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COMPETENCIES IN TEACHING ENGLISH

ALAN ¢, PURVES
UNIVERSITY OF [LLINOIS

The idea of competence in teaching and training is both new
and not new. People have long said. ""He's a great teacher,” or
"She can't teach.”” These intuitive judgments, based on obsere
vation of peaple i the act of teaching or memory of classes in
which one has been, goes on every Jday What is new in the
1970's is the possibility that one can sistematically, if not
‘scieatifically. define the attributes of 4 good or bad teacher and
to develop criteria for competence and thus guidelines for
teacher education. As education began to develop as a sepatate
field from its parent disciplines ot philosophy and psychology,
so people began to look at the act of teaching from a philosophic
ot a social scientific point of view. From this series of studies
emerged ways of looking at the logic or rhetoric of teaching and
ways of looking at teacher-pupil interaction.

An obvious next step was the exploration of that most im=
portant matter, the relationship between various acts of the
teacher and the behavior or learning of the student, If relations
ship and causality could be determined. then a science of
teaching could begin to emerge. If no causality exists, then the

-~ actions of a teacher or the teacher's rhetoricol strategies--ate
independent of their intended effects. Most of the teseatch in
the nexus of teaching and learning has been teviewed by Barak
Rosenshine. who concludes that little save such generalities as
btoad knowledge. openness, vatiety, have an etfect on student
achievement. At this point there is virtually no empirical evis
dence about the cfficacy of any teaching act or strategy as it
might affect student learning, To determine the criteria fot a
good teacher. or the competencies involved in.teaching the
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language arts, then, one must look to authority, opinion, and
introspection; all timeshonored determinants of what should be
done. After all, thev are what we have been relving on for
generations, '

A competent teacher, we might sav, is first of all one that
knows the subject to be taught, A teacher of English must have
a knowledge of the English language--its structure and its

& hestory. Second would come a knowledge of rhetorical theory
and practice--both oral and written rhetoric. Third would conie a
knowledge of literatuee and of criticism, These three areas farm
the tripod with which we are all sa familiar. The limits of
knowledge in cach ot these arcas seem infinite: minimal know- |
ledges for teaching muse be arbitrarily defined. Recent survevs
ke the Engleh Teacher Preparation Guidelines and the Hlinois
State-Wide Curcicalum project in English Teacher Preparation
both ser forth mmimal levels of preparation in these subjects:
knowl.dge ot structural, traditioral, and transformational gram-
mars; knowledge of Aristorelian and Platonic ehetories; know-
fedge ot “new’ and thematic criticism. Certainly all of these
knowledges are important, although specifics within these broad
arcas become ditficult to determine, In literature, it is important
for a prospective teacher to have a working knowledge of popular
literature and of adolescent Diteraware, as well as of the litera-
ture of the ethnic and regional minorities, In rhetoric, it would
be useful for a student to be aware of the thetorics of Ken
Macrotie and of James Moffett, since both are used in the
schools, In language. it is important for a student to have a
knowledge of dialectology, sociolinguistics, and psvcholinguis-
tics, as well as a command of traditional grammar sufficient to
cope with Warriner and with school boards, of transformational
grammar sufficient o Jdeal with the textbooks of Paul Roberts
and  Owen Thomas, and of steuctural grammar  sufficient to
undertake contrastive analvsis of the students’ dialects and
whatever passes for “standard.”

If [ seem to be placing a premium on knowledge and pre-
scribing a curticulum suitable for a PhD, it is for a reason. |
have noticed that teachers--both  prospective  and  working
teachers --have to cope with all these matters. vet they havea't
as much at their firgertips as they should have. and they do not
have a means of acquiring the knowledge that they need. So
thev avoid teaching their students lanhguage, composition. and an
apptoptiate strategy of tesponse. Many of the content courses do
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not give the teacher the concepts about the subject that ate
powetful, or if they present those courses they do so in a way
that details take on greater meaning than the concept itself. In
language, the concepr of deep and surface structure is probably
one of the most powerful, but too few texts and clusses allow
the collepe student to worry that concept. Phrase structure rules
become the important matters. Courses in literature seldom
prepare the student to deal critically with a‘new work, and none
go into the reasons for approaching literature in a particular way
or into a conscious examination of critical strategies. | have
noticed that current lists of competencies tend to list ttivia or
test items rather than the concepts those items measure. This
act perpetuates the inanity of most catalogues of behavioral
objectiver. English courses do allow students to act like
English scudent-scholars--to perform critical and historical
research. but they do not provide students with the metatheoty
that is going to help them determine why they do what theyv do.
The metaconcepts of language. literatute, and rhetoric are im-
portant for they can enable a student to move into new material--
a new textbook, a mini-course framework, ot an open ot closed
teaching situation with a cercain degree of confidence. ! should
sttess hete that to sav that a teacher should have all of this
knowledge is not to say that the teacher will impart that know-
ledge to students. A teacher must know mote than will be spewed
forth in a class or a unit. Thus, and only thus, can a teachet
understand that which students do and why they do it.

A second set of concepts that a teacher should have at
command ate those dealing with leatning and development,
patticulatly as leatning and development are related to the
mothet tongue. Cencepts of learning come, of course, from the
theories of Piaget, Erickson, and others. but those general
concepts must be seen in the context of language learning not
as vague theory. lt is for that teason that one might well set
forth a series of competencies based on the ability of pro-
spective teachers to observe students in the ptocess of behaving
and to determine what operations they ate petforming with
respect to the mother tongue. In language, one should be able to
look at the developmental indices set forth by Carol Chomsky,
Kenneth Goodman. and others. as they are illusttated in the talk
or writing of childeen, In thetoric, one needs to be able to make
a thetorical analysis of a student essay., not simply to grade it.
In literature, one needs to be uble to describe the ctitical stance
taken by a student in a classroom discussion. A prospective
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- teacher, then, should have the ability to observe the lingnistic

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

behavior of people at various levels and should be able to
analvze that behavior. It is this observing and analytic ‘ability
that enables a teacher to make effective judgments about
students’ strengths and weaknesses, about how what a student
is currently doing may be related to what that student could do.
Instead of expecting a ninth grader to write a critical analysis
of “After Apple-Picking” like the critical analysis the teacher
wrote in college, the teacher might see how the ninth-grader acts
when he is acting like u ninth-grader.

