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In an effort to reduce the number of dropouts in a

Florence, South Carolina sChool system, an experimental English

curriculum focusing on reading skills and attitudes toward school was

created. The'.-participating students were uninterested In education
beyond high school and accustomed to low achievement in school work.

Learning activities in the program were selected to capture'student
interest and to generate experienceS of success. For students with

problems in basic skills, for_example, activities for building oral

language,-reading, writing, and listening skills included mock job

interviews, ,taping of conversations, newspaper reading, vocabulary

study from standard forms, advertisements and signs,. paperback

-reading, journalwriting, free-response writing, and discussions of

current popular issue46 Methods of grading and evaluation werle

revised. Results of reading skill tests showed that the program was

successful. in improving reading skills,.and principals from the high

schools.attributed a loweF dropout rate to the success of the

program. (AL)
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DeveloPing a Language Arts Program For

The. onacademic Adolescent

.Clemson University Reading Conference - September 30, 1971

Intro du ct on .

In the past few years much has been said'and much has-been written

about developing:a secendary English curriculum relevan't to today's teenager.

Innovations deseribed as panaceas for improving ilstruction have come to the

forefront. Team teaching, individualized instructi L, programmed learning,

modUlarrscheduling, and inStructional television are but a few of the terts

being used today to describe transitions in_curriculum development. None

of these will be effpctive unless schoOls censider.the'needs, Anterests,

attitudes and values of.today's teenagers as curricultim decialons are madp.

As,long,as_ Studies-show-that apOr- imately 756 ON of the 'nation's

youngsters annually drop out of stb41 before'high schookgraduaticin, schools
. .

must admit that current programs are not relevant and fail to tap the talents

and resources that lie dormant in thousands of young people.

With the high/relationship between

the- idely varying abilities within the

lack-of ihtpre-

dropouts and reading abilities, with 1

classrooms, and with the increading
r

reading-among young people the big ,question is: What

can the middle Schools and secondary schools do to cope with these 2roblems

In attempting to answer this question, I would like totell you a story

o-f academic'success enjoyed by nonacademic teenagers'in-a-=ec ndary_language

arts program.-- In th" story, nonacademic students are:thote who find.



academic achievement difficult and who are not primarily interes ed in

furthering heir education b yend high sthoold

The,four senior high schools (gradeS 9-12) and four junior high schools

(grades -8) inc'the story are a part of the'Flo ence-Public Schools, Florence,-

South Carolina. Located in the tebacco'belt of South.Carolina, the district

includes the pity of Florence, population 62,000 and the outlying agricultural

and industri-1 sections'y The total schodl enrollment of 15,000 Students comes

from varioUs socio;-eccm mic levels ranging from very low to high middlP r 1Ss'

families,

Reco nition_ of the need

As early as 1954 the school a4ministration, having recognized the

need for'ihe teaching-of reading beyond the eletentary.level; put into

effect various procedures which did het produce the hoped-for SUctess.

edial reading program initiated in the junior high schools included 30

classes'with seven teachers. Of the_1440, nonacademic student in-grade

7, 8,/and 9, 600: or-41-.7 per cent received rnedial reading instructi*

The aim of the remedial reading program was to lelp students wh6 were

,
retarded two years in lading. In the 8th grade, the instructional

material was on the 6th grade level. The basic English curriculum

odified by replacing the literature boda with another en one reading leVel

he-same as that usedbelow he actual grade level but the gaMmar book

hy the academic students.

The readlts of 1967 testing of non-academic student grades seven

through ten/revealed a wide range of reading abilities \wIthin1the class-

/
room and emphasized the inadequacy of the existing English an reading

programs.



Prellminarvnniii

In January of 1968, the te supervis rs of English and reading,

secondary principals, guidance counselors, reading teachers; and EngJish

teachers were invited to discuss plans for deVeloping,a coordinated program

of\English arcd readi g. Attendance was voluntary and some came only one

time. Those, who realized the irrelevance of the existing English program

discussed the need for developing a language arts curriculum based on

levels of'achievement rather than traditional grades.

Preliminary planning included d veloping a philosophy, setting up tent

tive objectives, studying the trends in teaching English, scheduling teacher-

training programs and previewing, evaluating and selecting sinstructional

materials.

