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A review is provided of "theracy in the Open—-Access
College,” by Richardson, Fisk, and Okum, from the perspective of
community college pract1t1oners involved in curriculum reform. First,
introductory information is presented about "Literacy in the
Open-Access College,"” an analysis based on a 3-year ethnographic -
study of a typical college within a large, multi-campus community
cailege system. The study -found that the traditional role of written
language in _the intellectual formation of students has dropped away
vithout any equivalent form of communication being substituted in the
curriculum. The community college, according to Richardson et al, is
structured to promote "bitting" (i.e., the use of reading and wr1t1ng
to understand or produce fragmented language when the student is
presented with 'specific external cues) as opposed to "texting” (i.e.,
the use of reading and writing to comprehend or compose connected
language). As such, the college will inevitably produce students with
restricted 1iteracy skills who are socialized to conceive of
education as a series of experiences in which they are teo memorize
discrete bits of information. Other topics of the book that are °
highlighted include: (1) the relatlonshlp of the nature of. classroom
behavior to broad district-level policy decisions: {2) the
‘relationship of classroom practices with the ongozhg negotlatlons,
taking place between faculty and students; and (3) the downward
renegotiation of norms of literat actlvzty Next, the paper takes
issue with the book's conclusions Wth respect to "bitting" or
"texting® policy alternatlves, arguiRg that an understanding of the
trend toward "bitting" in curricula should be based on an analysis of
how the culture has come to represent education to itself and how
that concept1on has become embedded in society'’ s institutions; and
suggesting methods of reconceptuallzlng the functions of educatlon to
truly democratize higher education. (HB)
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Dick Richardson and his associates in their Literacy in the Open- Access

College raise a number of critical questions about community college education

. -that are of particular relevance to thdse of usg involved in %urrlculum re-
' 1
form. Based on a three year ethnographic study of a typical college within

-

a large, multi- campps community college system, given the pseudonym ""Qak-

1S . D

" their analysis rﬂlses issues of thinbroadest concern. For they demon-

wood ,
strate that community colleges have lost their way iﬁ the sense that they
‘ are unable to articulate a clear sense of m1331on and thgn relate that vision
~to organizatlonal struéture and curriculum. |
Like allvfing ethnographies their York offers imSBrtant insights b&

pro-viding novel perspectives on seemingly familiar settings. The "Shock

of recognition" that Rlchardsan and his colleagues produce is achieved thr-

»

ough a focus on the role of literacy in the curriculum and the way in which
students are shaped and prepared for future academic and occupational car-
eers. Pointing to the traditional role of written language in the intellec-

tual formation of students, they assert that as these forms of language usage

A

have dropped away no new equivalent form of communication has been substituted

+

. in the curriculunm.

This poiat is forcefully made in their argument that if we are to offer

N " . . : N 2 *
our students realistic hopes for a decent future in the emerging economy, if

4
we are to prepare them to compete effectimely for professional, managerial or
' ~ . . :
technical jobs wthen they will have .to acquire ‘the ability to critically and

expressively utilize language. Hdwever, the fundamental conclusion of their

kS 'r ¢ - ’ :
- -Richard C. Richardson, Jr., FllZdbeth €. Fisk and Morris A. Okum,
L1tvracv in the Open- Arregs College (San Francisé : Jossey-Bass, 1983).
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analysis is that community colleges, in the most basic wavs thﬁt théé\gtruc~
ture their curricdlum and administrative activities, .prohibit the cultivation
of these skills. The community college, -in th;ir\vocabulary, is structured‘\
to promote "bitting" defined as the use of reading and writing to understanﬁ'
or produce fragmented language when the student is presented with specific
external cues. This they contrast wfth "texting" understood as the use of
reading and writing to comprehend or compose connected language.

What is perh#ps most useﬁu% for those of us.engaged in dgsigning.new
programs for students is their attempt to describe the very nature of the con-
temporary community college. For whdf emerges from their‘study is a much
clearer sense of how the ways in which students and teachers experience the

“»

college at the classroom lével is related to what the college as an organiza-~

A g
tion is designed for.
A college structured to promote "bitting" will inevitably produce cer-

tain types of students,\those with restrictad literacy skiils and socialized
to conceive educaticn as a\series of experiences in which they are to memorize
o, .
discrete bits of infofmatign‘ Such a college is conceived as a bureaucratic
¢ ‘
machine dedicat?d to the cgntiggél rationalization of the educa?ional pro-
cess, utilizing an educational technology most powerfully signalled by the
insistence on the jargon of behavioral objectives, which break student trans-
formations into ever more discrete‘pieces. The power of the analysis really
resides in the implicit recommendat ion that program change must be explicitly
rilated to an aiteratinﬁ in institutijonal self-characterization, especially
as it affects the norﬁs pf literate behavior which are actually embodied in

N A o
the olassroom ang which reflect our highest hopes for our students.