Learning theory.as it is embodied in behavior with respect to
the mother L ngie is but a subset of general learning theory, one
of the foundation knbwledges that a prospective teacher should
have, But as | have suggested that in subject matter the pros
spective teacher hay no sense of the forest because all of
college instruction deals with trees and how to deal with trees,
so in the educational foundation cotrses, most prospective
teachers get an overview and do not see how the ovetview
relates to students with whom one is dealing in English coutses,
The teacher should, I would suggest, leatn to perform the
operations of the learning reseatcher and thé educational
psychologist or educational anthropologist. Competence in

‘observing, tecording, analyzing and interpteting behaviot in the

vatious facets of English would enable the teacher to function
better as a diagnostician in the school and in the classroom.
One national program that has been underway for the past four
yeats is the Protocol Program under the EPDA branch of the
United States Office of Education. This progtam, using the
services of people in universities across the countty, has been
producing materials for teacher traiming: films, videotapes,
audio tapes, that help a student isolate an instance of a concept
(such as ‘‘shared nomenciature'’ in language leatning, ot
“positive reinforcement’* in teaching strategy, of '‘sociological
interpretation’’ in a ¢lassroom discussion of literature), identify
the ways in which the concept is being used, and intetpret the
actions of students or the teachers in the light of the conceptual
ftamework. Skill with dealing Wwith these concepts not in the
abstract, but us they are being enacted in the behavior of people
is important, Of course the test of whether the prospective
teacher can undetstand the concept is to have the teacher obs
serve of participate in an actual class and see whethet he can
isolate the concept amid all the other things that ate happening,
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If having masterv of the master concepts in the mother-tongue
and the learning of the mother-tongue were all, the task of
training for competence and certifving competence would be
relatively easy. The problem would entail defining what these
concepts were and. seeing the extent to which the teacher
mastered them, whether he could define them, whether he could
give instances of them, whether he could perceive those cons
cepts in the behavior of others--both fictional behavior and real
behavior, in both laboratory and actual surroundings.,

But such mastery is not all; although we have proof that
specific acts and skills directly contribute to the learning of
chitdren. we assume that the abiliev to present material, to talk
clearly, to ask questions. to know how to praise, to follow a
logical seqitence. to select appropriate activities to introduce.
expliin, ard extend learning: these and a number of other skills
are signs of a teacher,

We can first sav that there are certain acts that prospective
teachees can perform, Some of these would be related to the
consrruction of learning incidents: the teacher should be able

to prepare insteuctional objectives, to find materials, to interpeet

dragnostic measures. to wtite out less n plans,, to consteuct
assignments for classwork and for homework, to create a series
ot briet filler assignments for blank spaces in the dav or week,
to coastruct evaluation tasks, create motivational steategies
and plavs, and many more.

A second secof acts is related to what goes on in the classe-
room, The teachier should be able te ask questions so as to
vlicit answers exhibiting both the lower and the higher mental
processes, to analvze the responses of students and be able to
answet the students” questions in the terms that they ask them,
to be able to use positive reinforcement. to discipline misbes
having students. to encourage reticent ones. to locate places
where students seem to be lost, to switch to an alternate
mstructional mode swhen the students do not understand, to
deliver clear explanations, and to admit ignorance,

A third set of acts would refer to post-teaching activities:
rating papers, marking and correcting, giving grades, counseling,
tutoring. making up tests. providing means for students to
evaluate the instruction and the course. Another set of acts
would tefer to the extrasinstructional activities of the teacher:
relations with fellow teachers. with administtacors, with parents
and citizens groups, with professional organizations.
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All of these and many more constitute the professional acts
of the teacher. Such acts mav be dissociated from the subject
matter that the teacher teaches: principles and acts in test
construction or guestioning exist apart from Fuglish or mathe-
matics. 1o most cases. however, the subject matter acts to
modifv any generai definition of the teachmg acr and one <hould
set subtectespecific competencies and criteria.

Rut competeney imphies not mereiv the capacies to petform
those strategies. The acts can be performed with greater or less
skill. A teacher myht make o better o a poorer test, might
tudge an essas more or ess consistentdy and tairlv, ask ques-
tions with more or less aplomb, The fudge of skl most cases
s maszer teacher or a protessor o person who acts as a dge
aC o diving contest. and secms able o give a0 T ora % on the
basis of mtormed and respected opinion, Nootwo mdges will
prve the exact same opinion. bat most observers of teachieg
tind they can spoc the adroit questioner or the able item-writer,
Detimtions of Tevel of skill, then, must include reference to the
judgment of an ebserver.

But acts and «ball at performng acts are not all, The acts
must fit into a pattern, a strategy of teaching. The questions
must appear in 4 sequence and be related to activities and to
rewards and respoases. The test sheald follow from the ob-
jectives, and the grades should follow from the tests and the
vbjectives, The sequencing of Tearning activities into a meanings
ful patieen for a group of slow students may ditfer from the
sequencing for an able group. Both the sequencing itself and the
distinetion between sequences according to groups of students
constitute stratepies that a ceacher must acquire.