The extent of participation in each school was left to the (liscretion

of the principal. Requests were receiyed from five junior high schools for

the establishment of 38 classes'with 21 teachers. One sHnior high school,

whiCh had expressed a perious concern over the inabili y'df Students toperf9rn1

in the preScribed'English Curriculum, w s s lected fora special study. Ih

A
1968-69, thre were approximately 1100 students in the program with 24 teache s

working'with\them.

Teacher selection an

eachers were Chosen because of their interest.in .an desire to participate

'in the program. Formal'bdueational qualifications for them inCluded certifi-:

CatioAln English; or, fer those teaching in grades seven and eight, certifi-

cat;on An:elementarY education or English _Courses in reading were desirab1



At a five-day workshop in August, Dr. Harold Herber,'Syracuse University,

and the state supervisors of English and reading discussed probleths faced by

classroom teachers in adjusting methods and materials to the needs Of students.

Each year a,workshop for the participating teachers has been held prior to the

opening of school. Dr. Paul Berg, University of South Carolina, and Uberto

.
Price, Appalachian State University, have worked with the groups on curri-

culum d velopment.

Philoso hy and objectives

The philos4h undergirding the development of a language arts curri-

fer nonacadeniic teenagers must be one that has as its basic concern

the pSychological needs Of the individual studenthis ability:, interests,
/

ttitudes, selfconcept, c'ulttral value8 :and goals; 'It must al 0 be a

philosohy of cceptance---accepting the teenager where he-is on the learning

ontin uding his dialect, his reading leve

, and his rate of learning. 44

Students need to experience success and feel a sense of involvement

in the total acadeMic pi rath rather than being designated as basic English

stude ts and remedial readersHaving a sense of belonging g eatly i proves

his ability to write,

=

attitudes.

One of the English summed up the philosophy .that must exist

suCcessful program in this way, "Before-we can teech nonacademic teena

we must.let them know we,care about them,and their Pr6blems;/ They need warmth
,\

and understanding ft= us and'they need to know that we accept them as they

'are 11

After the philosphy haS been clearly fOrmulated ahd understo d,

tic objectives must be e tablished, Teachers set the following overall ob-
.



jectives

1.

4-

for the Florence language -arts program:-

To help each student realize he-can succeed.

To teach students that communication skills are imPortant.

3. To teadh students- that reading is enjoyable.

4. -To teadhstudents to think to make intellectual choices and

decisions; and to

To strive to meet

To te ch students'

become more independent learners.

individual needs of all students.

and not pages of'books

Phases of the curriculum

Different types,pf curriculum organization were studied and discussed.

It was obvious that

be built around the

grade requirements.

arts curriculum was

the framework of the new language arts curriculum must

achievement levels of students rather than traditional

Based On. results ofyrevieus teSting, the language

tganized around seven phases of aChievement.

Phases of Language Arts-Program

Phase

II

'IV

V

VI

VII

Reading Grade Level

576

6-7

7-§

Each phase provides a flexible learning situai4on directly related

rning rate rather than toto the ichievement of the student and his le



the traditional requirements of the grade to which he has been promoted.

A student who learns at a
I .

ow rate will remain in a phase indefinitely,

/ even a year or more, while others move quickly through the phases. tu-

dent- may move from one teacher to another if their needs can be more

adequately met in another group.

In a multiphased curriculum, all students are scheduled according

to where,they are on the learning continuum rdther than, by number of

years in school, chronological age, and grade promotion, which are cha-

racteristics of the lock-7step graded schoal Students from different

grade levelS are grouped together accord_ng.to aChievement. This.has

posed no problem since student needs jmterests,.and abilities Overlap

chronological ages and grade levels. Classes,,are scheduled for two-

percd blocks each day. Senior-high students receive one nnit for

English,and one for remedial reading toward their graduation course

requirements.

Develo-ing the Curriculum

'A Course of study, based upon the above outlin d-philosophy an

bbjectives, was deyeloped for each phase of the curriculum. The

càmmunication skill's of listening, speaking .,reading, and writing are.

taught as components, Of the total language arts program instead of in

iSolation. The.following framework is.-intended to establish guideline§

. -
and provide for zequen db and continuity in the curriculum.

Needs pf teenagers.

6.