¢
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The book 13 most provocatiVe in the number of "storiesg" that are told in

lished. One narrative traces the nature of classroom behavior to broad policy

decisions at the district level, and the manner in which . these policies were
v

translated into specific organlzational goals at indlvidual campuses. Once a

dec331on was made to expand enrollment the number of underprepared students v
C * »

entering the ccllege placed great stress on the existing currlculum and services,

Attempts to reduce costs through' as greater reliance on part-time faculty re-

duced contfol over the curriculum. This story concludes in faculty members re-

This plot llne intersects with a second narrative wh%phwmore fully relates
classroom practices to the ongoing negotiations that take place between facu@ty\/
and students. This story is told Primarily through a focus on the relationshlp

between instructional styies and methods %nd the learning strategies of students.

‘The tich complexity of~actual behav1or is simpllfied through a series‘of typol-

= 4

ogies that the authors construct buf tﬂu tiain outline of’tﬂé story emerges non-

theless.

Students, whose "motivational orientations" they characterize as largely

that of "requirement meéters" and "specific or ‘hon-specific information users"

»

enroll in courses raught primarily by faculty whose pedagogical objectives are

-

the limited eognltive Sbjectives of’lﬁformation dlssemination, As the average
v“«;i\‘ )

level of academic preparedness adﬂ«

‘ s;_qf the students declines, the fac-

-
-

ulty, committed to a l%xticular ins uctional styles, that of the classroom
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lecture, and the limited instructional goal of "information transfer”™ respond

by simply watering down the refuirements. They both "transfer" less complex

information to thg students via lectures and demand much less literate be-
havior fqmn the students by replacing term papefs aﬁd essays, for insﬁance,‘
with check Parks og multiple-choice exams. The consequences for the instit-

‘ution are that the norms of literate activity are renegotiated downward,

ultiﬁately altering the entire intellectual climate of the school.
In'starti%ng contrast to the prejudices of the traditional academic

. R ©

faculty, wewfind the most praised, and indeed the most ;miable characters in

the stér& to be found in the basic language skills courses and the vocatignal

labs, These seemingly quite dissimilar segments of the curriculum turn out
) .

!‘ to Qg alike in an important way. ‘In both cases the porms of literate activity
have been renegotiated as students and teacﬁérs are ﬁrought closer together
in‘an'attempt to achieve identifiable and generally sha;ed goals. ~ Sinte*bouﬁ
féﬁglty and students are generally committed to the same ends there is added
motivation &6 aemand‘.bre of ea;h othér aﬁa\to fiﬁ? ways to teach and 1earn‘

effectively.

C.

Set againdt the larger narratlve of the construction of a bureaucratic
\

-

*

machine designed to break learning down into "bite size" components that are

L)

eas11y memorized and repeated, the close contact and shared activity of stu-

dents and teachers in the basic skills and vocational lab courses becomes

quite aplealing. Thev also raise the broader question of how classroom norms
N

-

¢an be renegotiated throughout the ent1re institution.

1
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When they tyrn to the question of institutional change, though, Rlchard~

/ - -
+ .

~son and his colleagues pose the policy alternatlves 1n relatively stark terms

as illystrated in the .table taken from their book. As one can see, the com-
N ' \' . > .
mitment to either “bitting" or 'Eexting leads to quite different institutions. 1
. R .
. . o . . ‘
We find the formulation valuable for sharpening debate, but take exception ¢

n
-

with it on several poffts. ) : o

One is- that aithough thelr major concern is with the norms of 11terate
behavior that are instltutlonalized in classroom practices, the instrument

3 ~ ’ ) N
for influencing such norms are exclusively\administrative policies and proged- r

- - A

ures. This is a somewhat curious conclusion, but it can be better understood

when lt is related to their analysis pf the communlty college. ‘ .

