be
severely limited. A list of schools that contributed questionnaire
responses and curriculum documents follows the bibliography. In
addition. 1 owe special thunks to the chairmen and administrators
ol the several schools that permitted me to visit with them for the
purpose of discussing their programs,

While the study could -t possibly include all existing or
proposed elective programs, it does scem to have included most of
the current patterns. The program descriptions and questionnaire
responses which have become available since the compilation of
those included in the above counts and which | have seen present
no surprises, no significant deviations from the patterns discussed
below.

*All program guides except eighteen of those compiled by Linda Kubicek
Harvey in the NCTE/ERIC collections, Elective English Programs in Junior and
Senior High Schools, 1970 and 1971, were collected from November 1971 to
February 1972. In what follows, only published material, including the ERIC
compilations, has been footnoted. In other cases, the school name has been
included, where it scemed appropriate to do so.
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The following examination of clective programs proceeds from
: discussion of the rationales upon which they seem to be based to
cxaminations of program structures, patterns of course offerings,
courst designs, methods and results of cvaluation, and some
important problems and promises of elective programs.
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Of the seventy-six program guides examined, many explained
how the program functioned, but only twenty-five presented any
sort of rationale for the eclective program as a whole. The
rationales that did appear consisted of a series of assertions about
the advantages of an elective program, and some included
comments on the weaknesses of traditional programs, in which the

‘main core of English courses is prescribed, though it might be

possible to elect additional courses in speech, journalism, dra-
matics, and so forth. The same was generally true of the various
published articles examined. The main charges against traditional
programs included the rigidity ol the “‘lock-step approuch to
cducation’” which suggested “that all students progressed at the
same rate, had the same needs, and expressed the same interests™;?
the neglect of “individual needs and interests” to the extent that
students saw “‘no significance in learning English”;% the failure to
utilize the special abilities of teachers; the repetition of instruction
in grammar, literature, and composition at cach grade level: and
the feeling that “‘teachers experienced insccurity and frustration
because of a need, under the traditional system, to have mastered
cvery aspect of English.” Traditional programs were a potpourri, a
smorgasbord, a hodgepodge in which a student encountered a
“bit" of everything but nothing in depth, and in which there was
no clear definition of subject matter. As one advocate of the new
puts it, “The English curriculum has become a hopeless hodge-
podge of educational odds and ends often determined by the
interest, or lack of it, in the teacher and by outdated or nebulous
school requirements. . . . He goes on to point out that *““the
obscurity of °‘English 10, *English 11, and ‘English 12° is
climinated in favor of definite designations of course content and
descriptions of anticipated resources to be used. Students and
tcachers alike have a concrete base of material on which to
concentrate their efforts.”®

Other criticisms of traditional programs contend that there is
no English course that all students must take and no body of
knowledge that all students should hold in common. Curiously,
however, there is little criticism of some of the most significant

T
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failings of the traditional programs, such as (1) their tendency to
focus on the characteristics of literary forms and emasculated
suminarics of central tendencies in a literary period at a time when
the students are still having difficulty in comprehending the works
Jor their own sakes, and (2) their tendency to base composition
instruction on grammatical analysis, sentence structure, and x
~weys of developing a paragraph, thus inadvertently focusing the
attention of the student on meaningless forms before he has even
considercd the content of what he wishes to say, and, in general,
ignoring some of the most important aspects of the composing
process. Only onc rationale points out that, “in general, the
‘teaching-learning’ process has been predominantly how much
literary and grammatical data [the students] were able to
memorize.”” The traditional program envisions the teaching
process as a transfer of information from books (or the teacher’s
head) to the hcads of students, with the result that students never
become involved in evaluating their own writing or exploring their
own interpretations of literary works. Unfortunately, elective
programs in and of themselves do not preclude some of these same
failings.

Rationales for the various programs examined nearly always
consisted of a series of assumptions concerning the values and
operation of an clective program. The following is lairly typical of
the genre and incorporates many of the assertions found in the
rationales for the other programs:

l. Juniors and seniors arc mature enough to make wise
choices with the expert help of their English teachers and
their guidance counsclors. The opportunity to choose
provides development of the individual.

2. Teachers and students will be intellectually stimulated by
so varicd a program,

3. The abolishment of standard and academic levels of
instruction and the mixture of age groups will result in
more democratic grouping for individual classes or sec-
tions. ‘

4. Students will enroll according to their abilities, interests,
an< needs, not according to age.

5. The variety of courses allows for a greater range of
individual needs. _
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6. Interests und abilities of individual teachers are not stifled.
The best teacher is one who believes in what he is teaching.

7. A student may be cxposed to twice as many English
teachers it his tinal two yeurs.

8. A semester program allows cach student to get a fresh start
twice a year. Fewer failures and greater enthusiasm should
result. _

9. The freedom to choose courses should heighten student
involvement, and this should result in better performance.

10. The diversity and flexibility of the program satisfaciorily
eliminate the rigidity of the traditior:al program.

11. Greater creativity is fostered in both student and teacher.

12. By combining the student population of two grades and
abolishing the distinction between junior and senior
English, scheduling becomes morc flexible. Fewer schedule
conflicts will occur, and, thus, students will have an
opportunity to participate in a broader selection of courses
in a variety of subject arcas.