Concepts, teaching acts, skills, strategies: these seem to be
the components of a competencyv-based teacher cducation pro-
gram, These components can be fitted into a model of proficiency
moving from the ability to recognize or define the act, sav, to
being able te do 1t in a real teaching situation, te becoming
adept at it to the extent of being able to teach it to others. In
this model cach stage seeves as a measure of the efficacy of
the preceding stage and indicates a curticular strategy, | would
say indteaies only because thete is an immense flaw in the
notion that learning to name a thing precedes doing it Our
knowledge of the development of langnage ability and its res
lation te linguistic terminology or formal grammar would belie
that notion. So too would the sense of all of us that knowledge

9 .
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does not become significant until it is needed. If one is to build
a curricular strategy on an idea of competency, one must inters
weave practice. book learning, observation, and simulation.

~ What I have said s0 far suggests that the process of defining
competencies is both an immensely complex task andan arbitrary
one. It is complex, for one must determine the level of specie
ficity at which one will operate, the degree of atomism one
wishes to undergo. I would urge that atomism be reserved for
test constructors, not for program builders. It is arbitrary, for out
of all the potential components of a competency-based system,
one must assert that certain components are more important than
others, that certain acts are more desired than others, that
certain strategies are better than others. These assertions ‘can-
not b supported empirically now; they probably cannot be and |
am unsure that they should be. One rust make do with whatever
wisdom and lere one has acquited.

Having been somewhat genetal and magesterial, [ shall
become arbitrary in my summary, and set forth a mode!. [ would
argue that the concepts one needs to have about literature in
order to teach in general education would deal with the root
aesthetic concepts: voice ot character, shape, and metaphor.
These three general concepts appear to permeate literature of
whatever type; they are the aesthetic concepts upon which a,
sprial curticulum could te constructed. A second set of concepts’
would deal with the major thematic consttucts of literature;
and here | would turn to Northrop Frye or to the Freudians as
being the best delineators of these concepts, Third would come
a set of concepts related to reading eempetencessdecoding,
hypothesis testing, the relation of rate to retention, and compre=
hens ion among others. The fourth set would deal with the literary
resbonse, what its nature 1s, how it may be defined, how it
appears at diffetent stages and following different types of
works, what are the categories of interest on the part of young
people. and what sorts of works are interesting and appealing to
different groups. These four sets of ¢oncepts would involve much
teading, both of the literature of the high culture and that of
popular cultute: as well as viewing of films and television which
might be said to be different manifestations of the litetary ex:
perience. They would involve observation of people’s tesponses
in differing kinds of situations and expressions=stalk papets,
collages, dramatic teadings. and the like,
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A TENTATIVE MODEL FOR PLANNING COMPETENCY.BASED
INSTRUCTION AND CERTIFICATION
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The concepts about 'anguage and the generation of rhetorical
utterances or composition would similarly be grouped under root

‘concepts: syntactics. semantics, rhetoric, and the generating
process (including dialect, i« guage development, and the come-

posing processes that children ..ctually use). In both cases the
concetn is not merely with what people Lhould besswith the ideal
critic or reader or with the ideal writer or thetor but, and mote
importantly, with what people are at various stages in their
lives and in various parts of the society,

To turn from subject to pedagogy, concepts dealing with
education and society, with learning theory, with measurement
and evaluation, for me assume power, Some concepts dealing
with teaching and counseling assume a lesser powerssconcepts
such as those dealing with the nature of questioning, with the
natute: of feedback and teacherspupil interaction, 1. would con«
centrate on some concepts dealing with the functions of school
in our society, with cognitive and affective development, with
motivation, with objectives and measurement of objectives,
Other clusters might depend upon these, and I would certainly
advocate an open exploration between subject matter person and
educationist, It is in the der.vation of these concepts and the
relating of them to the teacherstraining program that a wedding
of the two schools might finally take place. .

From concept to act and strategies: there are acts related to
observation and analysis, acts related to planning, acts related
to classroom interaction, acts related to evaluation, and acts
telated to professional relations, These five rubrics might
operate as u first point for deriving a list of competencies.

Strategies would.be the seqiencing and telating of acts to
one another and of acts to concepts. They would involve the
construction of a learning unit, with rationale, objectives,
matetial, structure, and evaluation, They would involve the
conducting of largesgroup discussions and lessons, of conducting
smallsgtoup activities and instruction, and of working out indis
vidualized programs. They might include the:seguencing of
matetialsesfilm, reading, dramatics, tecotdsesinto a meaningful
whole,

So fat we have dealt with cognitive matters; certainly the
competencies of a teacher include attitudes and values. They
would include a sense of inquisitiveness about people, an
interest in people and education, a sense of tesponsibility to the
individual and to society, a sensitivity to human diffetences,

i2




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

~ BEST COPY AVAILABLE

o LLLINORCENGLISIEBULLE TN

both group and individual. 1 will pot here taxonomize those
values, mainly because | have some trouble in doing so without
sounding like a proponent of the Chnstian ethic, Certainly a
competencysbased system must seek to determine what the
values and attitudes of a prospective teacher are and whether
they seem appropriate to the certifving group’s best sense of
the profession; whether these values can be | calcated is
doubtful, '

Having sought to define some competencies that | think
valuable, "I would conclude by considering the value of the
exercise | have gone through, First it has enabled me to think
about the profession and what a professional is, Second, it has
caused me to think that were a certification group to be des
veloped in a department, that group would be freed to consider
ways of allowing students to master those competencies and to
present themselves to the certifying agent. As certifiers, they
can probably not be much morte specific than | have been., Many
writers have well pointed out the dangers of overespecification
and trivialization. | can only urge that others heed that warning,
As curticulum builders, however, the group might seize upon
the idea that many of the competencies could be acquired thtough
independent work and tutotial systems, many through shorts
courses, intensive courses, and the like. A department could
testtucture its offerings in terms of modules or learning ses
quences, could allow students to pace themselves in a variety
of ways, could allow for experimentation in course offering, A
coutse could be presented in two weeks; the student doing
nothing else but that course. Films and television, and computer-
based education could be fitted into the total progtam of a
department, Faculty could be given the tesponsibility for ine
sttuction and certification, but need not be bound to a three-day-
aweek, hour-a-day, for fifteen week routine,