-

While there are several differeq} stories of "Oakwood s" transformation, -

the major narrative is an institutional and administrative one. The admin-
v * (;

. 1istrative priority that the nevw chancellor placed on access and;gxowth was
. qulckly translated into institufional pollcies which greatly expanded the num—-

ber of nontraditional students. However, this policy shift occurred without
~N - * X
a COHCOmltanE attempt to alter “the currlculum or redefine program standards o
- ‘ J\
or the types -of support serviceg most needed by those students. Since they

-

\ ; \
view the decline in literacy as resultiig from aﬂmlnistrative deC131ons the ¢

[N

suggested'policy alternatives are framed' fﬁ~51m113r terms. But the qdestion

still remains as to whetRer the educational practices embedded in the average

.

¥ class can be so cleatl trac to specific institutional policies. Or, put.
y P ? ., P

N E » R

9
-

another way, are policies and p¥ocedures, as important as they are, the only

way- administrators and faculty can communicate about educational goals?

~
’
4
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A second gnd related concern- is the restrictive nature of the "texting"
alternatlve‘ As an examination of the table shows, "texting" is primarily
achieved through a more selective aqmiésions and program eligibilify policy.

\

Al though Richardson and his group are quite sensitive tq the role of access in

_the community college mission, they suggest the need to shift toward restrictlon

¥
?

in a time of shrinking public resources.
3 .
This stark formulation of the -policy alternatives must also be related to

A

the details of their analysis. As their historical sketch of the college and
district shows, the chancellor's new priorities never gained the commitment of

the faeulty. Wh%ie the senior administration promotad jnnevation and the at-
» .
traction of new clientele, the faculty retained their primary commitment to

traditional students and traditional methods. This lack of agreement both un-
N\

dermineds administrative authority and eroded faculty whorale while styming
atrtempts to develop effective working relationships.

The policy alternatives associated with "bitting" and "teiting" can be "

-~ - ES

kS ' ;,i
seen as shaped in part by the varying peTSpectives of senfor administrators

-

and facult® membérs. Bittring, in its most fully develeped form, expresses a

se1f~charaeterlzatign of an institution completely dedicated to" growth, access

?

and the most eff1c1ent allocatlon of reSOurces. Texting is closer to the fac-

>

uity desire to sustain some of the traditionaleideals of the liberal arts and

-

s

their concern that the institution recruit the type of students they are most

prepared to teach. Seen in this way the choice between bltting and textlpg

£

13 another expression of the fact that communlty colleges have lost their way

and require a new educational v151on~which can be expressed in theﬁr curric-

ulum and organizational structure.



Richardson\s analvsis has already generated much admiration and cﬁntrerréy,\\\
calling attention as it-doe? to the 1ong standing ah% tacitly held assumption; ii‘
: that administrative and policy decisions are mostly ﬂ§gtr;i té “the actual class— ‘
room experience of teachers and students. Still, one might ;eaSSQably é&k hcw

AN

strong the relation they have uncovered really is, whether the

rrelations o

chart causes or whether those correlations themselves reveal $her cultural

‘\influences. To sharpen that question Just a bit, why Shonld it ﬁe, far in- SRR
stance, that the rationalization of the curricu}um shnuld be even\imaginable as |
a mere collection of discrete, self-contained and 1arg¢ly self—legitimated

\

{ ‘three credit courses?. Why ihmﬂd student/' tﬁac}lil‘ hﬂsotiations have taken the

form of movement ébay from literacy and toward memorization7 Why should even

t \

llteracy be spnken of as a set of skills culminatlng at the highest level as IR

tha ability to "analyst" (break into bits) and/or synthesize“ (build out of

R I

,bits)? We b.iieve that tht answer to these Qbeétioﬁs can only be that the

R eduéational establishment is deeply committed ‘to the largely unarticulated

A view that education consists primarily in the acquiring\of knowiedge and that
» knowledge is besb underStooa as informatién. ‘The grevalence of that standard

episfemclogy is exhibited in Richardson's typologies of both student motivation

:

and teaching styles, each of which lines up primarily with respect to questions

\
'of the utility of infqrmation. We suggest, then, that 2 deeper understapding

>

of what drives curricula down the "bitting” path would include an ethnography

’
S b o o e A———_
"

'
(/‘ of knovledge, an analysis of how we as a culture have come to re?resent‘eduta; .
ltion to ourselves and how that concegtion becomes gmbedd%d in oui‘insiitutions.