13. Students oriented toward the language arts will have the
opportunity to sclect more English courses under a system
of semester electives.

14. Students will be encouraged through the variety of courses
offered to devclop new interests and new leisure time
activities.3

The advantage of clective programs cited by more rationales
than any other (14 of 25) was that they permit students to choose
courses in which they are interested. Close behind were statements
alluding to the increased ability of elective programs to mect the
needs (13) and interests (8) of the students. Nearly as many
rationales (12) pointed to the opportunity for the teacher to
“specialize,” to make use of his interests or special talents, as a
major advantage. The argumeni is that a tcacher cannot ke
expected to master all aspects of English, as the traditional
curriculum demandcd. Accordingly, a number of the program
rationales (7) and several articles asserted that the teaching task is
more clearly defined in elective programs, a result, no doubt, of

increased specialization.

ey o
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The responses of department chairmen and supervisors to a
questionnaire about their elective programs provide more informa-
tion. When asked what advantages an elective program had for
students, fifty-three of eighty-four respondents stated or implicd
that elective programs provided more adequately for the individual
needs or requirements of the students. Forty-eight cited the
freedom to choose courses as an advantage for students. Some
believed choice to be an advantage in and of itself, whereas thirty
felt that student choice is an advantage because it results in greater
interest and greater motivation to work, an advantage that
corresponds with the second most frequently cited advantage for
teachers, ‘‘working with more motivated students” (mentioned by
twenty-one respondents). Only three of the eighty-four respond-
ents mentioned greater ease in individualizing instruction as an
advantage for teachers, but fifty-six felt that the opportunity for
teachers to specialize or to usc special interests and talents is a
particular advantage.

Eight rationales emphasized the ‘‘flexibility” of courses, an
expression which usually means that courses can be dropped,
added, or changed as the “needs and interests of the students
change.” Twenty-four questionnaire respondents saw the variety
of courses as an advantage, while twenty believed that a simple
change in teacher is advantageous. Another held that having a
variety of courses and teachers will “encourage’ students to
develop new interests and leisure time activities.” One question-
naire respondent asserted that “having threc changes a year
permits the teacher to become a more interesting person within
himself.”” The most often mentioned advantage in frequent change
of teacher was simply that “personality conflicts between student
fand teacher] do not have to be endured by the student for such a
long time.”

One program rationale and three’ questionnaire respondents
indicated that an elective program helps the student develop a
sense of responsibility for his own education. Five rationales and
fifteen respondents shifted the emphasis, however, stating bluntly
that in an elective program the student is responsible for his
learning and for the consequences of his choices (one respondent
called it *‘fate”’), not the teacher.

On the other hand, three rationales and seven questionnaire
respondents believed that elective programs give *“‘professional
dignity and responsibility to teachers by making them responsible

|15
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for curriculum.” It may well be that such feelings of responsibility
generate the increased interest in and “‘revitalization” of in-
struction that twelve respondents report as an advantage of their
clective programs. Indeed, the extent to which clective programs
demand that teachers plan curricula for their own students marks
a new kind of professionalism that is desirable and necessary if the
teaching of’ English is to risec above mechanical plodding through
an arbitrary syllabus,

Many cother advantages are cited in the questionnaires, the
program descriptions. and in various published articles, but most
of the remainder appear only once or twice (c.g., “teachers plan
better for a nine-week course,” *‘national and state develop-
ments . . . indicate that an clective English program .. .is desir-
able,”” “*teachers know more studetits™) and need not concern us
here.

What must concern us, however, is the nearly universal ten-
dency to base the program on a series of unexamined assump-
tions. That traditional English programs were based on unex-
amined, even dangerous, assumptions is certainly no defense.
The fact that underlying assumptions of traditional programs were
never examined is, in large part, responsible for their failure. The
assumptions implicd by the rationales for new programs must be
exainined both on their own terms and as they apply to various
aspects of the programs that rest upon them. That elective
programs should and do *“meet the interests, needs, and abilities”
of the students: that tcachers should specialize or teach their
particular interests; that it is better for students to have short
courses with several different teachers: that the choice of courses,
in and of itself, will have a meaningful, positive effect on both
affective and cognitive responses: that learning should be the
learner’s responsibility: that an elective program overcomes the
weaknesses of traditional programs-—all these assumptions and
others need to be examined in view of the programs that are based
upon them, and the examination should be a continuing process.
The validity of assumptions upon which eclective programs are
built should be periodically reexamined and reevaluated. We will
return to these assumptions, then, after an examination of program
designs, course offerings, course designs, and the methods and

results of evaluation.