Needs refer to tile developing Psychological
4

feelings interests and purposes child's life'dictated by the

society in which-he lives. _anguage behaVr6r develoPs as the student



needs to communicate his feelings, interests, and motivations to others.'

The Communic tion skills cannot develop outside the mediation of social

7.

inte action. Therefore, how language develops is directly related to

this interactIOn, The teadher's role becomes that of.understanding the

diverse-cultural needs---anxieties, frustrations, interestsmotivati-ns---

and cr2ating a classroom environment appropriate td -hanneling these

diverse ne ds toward appropriate ways of behav or whether reading for

survival or writing to infoin.

Goals to be accomplished. Goals refer to-those language modifications

w;lich the student is. led,to make through social pressures,of the class-

/
room environMent. Goalsare-the socially acceptable language behaviors;

'he accepts the goal to listen, rather than to be inattentive; he accepts

the goal of-reading orally to a group, rather than of4mute withdra al;

he aceepts'the goal to expand his language., rather than to experience

Social rejection.\

Skills to be P
develo ed 'Skills r,-fer te the parts of a aSk hich,

when learned, make up proficient behavior for the whole task. For

example, the behavior known as "speaking Ancludes many skills: voice,

tone, pitch, enunciation correct pronunciation etc skills of a parti

cular behavior may be taught separately but:7the learner mUst be constantly

aware of the cempleted task for which the sübsktt4s a part.

Methods of instruction, Methods refer tb the teaching prOcedIres

. -

used in meeting the needs of individual students. It is how a teacher

uses materials or develops skills. Since different students learn in

different ways, alternate instructional methods should be included in

the curriculum.



Materials to be used, Materials refer to commercial or teacher-

devices which contain exercises and activities for the learning Of.

'One---16.1 skills. To meet the individual needs of all iudents, ex-
-. e**-

tensive ba ic and supportive materials,mustbe made:readily availablel

Asses i ent and evaluation. Evaluation refers to the Measures.used ,

to dete iiiehe degree to which goals have beew;reached. ,This is usually'
L

done b as essing separate skills through objective'evaruation, using

standardized tests, or subjective evaluation using teacher.obServation,

checklists, etc.' Since the established goals are stUdent-centered, the

evaluation_procedures are centered around individualStUdentachiev Ment

of the language arts skills.

, .

Each of the six components are, necessary parts of the framework of

a comprehensive language arts curriculum No one component can be iso-

lated from the others. Each one from the needs of the teenager:to the

evaluation, must be interrelated to provide a eoordi ated programof

studies.

g turriculuM content

The framework, described above, was used to develop the course of

study for each of the communication skills in eachlasreVf-the curri-

odium. Timi.does not permit an explanation of this.°Trecedure for all the.

, . .

. .

phaies-,;-thereforp; I 42.:.215,Zed,te illUStrate the'delLlopment_of curri-
A .

culum'content by using Phase I. This phaseof the curriculum is-designed

for students who cfid listening, speaking), readinwand writing quite
a

t ,

difficult and have serious problems with basic -kills.
(-_: ,



Develo ing listeningskills. NOnacademic students, achieving on a

primary level, need to realize :at learning can come through listening
,

and success can be experienced thr ugh listening-. Goals to be accomplished

include acquiring the ability to distinguish between correct and incorrett

speech patterns, broadening experiential backgrounds and fostering 1

guage development as aresult of a listening experience'. These teenagers

need to increase skill in auditory discrimination-, tO listen to directions

and follow them, and to listen ami recall events 1#-a sequence..

To develop listening skills opportunities are given stuaants

hear listen and understand through class and small greup discussions;

.teachers' explanations; conversations;.dramatization ora-TP---eports

rdings; liatening skill tapeS'; coo dinated books 1:eiCliTraSand

strips; phonic tapes; educational.television; and use of the Langy,ag

Master Other approaches pla-e emphasis on listening to background

music while writing, listening'to oral reading by students/and teachers,

playing listening games, coapleting listening execi-s-es in labs, After a

poem is read or a record played, students are encouraged to listen and

picture in their minds what they hear, and relate it to the cl Various

sounds and voices, in .1.1d out 8f the classroom, are recorded anhen

.identifieq/
-

_Change in behavior can be evaluated throukh teacheY observation an

peer reaction. Improvement in speech patterns, the ability to follow'

directions, the ability to answer questions on oral reading, d the

development of pride in 'learning through ltatening indicate that goals

have been accomplished.