Third, bv what [ have omitted, I find that thete are certain
things that [ think important for teacher training that have
nothing to do with competence, These are cxperiences that |
think it important for the teacher to have because they are
valuable inttinsically, or because the profession places value
oh them, Amo~g these ate actual classroom experiences as an
obsetver, as an assistant, and as an autonomous teacher, All.of
these could be simulated. but lore and experience tei! me that
simulation is not the same thing as real-life experience. |
would say that a teacher should have the expetience of exploting

13
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a community and finding out all that can be found out about it,
One should have the experience of being videotaped as a
teacher aild observing and analvzing one’s own behavior. Oue
should participate in both formal a.d informal drematic activi-
ties. One should participate in a semirar concerned with the
ptoblems of the profession. All of th=se experiences are, | think,
worthwhile. Can | prove their value? | doubt it. Yet | should
imagine that most people would agree with me, both teacher-
trainers and teachers who have had some of these experiences.
Thete need be no behavioral outcomes; thete need be no levels
of performance. These are simply experiences to be undergone
for their own sakes. :

In building a competency-based program, then, | would sug-
gest that one seek strenuously and rigutously to define the
concepts, acts, levels of skill, and strategies that a prospective
teacher should be responsible for; | would add to that a set of
values and attitudes that a teacher should manifest, and 1
would set forth a series of experiences that are deemed neces-
sary as part of the certification process. Once these definitions
are made. the possibilities for making the teachet-training

progtam exciting, intellectually stimulating, and tigorous seem

limited only by the imagination of the faculty and the flexibility
of the institution.

PASSING THE BUCK VERSUS THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH

DENNIS Q. MCINERNY
DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH
BRADLEY UNIVERSITY

English teachets. as is true of anv other group of human
beings.ate not above passing the buck when citcumstances make
it expedient to do so, A few weeks ago a friend of mine who
teaches high school English was lamenting over her students’
egregious ignurance of the fundamentals of their native language.
She put the blame for this sad state of affairs squately on the
shoulders of the teachets in the elementaty schools. The eles
mentaty school :eachers were obviously not doing theit job, with
the result that high school teachers wete heing weighed down
with a double burden: fitst, they had to teach gtade school
English; then, if time allowed and enetgy temained, they had to

14
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fulfill their proper task of teaching high school English. Though
it was an old swory and 1 had heard it manv times before, |
listened politely and tried not to show me aneasiness. Living in
A glass house. | was not about to cast stones,

Uowas well aware of the maay tmes 1 had complained o
colleagues i my department about our students. and pointed the
accusing tinger at high school Enghish teadchers. For orving out
oud, what’s going on down there? Thevre sending people on to
college whose reading and writing abilities are so poor so as to
beo i some cases. downright pathetic, And onand on, Of course,
when Dindulge in such rampages am being woefully simplistic,
but when caught ap 10w mood of warm self-rightcousness one
seldom worries about being sunplistic,

Few would argue that things could not be better, American =
education on the whole seems ar the moment not to be enjoving
the best o health, and there are some. sav. Protessor Norton
Long of the University ot Missouri. who go so far as to speak of
a serious disease which mighe ultimately prove o be fatal,
Professor Long, a0 political screntist by training. visited our
campus last spring to deliver the Olive B White Lecture, and
rtiled mercilesslv agamse the state of American education,
particularly scecondary education, The fact ts, he claimed. that
cach vear thousands of students are processed out of our high
schools, after being put through what can be called o parode o€
cducation, who are virtual foreigners to the principles of basic
mathematics. and are scandalously incompetent when it comes
to reading and writing English, He feels that these students are
the vietims of a monumental fraud. and the diplomas with which
thev are presented amount to little more than cruel jokes, He
saved his most withering comments tor teachers of English, and
I admit that I spent a good part of the hour squirming uncomfores
ablv in my scat,

Although it is healthy to be exposed occasionally to the kind
of scathing criticism Professor Long indulges in (it cettainly ix
a prevertative against complacency), | petsonally do not view
the scene as pessimistically as he does, For one thing, 1 do not
think that vou can with anv kind of accuracy make reliable
generalizations about "secondary education™ and “high school
English courses.”™ These ate, obviously, large and complicated
categoties, and within each there is a great deal of variety, |
know from experience with certain local high schools that thete
ate some excellent programs in English presentle being imples
mented. and | am acquainted with many dedicated teachers.
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But 1 also know that there are some incredibly inept pros
grams == or perthaps | should say non-programs -~ in our midst. A
few vears ago a student came to my office to express her chagrin
over the tact that ] had given'her a "'D-"" on a freshman English
pubcr she had written, She was upset enough about it to cry,
which. needless to sav, made for an awkward encounter, | told
her to sit down and we would talk about it. What most bothered
her, she explained. was the fact that she had been a straighe
A" student in her high school English courses. How, she
wondered. could there be so great a discrepancy between my
Cestimate of her and that of her high school teachers, We got to
talking about her high school English courses. with the resule
that the puzzle was very quickly solved. The "class project”™
tor senior English, on'which she had worked for the entire vear,
was to keep a thematic scrap book, Her theme, if I recall
correctlv. was “Women in Politics,”" and her job was to clip
cvervthing she could find on that subject == new stories, articles,
photographs +- and paste them in a scrap book, At the end of the
vear she received an A" for her scrapbook. and for senior
English. During that vear they did no writing and precious little
reading. Is it anv wondee that she arrived at college as pootly
prepated as she did? Clearly this student was cheated as far as
high school English was concerned: she certainly wasn't edu-
cated. Her high school. by the wav. was not in linois.