Program Design

The varicty of clective programs defies an casy summary. The
notion of prerequisite background, the grade Jevels at which the
number of required courses are operated, the course length, and
the use of *‘phasing™ all vary from one program to another. One
might expect such differences to be based on the characteristics of
the particular student population involved. On the contrary,
varying feacher preference appears to be responsiole for the
differences. For cxample, there scems to be a pervasive, if not
always articulated, feeling that clective courses should follow a :
solid background in “the basics.” Thus, one program for cighth '
and ninth grade students calls for a basic seventh grade course to :
“stabilize” the program. This course, which all students take, deals ;
with spelling, grammar, speech, composition, and reading skills.
The clective courses in the cighth and ninth grades are presumed
to build on that foundation. Another writer believes that the
basics, o1 at least all grammar, should be taught by ninth grade
and reports planning the remainder of the curriculum (forty-six ;
courses) partly on the basis of that assumption.? Another program ‘
guide, describing an clective program for twelfth graders, explains
that skiils developed by the students in previous years will be put
to use as ‘‘a frame of reference” for work in the twelfth grade |
clectives. : |
Onc program requires a student to remain in a *‘basic |
instructional phase” until he has demonstrated competency in a
set of basic skills, Once he has demonstrated this proficiency,
however, the student may, at his own preference, move to “an
clective phase, a no-more-English option, [or] an optional mode
of individualized instruction.” I he elects the no-more-English
option, he “must counsel with the English department cach nine
weeks in order to renew his option.” The basic skills which are
appraiscd in diagnostic testing situations are certainly not terribly
demanding, cven if they arc somewhat arbitrary:

1. If a student has an idea about some subject, he must be able
to express that idea in writing and defend it. In doing this he
must write or type legibly with no more than five mis-

Q
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spellings in each onc hundred words and with some logical
form of organization.

2. He must be able to express his ideas orally in a voice loud
enough to be heard by those who are listening.

3. Given material written at the seventh grade level, he must be
able to understand the literal meaning of 95 percent of what
he reads.

4. In written or televised commercials, he should be able to
identify basic propaganda techniques.

5. He must be able to distinguish between statements of fact
and statements of opinion.

6.He must be able to follow accurately a detailed set of
instructions.'®

Of all the talk about basic skills in elective programs this is the
clearest explanation of what is intended. Curiously, though, there
is no explanation of why these skills cannot be developed or
improved in various elective courses. Presumably, at least the first
three would be emphasized in any clective course which integrates
language arts activities. Another point that is not covered is that,
though not very demanding, the basic skills are totally unattain-
able by some students. Arc these students to be permanently
denied the right to take clective courses that might stimulate their
interest (and possibly help them become more proficient in the
basic skills)?

Providing a diametrically opposed position to the above policy,
at least one program guide asserts that “a ‘minimum’ level of
achievement in ‘the language arts before graduation that would be
applicable and meaningful for aii students cannot be devised.”
Unfortunately, the document does not explore the ramifications
of that statement. Despite such manifest contradictions, however,
it is generally assumed in the various curriculum guides that there
is some optimal point at which students can begin selecting their
courses, but such an assumption is supported by ncither concrete
evidence nor careful theoretical considcrations in the program
guides. As it stands, where to begin an elective program appears to
be anybody’s guess, and anybody’s guess can be justified in one
way or another.

Of the seventy-six program descriptions collected for this
study, thirty-three describe elective programs for grades ten to

[
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twelve, eighteen for grades eleven to twelve, nene for grades nine
to twelve, and six for twelfth grude only.* Four programs have
electives beginning at seventh grade, four offer programs at various
other combinations of grade levels, and the remainder do not
indicate what grade levels are involved. The overwhelming concen-
tration of programs involve ninth through twelfth grades. but
there is disagreement about whether the program should begin at
the ninth, tenth, eleventh, or twelfth grade. The programs which
offer courses at more than onc level are often nongraded, that is,
tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grade students may enroll in the same
courses. The assumption is that grouping according to ability and
interest makes much more scnse than grouping by age level. A few
programs place restrictions on the nongrading practice, limiting
somne electives to ninth and tenth grades, and some to eleventh and
twelfth.

Course rcquircments from one program to another reveal
consideruble varicty as well. Forty-four programs indicate no re-
quirements once students are in the program. Of those that have
requirements, seventeen require only one or two courses, such as
composition, speech, or American literature. One program requires
that all ninth and tenth graders take specific courses, which can be
supplemented by various electives; the full elective program begins
with the junior ycar, when one of four American literature courses
must be taken. Having filled the American litcrature requirement,
the student is free to elect whatever courses he wishes for the
three remaining semesters. Another progrum for tenth through
twelfth grades offers a total of twenty-four courses, each six weeks
in length. Students are required to take threc courses in language,
two in composition, and eight in literature during their three years
in the program.

Concerning the most appropriate length of courses, there is
substantial agreement, with fifty programs offering the bulk of
their courses in eighteen-week blocks. The remainder of the
programs offer courses of four, six, nine, ten, or twelve weeks in
length. Several use a combination of course lengths, for example,

*The analysis that follows is bared primarily on program guides obtained from
schools and school systems betv'cen November 1971 and February 1972, and
on fourteen of those in the ERIC compilations, for a total of seventy-six.
Programs described in journals and other studies are additional and will be
cited specifically.
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nine weeks, a semester, and a year. In most such cases, the
majority of course offerings are o- ¢ semester in length.

For the most part, course lengtn secems to have been determined
more or less arbitrarily. The semester unit is simply an inheritance
from established scheduling practices, although for some schools,
ollering semester courses represents a break with the tradition of
year-long courses. The shorter courses are variously justified. A
program offering ten-week courses for eighth and ninth graders
argues that the courses “will accommodate the varicty of interests
and the short attention span of the junior high student.” A
program advocating nine-week courses for high school students
cites the “psychological effect of shortness: student has a chance
to make a new beginning in the middle of a semester.” Another
high school program offers a varicty of arguments for the
nine-week course: nine weeks offers a sufficient amount of time
for students to study a subject in detail without losing interest;
unlike twelve or cighteen weeks, a quarter system offers students
the opportunity to take a wide variety of courses: semester courses
are too long as well as too traditional: and ninc-week courses were
not offered in any other content area and were sclected to help
prove to students that the English curriculum is indeed changing.