Associated with th; reading of inowledgé as 1nforgation, for'insiance, is
: 1? the fairly standar? opposition of knowledgg with valueg‘or‘attitudes. jThat
o . o L ‘ . ‘

3
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dichotomy, howevér, proves to be a blunt instrument with whic? to understand

’
-

the rich differences the team uncovered between the regular academic program,

k the vocational programs and the developmental courses. The standarg, typology

forces the analysis to be run in terms of the coincidence of faculty and stu-

dent goals whereas the mere description of the program activities seéms to sug-
s N

gest much more strongly that the practices of the classroom or the shopn form

'S

students a# practitionets or as citizens. The implication for the academic class-

toom are devastating. Unless knoyledge and values occupy conceptually perfec~

—

tly insulated real ms, as the positivists would have had us believe, the attempt

to force that model onto education, or the pretence that classroom and other

’

educational activities are "value neutral” does more than fuel a beneficient

\ ‘ N -
pluralism;‘%t allows us, practicélly forces us, to take students who are un-
formed by academic standsrds, who have never learned the standard set of aca-
demic norms, attitudes, and bebaviors, and insist that that fact about them
doesn't matter since, after all, knowledge and the method of acquiring know-/
ledge is neutral with respect to their cultural énsemble‘\

Probably, Literacy in the Opén-Access Coliege 1is the community col%ege N

. »
book of the eighti@s; it will provide the terms of the conversation in which

policy issues will be discussed for the next several years. Aside from the
explicit policy forks it presents, practitioners at all levels within community

colleges will find dark implications for their enterprise, But they’will also
\ . , .

find a vocabulary in which to express the crisis and a theoretiecal framework

in which to couch the burgeoning twin movement for staff development and
e, * . '

¢
curriculym reform-~wherein lies the hope we have of keeplng allve the dream |,

of the democratization of higher education. ‘
- . B

poe.
-
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Table 2. Fromoting Critical l;itcracy: Policy Alternatives.

Pads
Policy ‘ “Bitting"’ “Texting” S
Area Less Use of Critical Literacy More Use of Critical Literacy -
Admission and  Recruit actively. Seek new clicntele. Admit alt who Recruit selectively. Admit all who apply with high
Placement apply, with enrollment permitted in any course for school equivalency, with enrollment limited to
5 which there is no quota {For example, nursing). . courses that match student reading, writing, and math .
. ; : skills.: \ .
Financial Keep all students eligible for as much assistanceas  *~ Limit ¢ligibility to students making defined progress
Assistance possible for as long as possible throngh credit for toward a degree or certificate according to some .
‘ basic skills, liberal interpretation of regulstions, and acceptable time frame.
. casy withdrawal policies. . AN
Educational ~ Design program to 6ffcr ““all things to au pcople,” ‘Limit to programs and courses t*zt can be offered at
» . Program Scck to emphasize community rather thin college. | a defined level of quality within the limits of existing
. *  Avoid setting priortities, . . or probable resources. Emphasize degree-oriented
X occupational or transfer programs. - )
: Course ) Label courses to' maximize funding potential. Place Labcl courses according to the objectives and academic
i Designations burdert on trahsfer institutions and stabe sgencias to experience of those for whom they are designed.
! disprove course status. . ’
; Program for Emphasize covzses and services described as develop-  Emphasize remedial courses in academic skill areas
Remediation ° mental and administered by a separate dnit. Include . administered by related departments. May include
goals suth as sotialization having equal status with support services such as tutoring and study skills
‘ the remediation of academic deficiencies. courses. - .
! Promotion of Facilitate continuing enroliment by liberal with- Require students to qualify for regular status in a de-
i Academic drawal regulations and nonpunitive grading. Define gree or certificate program within some limited and
i Progress achievement as grade-point average for courses com- specific period of time. Require defined progress
§ pleted and surveys of student satisfaction, as well as toward achieving educational objectives, Define
I reports dn sclected individuals. ¢ ’ achievements as completion of defined sequence with
! . . . minimurm grade-point average in required courses. Use
' . standardized or teacher developed examinations of
_ : . academi}achievement. R
§ Faculty Use narttime instructars extensively as a strategy Limit usé of part-time instructors to the coverage of
Conditions for expanding services despite resource constraints. enrollment fluctuations or where hecessary skills can-
- \ The ratio of fx.xll‘time fa‘culty‘ to students justifies. not be obtained in a full-time faculty member. Full-
; neglect of advisement and orientation procedures. time instructors expected to provide sound student
v o, . R advisement. . Coe
A ;
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