Minutes of the General Education Committee
Sept. 15, 2009
Present: committee: Balazs, Barbosa, Evans, Kovach, O’Leary, Steinhoff, Steinberg, Thompson
Present: guest: Phillips
I. Meeting was called to order at 3:17; minutes of the last meeting were approved.
II. Petitions: Jefferson, Math 101. Denied: 8-0-0
III. General concerns regarding General Education & Recertification Process were expressed by guest, John Phillips, Head of Phil & Rel Dept. Specifically Phillips questioned the 50% of grade coming from writing of which a substantial part not be essay exams for courses under the Western Humanities rubric. This criterion seems particularly onerous for depts. that do not respect the 25 student limit, which many depts. are being asked to raise to accommodate burgeoning enrollments. Balazs, who also teaches under that rubric, concurred, especially given that writing assignments outside of class are particularly susceptible to plagiarism by students.  Balazs asked if there wasn’t a core roster of texts rather than a set (limited) of common texts.  Steinhoff explained that this writing criterion was established when this version of Gen Ed was approved in 1999 whose outline is offered in The Green Book.  Phillips then asked if there couldn’t be some general guidance offered to those who teach Gen Ed, like a General Education Handbook.  This reminded Kovach that they’d often wished there was a Gen Ed orientation for instructors.  This led to a lengthy discussion of how one might go about setting new precedent that better reflected current practices. Such changes would have to be initiated by a dept or those teaching under that rubric.
IV. Appeal of the Probationary Status of ENGL 121 was raised by a letter offered to the committee by Lauren Ingraham, Director of Composition. (See attached letter below.) Some discussion ensued about the syllabus versus how things are taught and how one might reflect, for example, the teaching of grammar if it weren’t addressed on X or Y day, but organic to the process of learning to write and might happen in class or in conference. The committee mused about phrasings to indicate that mechanics and grammar are addressed in certain ways or offering some outcomes type statements about such skills.
V. Courses up for recertification were divvied up by those who were still present at 4:40 and “assigned” to those who weren’t. Finally choices will be done in the Bb group.
VI. Meeting times will also be addressed via Bb as Barbosa has class from 8 or 9 unti 3:15 on Wednesdays.  The next meeting will be either Oct 6, Wednesday or Oct 8, Friday, 2009 when we will discuss the materials presented for courses on Probation, as well as Sanders proposal from UT on Gen Ed transfer policy. Finally Thompson announced that he would be unavailable in the Spring as was (not jokingly) assigned the draft of the Gen Ed handbook.
VII. Recertification of courses was begun by those who chose to or could remain behind for a few minutes after the meeting. Full discussion will occur in Bb group under discussion board.
VIII. Meeting adjourned, 4:45ish.
September 15, 2009

Dr. Vicki Steinberg, Chair and
Members of the General Education Committee

Dear All,

I have asked Vicki to pass along this letter in my absence to convey my department’s shock upon learning at the end of last spring semester that the General Education committee had voted to put English 121 on probation. Based on the letter our department head received from then-committee chair Tony Steinhoff, the committee was pleased with all but one element of the course: we were not sufficiently “devoted to discussing matters of grammar, mechanics, and organization” in “actual class time.” 

Let me quote from the letter:

In general, the committee was also content with what was going on in ENGL 121. As a group, the many sections of this course seem to do a wonderful job of having students compose appropriate college-level texts, while also encouraging students to develop their ability to read accurately, think critically, and conduct research. Nevertheless, in one critical area the sections were uniformly weak: teaching students to recognize and correct grammatical and grammatical shortcomings in their work.

Had we known that the committee was so distressed by this perceived problem—and it is indeed only a perception—we could have provided additional documentation last year and ideally avoided the difficult juncture at which we now find ourselves. 

Rather than having zero ways of regularly addressing grammar and mechanics in ENGL 121, as last year’s General Education committee feared, we have at least two resources that we use regularly.  The first is through a writing handbook, currently The DK Handbook, required of all sections of English 121 (and 122).  Teachers build specific sentence-level grammar instruction out of The DK Handbook as they see these problems appearing in student writing rather than assuming that the same grammatical problems will occur at exactly the same time in the semester from semester to semester. We do not list these pages in the syllabus distributed on the first day of class because the problems grow organically from what the teacher sees in the student writing from week to week each semester. A syllabus that did have such pages listed before the semester started would catch my eye, but not in a good way, for this approach would signal a naïve teacher unschooled in the last 30 years of composition research and theory. These last 30 years of research tell us that grammar is best taught in the context of students’ writing, so if a teacher reads through a set of papers and discovers that 70% of them have problems with apostrophes, that’s a good time to address the correct use of the apostrophe. I would encourage members of the committee who would like to read more about teaching grammar in context to visit website of the National Council of Teachers of Writing, do a keyword search for “grammar” and you will be directed to NCTE’s Guideline on Some Questions and Answers about Grammar. 

A second resource we use to address sentence-level errors is the extensive commenting that our teachers provide orally in conferences or written on drafts. Everyone who teaches in our program subscribes to the belief, upheld in research for at least the last half century, that writing students learn best when they are writing, not when they are lectured to about writing. Like students of other studio arts, writing students need teachers who are master craftspeople, but they also need plenty of time to practice under the watchful eye of a good teacher.  So teachers in our program, as they do in quality programs around the country, read and comment on drafts that students produce well before they “grade” them. By “commenting,” I do not mean that the teacher edits or proofreads every sentence-level mistake out of the draft. If she did, the teacher would become a very good copyeditor and the student wouldn’t learn much except which fonts seem to elicit the good or ill will of the instructor. By “commenting,” what I do mean is this: the teacher responds by asking genuine questions, suggesting changes, marking spots that the student needs to revisit or proofread, etc. Often, this commenting happens face-to-face in a conference. With about 20 students per section and most of our writing teachers teaching four or five sections, you can imagine that conferencing must have a huge payoff. Indeed, year after year, students tell us on both the standard course evaluations and our occasional in-hour program evaluations that the 15-minute teacher conferences are the teaching time they find most valuable all semester.  Unfortunately, the only materials we were asked to submit for the ENGL 121 review were a syllabus for each section (or each teacher, if the teacher taught multiple sections). We included the major writing assignments to help the committee see more specifically the kind of writing students complete in ENGL 121. Had the committee asked to see student writing, or teacher response to it, we would gladly have devised a minimally intrusive way to provide it.

Given that whether and how we teach grammar seemed to be the only problem mentioned in the April 6, 2009 letter announcing our Probation status, I kindly ask the committee to reconsider the Probation status of ENGL 121. If you have questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me.

Sincerely,


Lauren Ingraham
Professor and Director of Composition