Certainly the use of short courses merits more penetrating
analysis than such arguments represent. If a program needs to
demonstrate its revolutionary character, there must be a less
superficial way to do it than by pointing to short courses. An
cven more important problem is whether or not the variety that
comes with short courses has any rcal merit, Does such variety re-
sult in increased student involvement, enthusiasm, and growth?
To what extent does the mechanical organization of subject matter
into little blocks lead to increased pressure to *“cover material™ at
the expense of organic development and individual student growth
in language arts? To what extent does the shortness ol a course
hamper the teacher’s ability to adjust instruction to the individual
abilities and interests of his students?

Even working systematically, it takes a minimum of four weeks
for a teacher to -learn about the individual strengths and
weaknesses of his students in the various language arts areas. In a
very short course, that leaves only a few weeks for effective
instruction. If the courses, like most college courses, arc really
intended to counvey information, and if teachers can assume, as
most college teachers do, that the students would not be in the
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courses if they were not equipped or willing to do the work, then
such questions may be irrclevant. One would hope, however, that
sccondary school teachers lave not regressed to such professorial
assumptions about the nature of teaching.

One of the goals of most clective programs is to provide courses
appropriatc to the needs of various students. In order to
implement that goal, twenty-one of the programs c¢xamined
explain a more or less formal method of phasing courses. Phasing
simply refers to the practice of developing courses at various levels
of difficulty. The most widely represented model for phasing is
that used by Project APEX at Trenton (Michigan) High School. The
Trenton handbook dcscribes the following phases:

Phase 1 courses are designed for students who find reading,
writing, spcaking, and thinking quite difficult and have serious
problems with basic skills.

Phase 2 courses are created for students who do not have
serious difficulty with basic skills but need to improve and
refine them and can do so best by learning at a somewhat
slower pace.

Phase 3 courses are particularly for those who have an average
command of the basic language skills and would like to advance
beyond thesc basic skills but do so at a moderate rather than an
accelerated pace.

Phase 4 courses arc for students who learn fairly rapidly and
have good command of the basic language skills.

Phase 5 courses offer a challenge to students who have excellent
control of basic skills and who are looking for stimulating
academic learning experiences.'!

While only twenty-one of the program descriptions make use of
this or some very similar pattern for developing courses, several
others have made an attempt to develop courses for various groups
of students. For cxample, the Burbank (California) High School
program offers courses entitled **‘Adventure,” “The Literature of
Sports,” and *“Science Fiction,” as well as such courses as
“Japanese Literature,” *‘Major British Writers,” and - *‘Russian
Literature.” It is reasonably cvident from the course titles alone
that the first three courses were developed to appeal to students
who do not ordinarily find the study of literature an cxciting

venture.
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In the Hickman (Columbia, Missouri) High School program, a
course entitled “‘Personal and Creutive Writing™ is described for
students as follows: “This course will try to meet the needs of the
student who does not like the usual writing cxercise in the
traditional English composition course. If you would like to
express yourself on an individual basis without worrying too much
about ‘correct’ form uand rules, thiz could be the course for you.
Activities will be designed to uppea! to students who are not
motivated by the written word. TV, radio, and pop songs will be
used. . . . Another composition course, “Writing to be Read,” is
described as having been designed *“to meet the needs of the
student who wants to strengthen his writing skills. . . . The student
who has already developed strong competence in expression
will probably not take this coursc.” Clearly, both courses were
developed with writers of certain levels of competence in mind.
Suveral other programs make an effort to offer courses for
various interests and for various levels of ability, but a sizable
number appear to make little effort to adjust course offerings.
And frequently, even the programs using the phase model present
a series of courses which are probably most appropriate for above
average or highly fluent readers and writers. 4

The main argument for phasing courses has to do with meeting
the needs and abilities of the students. The practice is a lineal
descendant of tracking. However, as the Trenton handbook points
out, it is the courses, not the students, that are phased. The
programs using phasing belicve that it accomplishes the same
pedagogical purposes as tracking, but without stigmatizing the
student. Further, most programs offer courses at one or miore
phase levels—a science fiction course might be designed for phases
3-5 or a film study course might be designated for phases 1-5. This
permits students to work with others who represent a variety of
interests, backgrounds, and abilities.