Sometimes the problem is traceable to individual teachers;
sometimes <= too often. 'm atraid -- it has been institutionalized
by a school or a district, Mediocrity has been made a policy by
default, simply because people do not want to agcept the
inevitable complications which would result from insisting upon
high qualite performance on the part of ‘both teachers and stu-
dents. Back to my friend about whom | was speaking carlier, In
the same conversacon in which she blamed tle elementary
school teachers for much of her troubles, she told me about a
half dozen students whom she had in het class lase spring, They
were, she said. at least three ot four vears behind in theit ability
to read and write, and she finally determined that it would only
be compounding their problem to pass them on to the next grade;
so. she decided she would not do so0. She went to the principal
to inform him of het intention. but the squelch was quick and
definite, He told het in no uncertain terms that she would not
fail those students. It was a matter of district policy. In that
district thete ate no failutes; everybody passes.
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There is a curious bit of sheer nonsense in the no-fail J
mentality, The motivation behind it, | suppose, is grounded in a
certain kind of altruism. The notion has it that somehow one
would be irreparably damaging a student’s ego and committing a
pedagogical mortal sin to boot by branding a student a failure.
Hete is a case in point, however, where the student's '‘friend"’
(a teacher or district which does not believe in failure) is in
fact his most pernicious enemy. It comes down to the rather
fundamental question of whether it is better to tel! the truth or
to lie. If a student does not display the degree of competence
which he should for his grade level, then to treat him as if he
does (i.e., pass him.on to the next grade) is to do him a great
disservice, as well as to do who knows what kind of subtle
damage to the integrity of the teacher. This disservice is
rendered doubly deplorable, it seems to me, when it is visited
upon minotity students, for it is but a perpetuation of the worst
kind. of head-patting paternalism. Sooner or later, when the
stud'tént is turned out into the "real world" with its celebrated
the butt of a hoax. He took high school English, and was
“taken'’ by it as well,

Evidence to indicate that the situation is getting worse is
multiplying. A recent issue of [ime magazine cartied some
rather disconcerting information about the general state of
English aptitude of students now entering college. In a wotd,
it is poot. The syndtome is pervasive, and by no means limited
to institutions of marginal quality. This fall, alinost half (I think
46% was the exact proportion) of the incoming freshmen at
Berkeley failed a qualifying composition exam and as a result
had to be placed in a remedial course. At Harvard (saints
ptesetve us, isn't anything sacred anymore!) Professor Gwynne
Evans complains that most of the freshmen cannot write a
simple, clear nentence Thete ate, no doubt, many reasons for
this deplotable situation, but [ do not think we can escape the
fact that one teason tot it, and an important one, is the current
questionable quality of me..y high school English programs.

Ah, but wouldn't 't be comfottable for the likes of us college
English teachets if the ptoblem cooperatively localized itself
only within the lowet levels of the educational system. Life
would be so much easier, our beleaguted sense of selfsrights
eousness less vulnetable, All we need do would be to hutl down
the bolts from out Olympian perches and wonder out loud when
those silly people are going to get their houses in order so that
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we can go about our proper business instead of having t do
their job as well as our own. However, .in our heart or hearts, we
know we car afford no such luxury. If we are honest with ours
selves we have to admit that the problem ts not theirs: it is
QuUrs,

I am under no illusion as to the fact that there are many
tesponsible people who believe that it is precisely college
English teachers who are falling down on the job. | cannot help
but be aware of this, for | have several colleagues in other
departments who constantly remind me of the fact, | have a
psvchologist friend, for example, who has become somewhat a
gadfly, and, often after reading a batch of pupers written for his

_course, calls me up and asks when we are going to get around

to teaching some composition in the English department, He
suggests that. if evervthing else fails, we might try approaching
it as a foreign language for he is sure that that is pretty much
what it is for many of his students. Another friend, a political
scientist, has been known to come to my office with evidence in
hand. On his last visit he tossed a badly mauled term paper on

my desk and asked me to explain to him why this student, a

senior who had taken two courses in composition, did not know
how to write, He said he was tired of .rying to teach English as
well as polirical science. | cannot remember exactly what |
said to him. ut | suspect | was none too coherent.

Not leng ago an engineer who heads a small firm showed me

‘a letter which kad been written to him by a recent graduate who

was looking for a job, He asked me if 1 did not think that, given
the manner in which it was written, the letter was a scandal, [
agreed that it was. He said that on the basis of the letter alone
he had no desire of pursuing the case of the applicant any
further. He stressed that he was not looking for budding Hemings
ways, but he was expecting that a college graduate should be
able to write at least halfway decently. Further, he opetated
under the premise that someone who could not competently wtite
his native language would in all likelihood be a less than prom-
ising engineer. And then. somewhat diplomatically, he asked me
what was going on in the colleges. that kids could come out of
them with degrees - and a minimal knowledge of English,
Yell, ah, . ..

And then thete is the stoty of Dean Judith Younger of the
Sytacuse University Law School, who has incorporated an Eng-
lish composition course into her school's curriculum because
too many students are artiving who "'cannot wtite a grammatical
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English sentence clearly and with style . . . neither can they

“utter one. '’

__The anecdotes, no doubt, could be multiplied ad infinitum.
What they clearly indicate is that we defin‘.« iy have a problem,
and it is time that we cease to be content witl. merely describing
it, or worse still, with accusing someon: else of being ex-
clusively responsible for it. For whatever they might be worth,
| would like to present a few uttitudinal changes (1 am not here
concerned with the specifics of curricula ot methodology), the
adoption of which are critical if we have any hope of ever facing
this problem squarely.