s cure in expressing their tho

=der for stud,ts to feel':



dialects a d oral language patterns. Some students need to expand their

10.

own language, to develop speech paterns socially aceeptable to the'locale,

-and to realize that different levels of usage are used for different occa- .

sions. PACqui'ring the-ability tp use a telephone proPerlyto.communicate

-with a prospective employer, and to converse with peers and adults without

fear of being m understood are importUnt to these youngsters

Oral language skills are improved by providing experienceS for talking,

\talking, talking; Through'rele playing, e.g., portraying teenage. problems-,

simulating telephone conversations and interviews for emi5loyment oppor-
u

tunitiesare given for oral expression. Rather than-having students memo-

rize the rule that a subject must agree with its verb, oral sentence pattern
-

drills are used; 'Students ,grouped by pairing, practice language devel

ment:by using teacher-made oral sentence pattern drills, oral language

practice books, and-oral reading to partners

Other activities include:choral reading and echo reading, taping

conversations and listening to their own.uSagoand pronunciations,

practicing ac eptable pronunciations

.Stories

on Language,Naster, retelli

recording different dialects within the class or school and cempil-

slang dictionaries.

The degree of Oral language improvement:is evaluated bk comparing

Short taped conversations of students-recorded-at the beginning-and at the

-

Another technique is to simulate-tWo-to three minuteend of the year.

Inteiviews where students strive to.converse in socially acceptable language.

Developing skills for reading. Tlie reading levels of Phase I students

range from nonreaders.to fourth-grade level. Year by_ yearthey have

econdary school,been.traditionally promoted; 13y the. tithe-they reach fh



many teachers will quickly tell you that Sammie can't read now, probably

never will, and'should never have been

make them potential dropouts.

promoted. Their reading deficiencies

First, these teenagers need to realize the practicality of learning
_

to read better, that to acquire important information it is necessary to

master basic reading skills. Although their reading progress is very slow,

they need to receive genuine praise and to be treated as adolescents not

children.

Reading goals are those necessary for survival in society. Emphasis

is placed on life-related activities such as reading'newspapers; using

telepho e directories obtaining a social security card%filling out forms;

interpretiAg credit, savings, Aminterest rates; writing Checks; and

understanding driver regulations, road maps and highway sigris.

A language-experience apprdachas used with nonreaders. They-dictate

-

stories' about their own iexperience§ to a classmate whe s the "secretary."

,The vocabulary-is in their vernacula and is "real" tp them, whereas, many

of the commercial materials are not4n the realm of their experiences.

Phrasesof a "survival" vocabulary 'such as "one way striet," Pemergency exit,"

or-"speed Checked bY radar":axe practiced en a LInguage Maser.

Special vocabulary terms found on Sfandard forms, e.g. "maiden.name,

, tN.

"past mplovment," "Pducation," "confidential," are learned in class dis-

cussions. Practical application of these terms is made by having'students

fill out j b insurance, accident and-selective service form . After com-
.

paring prices in newspaper ads, students are given an opportunity to practice

check writing by firlling out Tmock6 checks in payment for the week's groceries.

Teenagers learn to fill out money orders, send telegrams, apply farciedit,

and start savings accounts.



:Another activity used to .extend vocabulary is having eadh student

make a cumulative list of words that ls,of personal interest,to hiM For

some boys, the lists may include hot rods, drag racing, suffing,'soul

music, names of cars, "Cou a- " "Mbstang," and "Charger." For the

girls, you may find words as d ting, romantic, mini ork.midi skirtsj

.a.nd-fashions Card files may inclUde an accUmulation of words that will be

useful in a selected voCa ional field; terms.from radio, television and

filMs; words describing a hobby; and troubleseme words in .social studies,

Seience, and.math.

yultiple skilltexts oh various _levels of difficulty, s 'lltapes, commer-

cial and teacher-made games and multi-level labs are used in building and

reinforcing'reading skills The newspaper is ope of the most relovaht .and

-,,

cheapest "textbooks" that can be used'to "turn on" nonacademic teenagers.

12.