In some programs the phase categories (similar to those quoted
above) are presented to the students, and the phase levei of each
course description is designated. Frequently, the lunguage of the
course description itself indicates the difficulty and interest level.
Unfortunately, the language of some course descriptions is so
blunt that one wonders whether it does not exacerbate the stigma
of tracking which everyone is attempting to avoid. For example,
one course description explains that a particular course is
“designed for [students] who find reading, writing, and thinking
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quite difficult and have serious problems with basic skills.” There
must be ways to devise course descriptions which appeal to slow
or reluctant students without asking them to make a public
admission of their incompetence by signing up for the course.
Despite these shortcomings and others concerned with the
course offerings and the design of specific courses, phasing
represents one ol the sharpest and most laudatory breaks with
tradition that clective programs have made. It recognizes
emphatically that all students cannot and nced not deal with the
same concepts and materials. In many programs where tracking is
used. all students read nearly the saume matcrials, but at varying
levels of what many program guides call “*depth” and at varying
paces. Phasc-elective programs, however, avoid that error by
making a real effort to offer courses that provide various
experiences and materials appropriate to the abilities and interests
of a wide range of students, A weak reader can attend English class
without being confronted with materials he cannot handle.
without having his inadequacies continually demonstrated to him.
and without becoming hostile as a means of sell-defense.
Certainly, a phasc-elective English program is not nccessary to
making instruction appropriate for students. Some teachers in
traditional programs have varied their goals, materials, and
procedures to adapt to various classes and cven to groups within
their classes, but within the context of clective programs, such
adaptability is not only casicr but philosophically more accept-
able. The clective program which makes no special effort to phase
courses would do well to give the practice careful consideration.

]




Course Offerings

Rationales for Courses Offered

Of all the program guides examined for this study,* only five
present rationales for the courses offered. Several make some
general statements about integrating language skills in all courses,
but explinations of why particular courses are offered are
singularly absent. Two questions that deserve answers in planning
any English program are. first, which of the many possible course
focuses are most appropriate, given the student body of the

particular school, the goals of the program, and the discipline of

English. and, sccond, why are those courses most appropriate. For
the most part, programs simply present a list of courses. defended.
il at all, by ullusions to making the best use of teacher interests
and talents and capitalizing on student interests. Many of the
courses offered in the various programs, however, can be triaced to
traditional high school electives. to various aspects of traditional
high school English programs. or to the kinds of courses normally
offered in college departments of Ernglish. 1f the intent of the
clective program is to develop more vibrant and meaningful
courses. continuing to offer traditional courses without good
reason is inadequate. On the other hand, it is equally inuppropriate
to offer new courses on the basis off whim.

Two of the programs that have developed rationales have no
specific course  offerings. Both argue that courses should be
offered only after immediate consultation with the students,
because that is the method most likely to exploit their changing
interests and attitudes. One writer describing a junior high school
program recommends that students be involved in the curriculum
decision mmaking, because Uit is important to know and question
and understand the objectives of any program.” Otherwise, he
writes, the “*people in learning situations . . . open themselves to

*In addition to programs described in journal articles listed in the bibliography,
this study encompasses seventy-six program descriptions: two of those do not
offer a specific list of courses; four are from school systems representing a
total of thirty schools;seventy are from individual high schools in thirty-seven
states.
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manipulation and exploitation, whether the learners are students
in your classroom, teachers in your school, or scientists under
contract to the Defense Department.”'? Certainly no educator in
his right mind would argue that objectives should be hidden from
students and most would support students’ sharing in the
formulation of objectives. But apparently this author wants
students to ‘“‘understand” course objectives in order to avoid
“manipulation and exploitation”™ by “central authority.” Un-
fortunately, he does not explain what he means by either
“manipulation” or ‘“‘exploitation.” Certainly, some forms of
manipulation and exploitation are inherent in teaching-learning
situations. For example, when a teacher arranges reading ex-
periences to which a learner will have positive affective responses,
is he not engaging in some sort of manipulation of the learner’s
values? :

Two programs offer descriptions of how teachers arrived at the
specific course offerings in their curricula. In both cases, the
teachers supplied students with lists of possible course titles, with
a line or two of description for each course. The students were
asked to indicate which courses they would select for their own
programs. A final, shorter list of courses was then developed on
the basis of student preferences. While this procedure has some
merit, it hardly suffices as a rationale and is attended by an
important difficulty. The final course list is still dependent on the
methods used by teachers to develop the list of courses in the first
place. This, of course, is a problem in all programs, whether or not
students are asked to respond at some point in the planning.

Teachers who approach the problem of offering courses without
first developing a considered rationale (a process in which
intuition plays an important part) are forced to operate on the
basis of intuition alone, but those who operate on that basis must
hope for sound intuitions. In a good many cases intuition appears
to have led simply to cutting a traditional program into chunks
and offering those chunks on an elective basis. Such a program
typically offers a survey course or two in English literature and
American literature; courses in the short story, novel, drama, and
Shakespcare; courses in basic and advanced composition and
creative writing: and the usual electives in speech, theater, debate,
and journalism. Another typical intuitive pattern is for the
teachers to lizt as tnany course titles as possible and then to make
a final selection based on what they would prefer to teach.

93




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

COURSE OFFERINGS 21

Both approaches are liable to result in various kinds of
imbalance: excessive emphasis on traditional courses, literature
courses, and courses for average or above average students,
excessive compartmentalization of language skills, end so forth.
Thus, program guides which contain detailed coure outlines
frequently reveal an absence of courses designed for weak
students, a tendency to require compositions in various courses
but to confine composition instruction to two or three courses, a
lack of attention to language, except in the sense that every
English course (like any course in any subject) deals with language,
and so forth.