First of all -- and most of what [ have said thus far implies
this -- we are going to have to stop indulging in evasive tactics.
The buck stops with us, each of us, at whatever level we may be
employed, as teachers of English. We can no longer affotd to
fritter away our energies in accusation and recrimination. Nor
do we need the kind of well-meaning but irrelevant dramatics
which manifests itself in drawing up declurations on the ‘‘rights
of students' to their own language.’’ Gestures such as this, in
essence, amount to an abdication of responsibility, an admission
that the task with which we are charged und for which we wete
educated -- to teach standard English -« is an impossibility after
all, ity

Second, we must begin where we ate. We must teach the
students who are befote us, with the skills that they have at
hand. This applies especially, I think, to college teachers, who
love to wail over the fact that there ate too many kids in college
today who, on the basis of theit knowledge of English, have no
business being there. Well, if it is true -- and | suspect that in
many cases it is -~ whit are we going to do about it? What we
should do is stop complaining, roll up our sleeves, and start
working. These ate, for better or worse. the students that we
have, and it is our obligation to make them, as a result of their
expetience with us, better than they are. What this will entail,
among other things, is some sound and imaginative changes in
cutticulum and methodology. If this means establishing a -eties
of coutses in remedial English, then that is ptecisely what
should be done. | like to think that we have been positively
innovative on this scote at our univetsity with respect to out
uppet level composition coutses. We have shatpened our focus
and set up several diffetent coutses, each with a specialized
focus (exposition, argumentation, literaty criticism, tesearch

wtiting, biography, technical wtiting, and creative writing); the
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response has been emphatically positive, and the results
encouraging.

Firally, and most importantly, we must, to the degree that we
have allowed ourselves to drift away from it, get back to the
basic and healthy understanding of writing as a skill. In my own
courses | like to stress this understanding by likening writing
to sport. We learn how to swim or play tennis or whatever by
practicing; so too with writing. We learn to write by writing.
There are no short cuts, no easy formulas. Learning to write is
work, hard work. And -- glum faces notwithstanding =~ [ go on to
tell my students that | cannot "‘teach’’ them to write. It is to be
hoped that [ will be of decided help to them, but in the final
analysis they are going to be teaching themselves to write. |
compare myself to a coach. A coach cannot jump into the pool
and do your swimming for you; he cannot hit your backhand
shots. But if he is good he will be able to give you some
critical tips. He will supply you with positive injunctions, and
he will point out how you are going wrong when you are going
wrong. Most impottantly, he will always be there to encourage
you, to talk you out of giving up on those dark days when you
think the game is lost.

The analogy is a corny one, no doubt, but ! think it serves
to put the emphasis where it should be -- on the writing, Students
must write, write, write, and after they’ve done that, write some
more, Of course, this means that we are going to have to read,
tead, tead, but if we are taking our profession seriously that
should not be the kind of thing we attempt to avoid. In point of
fact, that is where the learning really takes place, on the pages
of the papers the students write for us. By our reacting intelii-
gently and constructively to their work, on a consistent, ine
sistent basis, they begin to see what good writing is all about.

In sum, the burden of teaching English is outs, and although
it is often a weighty one, we should bear it, if not cheetfully, at
least with professional finesse. We ate not, after all, engaged in
a fruitless Sisyphean adventute, Students do learn to handle
language mote competently, orally and by way of the written
word, as a result of formal academic experiences. All of us beat
constant witness to this elemental and encoutaging fact,

In keeping with the anecdotal tone of this essay, 1 will end
with a couple mote stoties. One of our graduates, now a featute
weiter for the Chicago T'tibune syndicate, weote a letter to an
English department colleague last spring in which she thanked
him for the pains he took with her when she was a student to
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bring home the necessity of developing a clear, forthright prose

style. As far as she is concemed, it '‘has made all the differ-
ence.” This fall two other colleagues received letters from
formet students and the messages were essentially the same:
they look upon their ability to write well, which they attribute
to the influences of these teachers, as one of their most valu-
able possessions. They made a special point of commending the
teachers for the way they insisted upon the importance of good
writing at a time when they, the students, were reluctant to
appreciate that importance. Subsequent experience, they avowed,

had proven the teachers to be right. These are the kinds of ..

things, of course, which we all like to hear. But whether we are
the regular recipients of such stimulating ''feed-back’™ or not is
really beside the point. With or without plaudits, we have got a
job to do.

ELECTIVES ARE COMING! ELECTIVES ARE COMING!

DANIEL R. SILKOWSKI
MAINE WEST HIGH SCHOOL
DES PLAINES

District 207, serving the communities of Park Ridge, Des
Plaines, and Niles, has always held that the education of its
youth was the best investment in the future. No wonder, then,
that as reports, articles, sutveys, and conventions seemed to
indicate that the student populations were changing in the late
'60’s and eatly '70's,-English Department chaitmen wete looking
closely at the district wide curticulum practices which affected
some 13,000 students. ,

As early as 1969, Maine South, one of the four high schools
in District 207, became awate of the change in aptitude, interest,
and ability as reflected on tests for in-coming freshmen, Scores
on the Differential Aptitude Test dropped slightly, and wete no
doubt a reflection on the high school level of the whole change
in the educational process being so vociferously exptessed on
college campuses in the '60’s.

Like the other department chairmen, Mt. Marlan Davis of the
Maine South English Department could see the time when the
ttaditional English cutriculum so nebulously defined as ''Eng-
lish 1, “"English 1, and "English lIl.”’ would come under
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closer scrutiny and even more criticism, As a member of this
staff ac that time, | was privileged to be among the first to
mvestigate the possibilities of the elective program. The
Maine Township curriculum had served its students well; indeed,
it still produced a high percentage of college bound students,
high scores on ACT. SAT, Advanced Placement. and National
Merit tests, Every vear sow several studenes recognized by
NCTE for their writing abilities. Students saw their work pub-
lished in the Ilinois Fuglish Bulletin,

[n spite of the impressive record of success we had achieved
in the past. we looked to the future. Thus it was that Me. Davis
organized o nucleus of teachers to investigate the problem of
carricnjum evaluation and possible revision, | remember with
distinet pleasure atrip to Trenton, Michigan. to visit the school
that had achieved a national reputation for innovative ideas and
the elective program known as APEX. We returned from our trip
filled with ideas for similar tnnovation in our district.