The one program in this study that doces present a rather well
developed rationale for its course offerings is worth considering in
detail. The program developed by Concord High School of the Mt.
Diablo Unified School District in California begins with the
assumption that *‘those departments which cognitively and criti-
cally crganize a curriculum around the objectives of developing
basic literacy and which constantly examine their program will be
more successful in educating their students.”'® The program
accepts the assumptions that “English is not a collection of
vagucly related units, but rather a composite which has its unity in
the communication process” and that the main task of the English
teacher is to teach students how to “‘operate” the symbolic system
central to the process. The program examines various aspects of
curricula and concludes that

Concepts in the curriculum should accrete: the curriculum should be
spiral, sequential, and organic. It should be organized around the
cognitive process of the human mind. A curriculum which offers a
maximum of elective courses (not just an eclectic collection of pickings,
but a (tripartite core, based on the three facets of the symbolic
communication system, eg., literature, language, and composition, with
a series of phases in each strand designed to prepare the student for the
next phase) and which offers numerous **chains™ of courses designed to
fulfill the individual’s need is the most logical in view of the demands of
the society, the requirements of the individual, and the nature of the
discipline of English.'

The program then proceeds to define twelve purposes or goals
in terms of the characteristics which the graduating seniors should
display, the extent to which they do display them being the
measure of the program’s success or failure. The goalsinclude the
possession of the reference skills which make a student *“free of
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formal education”; various critical skills and attitudes toward the
messages c.' the various media: and attitudes and philosophics
about the signilicance of lunguage and literature in human
experience. These purposes are formulated carcfully enough to
provide a broad, but solid, base for the development of specific
courses and course objectives. The courses available to students are
developed in three strands--language, literature, and composi-
tion—which are described as tollows:

In each strand there will be a series of phases organized in a
sequeittial pattern. Students leaving the ninth grade will be able to enter
the appropriate phase in any one of the three strands. The determining
factors which will decide the strand and the phase wilt be (1) the record
of their achievement in that area in the ninth grade, (2) teacher’s
recommendation, and (3) the student’s choice. Thus, the quixotic

- student cannot unrestrainedly gather a schedule full of enticing courses.
The first phases in each strand will be skill oriented, designed to carry
the student beyond his accomplishments in the ninth grade. The latter
phases will be advanced. study in the three provinces of linguistic
behavior. So as not to fragment the discipline, ...each phase -will
reinforce the orgunic principle that language is a symbolic system
which is about “something else™ and that the three strands are merely
different aspects of the same thing. For instance, in phase six of
literature much writing will be assigned and in phase six of composition
much reading will be done. '$

The particular courses generated from this philosophical base

reflect the purposes enumerated for the program as a whole. For

example, the outline of a course called “American Liicrature 17

(not a conventional survey) emphasizes not only reading but
discussion led by each student, understanding discussion processes,
consistent relating of reading to the students’ own lives, and

writing as a means of “discussing” issues and problems. A course

called “Symbology I” is concerned with the ways in which invent-

cd symbolic systems influence perceptions and ideas. Students
discuss how they interpret their perceptions, examine the symbols

of our culture, compose advertisements making usc of symbols, in-

vent symbolic systems, and recad works by Meclville, Kafka,

Voltaire, and Hemingway. '

While one may object to the philosophy or organization of the

above program or find fault with the specific courses cither as they

relate to the rationale or in terms of their design and content, a

: program based on a carefully developed rationale can provide an
Q : expericnce in English which can be both elective and coherent.
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Even more important. the rationale provides the teacher with a
e base for the continuing critical analysis and assessment not only of
the courses and their effectiveness, but of the rationale itself’.

Course Types
In order to gain some insight into the emphases of course
offerings in the various nrograms, the 1,990 courses listed in the
S program guides of seventy individual high schools* were catego-

rized and tabulated. For the most part, the process of categorizing
. wus relatively simple and unambiguous. Courses entitled **Survey
" of English Literature I* are rather easily categorized, even without
the attendant description. However, in a small percentage of cases
the course descriptions did not admit to easy categorization. For
- , example, courses entitled “*Communications” sometimes appeared
) to be essentially the same as introductory speech courses, while in
other cases they had a quite different emphasis. Categorics were
“~ derived from the courses themselves in terms of how they
organized ,or emphasized content. Because instructional approach
was frequently cither not apparent or highly ambiguous, no
categorization from that point of view was attempted. In about
3.5 percent of the cases, it was not possible to place the course in a
category consisting of more than one or two courses. Such courses
are classed as miscellancous.

Grouping the courses in various ways is useful in revealing
emphases and influences that are not made explicit in the progrum
guides. For example, in a communications model with the student
at the center as both the sender (or encoder) and the receiver (or
decoder) of messages in language, three major categories which
account for most of the courses offered become apparent: (1)
courses which emphasize the student’s roie as receiver and decoder
or interpreter of messages, including literature, reading, most mass
media courses, rescarch, and independent study courses, and
comprising 1,313 courses or about 66 percent of all courses; (2)
courses which emphasize the student’s role as composer and
sender of messages, including composition, journalism, theater
arts, debate, communications, business English, and filmmaKing,
and yiclding a total of 612 courses or ncarly 31 percent of all