Immediately we were confronted with the problem of curticu-
fum innovation in a district of our size, Undaunted, Mr, Davis
and a selected number of his staff-began investigating how an
clective program might be introduced into our school.

Our first problem lay in the face that, as a district, the
curriculum policy demanded that the same educational oppor-
tunities for students exist no matter which of the four schools
students  might attend.  This provision alone prevented our
adoption of an elective program for ac least a vear while we
urged the school board and superintendent to let us provide the
pilot program for the district, We were further handicapped by
the fact that our district was undergoing a4 period of increasing
finanetatsausterity. Funds for summer curric:lum work dried up.
and it looked as though our seed for curriculum innovation would
never get its chance to sprout. Once more, though, Mr, Davis
called upon his seaff. Providing one common fre- petiod fot nine
of us in the department. Mr. Davis created a cote group of
teachers who could pursue the problems of change to the elec-
tive program  without demanding additional funds from the

district, True. such a pursuit demiinded time and energy that .

went well bevond the one common petiod assigned to us. but our
interest in providing the best for our students and our enthusi-
asm for this new venture made up the difference.

During the school vear, then, we conducted a survey to obtain
student opinion about the elective progtam, The tesults were
geatifving and indicated a student desite to move in that di-
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tection, At the same time, we polled the Lnglish department
staff to determine where their interests and special abilities
lay. Teachers submitted 3 X S cards on which they indicated

‘the kinds of semester courses they would like to teach.

Having gathered this material, we wrote a brief course
description for over thirty courses to be offered on a semester
basis to sophomores. juniors, and seniors. We decided to make
the freshman year a basic curriculum which differed little from
the traditionial English | offered in the past. We decided to adopt
the ‘'phase-elective ™’ system which we had seen in operation at
Trenton. Certain courses were devised for students of all levels
of ability, The following description was presented to all
students both in writing and in later classroom visitations:

Phasing is a way of describing courses by assigning to them
a range of number from ! to 5 to indicate their degree of
difficulty:

Phase 1 -Courses are designed for students who find reading,
writing, and speaking difficult and have serious
problems with basic skills,

Phase 2 - Courses are designed for students who do not have
serious difficulty with basic skills but need to im-
prove and refine them.

Pha ‘e 3 - Courses are designed for chose who have command
of the basic skills and are ready to use those
skills to gain new experience.

Phase 4 - Courses are for students who have good command
of reading, writing, and speaking skills and who
have a strong interest in anyv of these areas.

Phase S - Coutses are for students who have excellent con-
trol of skills and desire a challenging academic
expetience.

A tpical coursc description would be like the following:
NEDIL STUDIES (recommended for sophomotes and juniots)
(Phase |-2)

Throuph a study of media the student will investigate how
man uses communication ptocesses to understand and control
his environment, himself, other men. and machines, A study of
the various media as seen in magazines, movies, hewspapers,
paperbacks. radio. records, and television will result in oral
teports and written essays,
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Thus, a given course might have a mixture of sophomores,
juniors, and seniors, We devised parallel courses which would
offer opportunities for all levels of ability, For example, ** Print
and Flick™ was 1 media-oriented course designed for students
at. the phase 1-2 level. while "'Art of the Film" was designed
for students who were in the phase 3-i-5 range.

To assure some balance in a student’s curriculum, we
devised a student profile sheet which would give some overview
to-a student’s future in the English curriculum, This overview
would give the student. his parents. his counselor, and the
English department an opportunity to guide him in his English
program. It provided a means whereby we as professionals could
impose some limitations on an elective program and assure that
the students would be exposed to more than one facet of the
complex jewel we call English. It would also assure that we had
some control over his education while at the same time we
allowed for the freedom of choice which makes the elective
program so attractive.

Those of us who had been involved in the planning from the
beginning went from class to class to explain the phasc-clective
system, Aftet presenting to the students the information about
the elective program, we distributed a pre-registration form on
which the student would list his first, second, and third choices
for the coming year. Of course, we could not guarantee in which
semester a given course would appear, but we were certain that
over 80° of the students would get their first two choices. The
third choice was merely an alternative for those situations
whetein a real scheduling conflict might occur. or for those
situations wherein a selected elective might not have the mini-
mum enrollment of twenty students. As a by-product of the
austerity ptogram, this minimum enrollment had been applied to
all courses in the district, and thus was not intended to hampet
out pilot elective program,

This preliminary registration was completed before Christ-
mas. In that way, student: had time over the holiday to re-
evaluate theit choices and to make changes before the final
tegistration early in the new year. Because we had carefully
explained the courses to students befote pre-tegistration, we did
not expect too many changes, and in fact, schedule changes
were minot.

On the basis of the pre-registration, Mr. Davis assigned
teachers to those courses which corresponded to the interest
areas indicated by the teachers in their sutvey,
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]
After the preliminary registration, the department chairman
eliminated those courses which did not have the required twenty

minimum enrollment, substituting f:r those students their third

choice. These students were notified that the course they had
selected would not be available. Using this information, we
distributed a second course offering, listing those courses
which student entollment indicated would meet the required

~ fminimum. Students then met with their counselors to confirm

their pre-registration choices. or in those few cases encountered,
to make alterations as required.

We were especially gratified on two counts, lirst, even
though those courses with catchy titles attracted the numbers
of students we had expected. those whose descriptions identi-
fied them as more or less traditional in content, e.g., "'Grammar
Review,'' ‘‘Composition,”’ still received a good number of
tegistrants, Secondly, most students were very realistic in their
choices. Aided by teacher tecommendations, students more|often
than not selected those phase-level courses that matched:their
abilities. In fact, there was a slight tendency for some students
who had been C- or D level students in the regular program to
select courses at the 3-4-5 phase-level. They understood of
course that such courses were designed for students with the
levels of skill development described on the registration forms,
yet they were intrigued by the challenges that the upper phases
suggested. Another interesting fact was noted in that no average
of above average students enrolled in the lower phased courses
with the idea of earning an A with minimum effort.