*The program guides of school systems which represent several schools or those
described in published articles are not included in the following analysis ex-
E T C : cept when specifically noted.
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courses; and (3) courses which deal with the medium of expression
o (language as language), including traditional school grammar,
linguistics, and general language study, coming to a total of only
65 courses or slightly over 3 percent of all courses. The emphasis
of most programs in terms of that model is clear. The student’s
role as an interpreter of messages is highly valued, whereas his role |
as a composer receives far less emphasis, even assuming that all |
courses include both speaking and writing. The study of lunguage A
as language is virtually ignored in most programs: in a good many
programs it is totally ignored.
Table [ provides a ranking of the various categories of courses
in terms of the number of schools offering at least one such
course. The categories may be somewhat misleading. Utilitarian
and creative writing are the only two categories of writing courses
other than business English, journalism, and research, and the
latter three types are rather specialized. So it is no wonder that
utilitarian and creative writing rank first and second. Literature
courses are divisible into several subcategorics and every program
offers several literature courses.
The dominance of literature is indicated by the fact that of the
twenty-five course types offered by twenty or more schools,
twelve are literature courses, and three other types (independent
study, developmental reading, and humanities) give primacy to
reading. Nearly 61 percent of all the courses represented in table |
are literature or reading courses. No type of language course
appears in the table. The most frequently offered language course
is the traditional grammar-mechanics course offered by nineteen
programs. And .cven if we include journalism, only about [8.8
percent of all the courses represented in the table arc writing
courses. The actual scheduling of course sections would provide a
far truer insight into the cmphases of elective programs, but,
unfortunately, such data is not available to this study. Neverthe-
less, even assuming that composition courses are scheduled in
mulitiple sections, the number of students enrolled in literature
courses is probably far higher, because there are many more
literature courses to enroll in. Conversations with the directors of
various programs have generally confirmed that. Thus, a program
may offer two or three sections of two or three different
composition courses, but at the same time it will offer two or
three or muny more sections each of several different literature
courses. For example, during a given semester, one program
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TABLE 1. Courses Offered by Twenty-One or More Programs

Programs Offering Courre

1-2
3
4

10

11
12
13
14
15

16
17
18-19
18-19
20
21
22
23
24

Creative Writing
Shakespeare

Drama (Non-
Shakespearcan)

Poetry

Thematic Literature
Courses

Speech
Joumalisin

American Literature
Survey

Theater Arts (Play
Production)

Novel

World Literature
Myth

Mass Mcdia

English Literature
urvey

Independent Study
Short Story
Developmental Reading
Film Study
Humanities
Science Fiction
Mixed Genre
Vocational English
Debate

Bible as Literature

57
48

46
45

43
43
42

40

39
38
36
35
34

32
31
29
27
27
i
25
24
23
22
21

814
68.6

65.7
64.3

614
61.4
60.0

57.1

55.7
54.3
514
50.0
48.6

45.7
44.3
41.4
306
38.6
37.1
35.7
34.3
328
314
30.0

71
61

63
56

201
15

85

80
57
43
42
39

57
42
35
41
31
39
28
30
3
34
22

. Percentage
Rank Course Type Number | Percentage Nélg:lt:;sof of Total
of Programs| of Programs Courses
1-2 | Utilitarian Writing 57 814 111 5.6

3.5
3.0

31
2.8

10.1
38
4.6

4.3

4.0
29
2.2
2.1
2.0

29
2.1
1.8
2.1
1.6
2.0
14
1.5
1.9
1.7
1.1
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offered thirteen sections of writing courses, including journalism
and yearbook production, but ncarly forty sections of different
literature courses.

The three most consistently oftered literature courses (Shake-
speare, drama, and poetry) are somewhat surprising in light of
predominant student attitudes toward such reading. In collecting
data on student attitudes for the evaluation of the Trenton
(Michigan) High School elective program,* | asked students to
rank according to their preferences five major categories of reading
materials: material about hobbies, plays, novels, poems, maga-
zines. Table 2 indicates the results for the student populations of
grades ten to twelve in the three schools involved, a total of 2,973
students. Clearly, the most preferred reading materials are not
poems or plays but magazines and novels. Only 6.4 percent of all
students indicate a first choice preference for reading poems, and
only 5.5 percent do for plays. On the other hand, 44 percent
would choose magazines first and 31.9 percent novels. Considering
first and second choices combined, one third as many express a
preference for reading poeis as for reading novels. Plays do not
fare any better. Further, poem.s and plays are placed in fourth and
fifth position by far more students than are novels and magazines.
Even though the attitudes of 2.973 students in the three
middle-class suburban high schools of this survey may not
accurately reflect the attitudes of students in the seventy programs
represented in this study, certain predictions or extrapolations are
possible from the data, especially in view of the fact that the
general profile for each of the schools conforms to the profile
presented in table 2. For example, 59.9 percent, 62.8 percent, and
63.7 percent of the students in the three respective schools list
poetry as their fourth or fifth choice, and 48.1 percent, 52.9
percent, and 53.8 percent list reading plays as fourth or fifth
choice.