We had our problems. Some scheduling conflicts which we
had not anticipated did occur; some students were not satisfied
and complained that course content did not match the printed
description on the pre-registration form; some teachers found
themselves spending considerable time prepating for courses
other than those for which they had expressed a preference. Yet
student and teacher enthusiasm made the program go, and as the
first year of operation ended, the elective ptogram had to be
considered a success.

The seed for the elective program came to fruition indeed.
For September, 1974, Maine East and Maine North have chosen
to institute their own versions of an eiective program. Maine
West, the fourth high school in District 207, remained the only
one to adhere to the traditional curticulum, In September, 1973,
it was my good fortune to be named chairman of the Maine West
English Department, Having seen the success of the elective
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program and encouraged by the recognition that Maine North and
Maine East gave to that program, | have decided to propose a
similaf curriculum change at Maine West.

From the beginning, we had maintained that the elective
program initiated at Maine South would be a pilot program for the
district, and that whatever courses and procedures were designed
for South need not. indeed would not. be imposed on the other
schools, Thus it is that Maine East is devising an elective
program that will co-exist with the traditional curriculum, while
Maine North will have a modified plasc-clective program for
juntors and seniors only,

[ hope to propose a Maine West clective program that will be
based not on phasing. that is. noe on the difficulty of the course,
but rather en skills achievement. The freshman vear will be
devoted entirelv to skills acquesition. with an introduction to
tvpes  of literature offered oniv as a secondary objective,
Reading. writing. speaking. and listening skills will be stressed,

‘The sophomore vear should be transitional: thae is, not only
should it be another opportunits for students to perfect basic
skills acquired 1 the first vear. but e should also introduce
same electives to famtliarize soudents with the registration
procedure and the elective concept.

A fuller elective currrculum should be available to juniors
and sentors. By this time.- students will have had ample time to
find their interests and to recognize both their strengths and
weaknesses. We will moreover retain full vear traditional courses
for students who prefer to remain with one teacher for that
length of time. or fer those students who feel more secure in
the traditional program. We will retain our separate. full vear
courses for both vur accelerated track and for those students
whose skill deveiopment tequires special help provided in our
L7 track, This eclectic approach therefore provides us with a
wide range of possible curriculum offerings to meet our diverse
student necds.

The clective program is not without faults. Critics point out
the dangers of fragmentizing even futther the bits and pieces of
knowledge we offer at present. They scotn the elective apptoach
because it secems to offer no continuity or linearity. They
question the wisdom of compacting some skill development
experiences into one semester, They see the variety of elective
courses only as so many additional winds to buffet the good
ship English as it sails through murky waters and mists clouded
with educational jargon. Scheduling offices insist ‘it can't be
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done.”’ Boards of education automatically see that more courses
must mean more monev,

If we accept criticisms like these, we seriously limit our
opportunities to change; if we denv these criircisms, we must be
prepared to shoulder new responsibilities and to expend new
energies to vindicate »ur faith.

The elective approach is not a panacea for the problems of
teaching, but it does offer five distinct advantages over a
traditional curriculum: ‘

I. It capitalizes on students interest, Student motivation

should be high because each student will be involved in
choosing his own course of study.
It capitalizes on teacher interest. The elective program
should provide opportunities for each teacher to work in
at least some of those areas that ate particularly suited
to his tastes and talents,

3, 1t allows for placement of staff in those roles wherein
thev may reach to their strengths. Thus. while we all may
know something about minority literature, some of us are
knowledgeatle and better prepared +han others. The
elective program would allow us to draw on thatexpertise.

i, Placement difficulties would be eased. in that students
usually have a fair idea of their own abilities and would
be most likely to register for courses which they felt
thev could handle,

5. Semester length courses would provide greater flexibility
in student scheduling, especially for mid-veat graduates
ot students who need a half-ctedit course toward gradu-
ation. In addition, such courses would enable each student
to meet with and interact with more of the faculey,

Newton's law about inertia applies well to human nature;
bodies at re<t tend to remain at test unless moved by some out-
side force. We have that outside force in the shapes of the
students who come to us.

A successful change from the established treditional curricu-
lum to an elective program. even a modified one, will requite
considerable planning on our part, As we desire the best for all
out students, so too a successful ptogram demands the cooper-
ative efforts of all of us, We must be willing and able to forego
the comfort and secutity that teaching the same course for vears
has built for us. We must be willing and able to adjust curticu-
lum offerings and methods of teaching to suit the needs and
abilities of a changing student population,

21

3




BEST COPY AVAILABLE

ELECTIVES ARE COMING 28

The sanction of time supports the traditional program; the
urgency of the present and the challenge of the future speak for
the elective program.

Having seen the success of the elective program at various
schools, | am pleased at the role I, as departmeat chairman, can
play in offering this opportunity to the students at Maine West.

Having been involved in the establishment of the elective

e

program at Maine South, having conferred with my counter-parts -

at Maine Fast and Maine North, | am keenly aware of the traps
that 1. v e¢nsnare administrators, teachers, and students, For
example, accurate course descriptions are vital; well-planned
course syllabi are vital; the need to assure staff, stulents, and
parents that the elective program is in no way a dilution of the
traditional program is vital; scheduling is vital, Indeed, at first
glance, the prospect is overwhelming,

But when [ considcr the opportunities for faculty and student
involvement in designing and implementing these electives,
when I consider the benefits that must accrue ftom the fact that

. students can choose a curriculum rather than merely passively
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(or even reluctantly) accept one imposed on them, when | see

how there exists the possibility for the traditional program and

the elective program to stand side by side to serve the needs of

a changing student population, I cannot but be enthusiastic and

lend my voice to those who already proclaim the good news:
“Electives are coming! Electives are coming!”’
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