The discrepancy between the avowed intention of meeting the
interests of students and the actual course offerings seems obvious.
If the mayjority of students express a definite aversion to poetry
and drama, why should elective programs offer poetry, drama, and

*George Hillocks, Jr., An Evalustion of Project APEX: A Nongraded Phase-
Elective English Program. Trenton, Michigan: Trenton Public Schools, 1971,
The data presented here was collected as part of the total evaluation but has

Q not been previously publishod. ﬁ
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TABLE 2. Percentages of Students in Three High Schools Ranking
Reading Materials in Terms of Personal Preference

Preferences Reading Materials

About Hobbies| Plays Novels Poems | Magazines
First Choice 12.2 5.5 319 6.4 44.0
Second Choice 15.3 13.2 28.3 12.6 306
Total 275 18.7 60.2 19.0 74.6
Fourth Choice 16.6 334 11.3 28.2 10.5
Filth Choice 39.8 18.1 5.5 338 28
Total 56.4 515 15.8 62.0 13.3
N=2973

Shakespeare (poetic drama) more consistently than any other type
of literature course? The usual answer to this challenge is an
obvious one: a major virtue of clective programs is the ability to
offer particular courses to students who want or necd them. Asked
to list courses that tiey need on their own, how many students
would list poetry, drama, or Shakespeare? Clearly, such courses
are not offered because of widespread student demand. They came
into existence because of teacher preference. They are prestige
items, offered if a minimum of students subscribe to them. Would
a course on some less prestigious topic, say the literature of cars
and racing, receive the same wide departmental support if only a
minimum of students registered for it?

In terms of the statements in the rationales about the necessity
for meeting student interests and needs, it is curious that while a
large percentage of programs (at least forty-four of seventy
programs in each case) offer courses in Shakespeare, poetry, and
drama, only nineteen offer courses in corrective reading, and onlv
twenty-seven offer developmental reading. Various explanatiors
arc possible: (1) the vast majority of programs are otfered to
students who have no serious reading deficiencies; (2) each English
teacher individualizes instruction readily enough to insure thet all
his retarded readers overcome their deficiencies; (3) the level of
interest engendercd by an elective program enables students to
read adequately; and (4) the ability to read at seventh grade level,
as a minimum, is not important. One other possible explanation
is that many of those who develop elective programs are not aware
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of reading deficicncies among their students or do not have the
expertise to develop appropriate courses.

The ranking of the most frequently offered courses indicates a
few other curiosities. The genre syndrome is very strong, with not
only poetry and drama but also the novel and the short story
appearing in the top sixteen. American, English, and world
literature surveys have clung tenaciously to spots in the top
sixteen. Four of the course types—journalism, speech, theater arts,
and debate—have been electives in English progrums for a long
time, or they have been offered in separate departments. There are
some newcomers. The presence of such thematic literature courses
as science fiction, independent study, and mass media on the list is
encouraging.

The courses suggest another mode of analysis. They divide
dichotomously, rather naturally, into those which emphasize
literature and those which emphasize something else. These two
categories, in turn, divide into courses which have traditional roots
in English department offerings und those which have developed
more recently. In the following tabulations courses are classified
on the basis of their emphasis. For example, “Symbology 1.”
described earlier, appears as a non-literature course because its use
of literature is relativelv minor and intended to serve the function
of language study. Ordinarily, making the distinction between
literature and non-literawure courses presents no problem. Despite
protestations that courses in a given program synthesize instruc-
tion in the language arts areas, the program guides and course
descriptions indicate that the lines are clearly drawn. Although
reading might be incorporated into composition courses and
writing might be assigned in literature courses, instruction in both
appears to be restricted to the home base courses.

The literature courses most frequently fall into categories which
represent the traditional course offerings of undergraduate college
English programs: geographically delimited surveys, generically
oriented courses, courses focusing on uan author, and a few minor
types. All of these emphuases have characterized high school
literature offerings for decades. The non-college-type literature
offerings consist primarily of thematic courses and courses
focusing on what are regarded as minor genres, such as science
fiction and mystery stories. The non-literature courses fall into
two major subcategories: those that derive from traditional
English curricular offerings (e.g., composition) and high school
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electives (e.g., journalism. debate), and those that are relatively
new to English programs, such as reading and filmmaking,.

Table 3.1 summarizes those literature offerings of the various
programs which are similar in emphasis to college course offerings.
Considerable weight is given to college type genre courses in the
curricula of most clective programs. Sixty-three of the seventy
programs offer at least one course delimited by the boundaries of
drama. the novel, poetry, the short story, or two or more of these
genres in one course, Taken together these genre courses represent
over 12 percent of all courses examined and over 24 percent of all
literature courses.

Forty-nine programs offer one or more survey courses, usually in
American literature (85 courses in 40 programs) or English
literature (57 courses in 32 programs). Seventeen programs offer
37 courses in various national literatures from Russian to Asian
and Teutonic literature. Apparently, not everyone agrees with the
formulators of some clective programs who stated that the survey
approach was not a usetul one. Indeed, all the survey courses
taken together represent nearly 9 percent of all courses and nearly
18 percent of the literature courses. Still. these figures indicate a
marked decline from the days when all programs offered, and all
students were required to take, one or more survey courses.

Courses focusing on a single author and his works are common
in colleges, where they ordinarily represent the prestige areas for
the faculty. If we assume that it is. for some reason, a good thing
to offer courses on particular writers to high school students, why
should the writer be Shakespeare 86 percent of the time? s
Shakespeare the only literary genius whose works can be studied
by high school students over an extended period of time? Of the
48 programs offering a course on a particular author, why does
only one offer a course on Mark Twain? Program rationales do not
explain why a ~ourse in Shakespeare is oftered and why courses in
other authors are not. More importantly, they do not suggest any
reasons for offering courses on particular authors at the high
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