Some will be4ible to recognize only an occasional word in a heaaling on

the sports page, or in a comic strip. The possibilities of using the new

/

paper as a tool to teach vocabulary, comprehension, and,spelling are un-

limited.

One of thp most'important aspects of the reading program, and one which

is often oVerlooked, is,that of inspiring nonacademic teenagers to read just

for the fun of reading. Thousands of books, mostly paperbacks carefully

selected on all reading and interest levels, are made available through

classroom libraries .

Develo ing c m osition skills. The/ nonacadenlic teenager needs to

know that his written thoughts will IT warmly,accepted, regardless o

length and corre tness cif form, He must be able to feel that what he

has to Say is important that it will be understood even if hp hds



read it to the teacher. Writing something down

before activities to improve writing can begin.

on.paper mu t come first,

Goals are te get the student to write, to overcome-his fear of

writing, to improve his ability to express himself clearly, and to feel

independent and self-confident.

the Florence program, no formal grammar books are used. Th

philosophy of learning to wriCe through4he practice f writing is empha-

sized. A student is perm tted to express his thoughts without the fear

of being criti ed orally or having his paper covered with red marks.

Teachers often ask students to help find their errors, concentrating on

only one kind of error at a time. Mechanics and the improvement of

usage are taught by correcting errors maw.; by students, not from memo-

zing grammar rules or filling in blanks in a sentence.

How can students who have few basic writing skills be motivated to

want to ite? Have them write about personal experiences, about the

life they actually know., Relaxed, uppressured writing activities,

13.

in journals, give teenagers opPortunities to express their thoughts/withr
, 7 ,

. .

out fear of criticism. Class disausSions.about topict of current interest,

e.g., drugs, peace in Vietnam, dating, marriage, sports-are directed,to

a point where everyone wants to talk. Then student's are asked to put

their thoughts intowri ing.

carttions, painting'

transparencies, unfinished stories,

Magazine pictures

stimuli for free-responsb writing;

short paragaph on "Howi to Teach a.

recordings films1 filmstrips;

and startling s ntences aro used as

Expositork efforts such as 'writing a

Dog Tricks" or "I-6w to Apply Mako-dp"

are-utilized. Pretending !Uf.r, were," for instance apncil, a piece of

chewinegum,of-'near Abbey,"

thoughts. 'Some are interested in writing

tivateS some tudents to ,express their

imple radio or television scripts.



Developin a curricul guide

As the program pregressed 'here was a need for the development of

an operational-guide to define re clearly the objectives and to coordi-

nate the/program of studies in the different phases. Language art8

14.

s with the assistance of Dr. Paul Berg, University of South Carolina,

suggested the format using thesix components of the curriculum as guidelines

yorksheets, listing,each element, eadh language arts skill and eaCh phase,

were developed. Teachers were asked to write Suggestionsaas to h w the goals

could be achieved, based upon the needs. Departmental MeetingS and workshops

provided opportunities forteachers to as imilate worksheets and discuss them

as a group. A questionnaire was used to get ideas and to discover teachers

with special interest areas. Representatives from each school were given

released time to work with D4 Berg.

Teachers; using these worksheets make p actical suggestions ;ko

effective instruction recommend changes, then return the guides at the

end of the year. They'are reprinted after necessary Changes are made.

The writing is a continuous'process, not a specific project, and will

_

never be finished. Learning for teashers takes place through actual

participation.

Methods of reporting

The secondary,English report dard was révs d, 9itti g numerical gradeS,
,

Changing the wording for each letter grade and adding,space for teacher c6mments.

Students ake graded acdprding.to the progr ss they are making on'their instrUc7

tional level, Quality poi ts a e given for a.letter-grade according to the

phase the student is in.



15.

Student's progress in basic materialS At various rates and different

supplementary materials are used for different students.. .These factors

nece8sitate students' progress cards, showing results ofreading -tests

and'English evaluations And progress in materials. Data are filed in

cumulative records.

Analysis of data

Yre-testing and post-testing on the vocabulary 'and comprehension parts

of the Gates-MacGinitie'Reading Test are used. Significant gains in these

reading areas are determined by t tests.

A writing sample is used in pre-testing and pest-testing and the data

statistically treated. Pictures as these are used,as stimuli for free

writing samples. 'The compositions are evaluated on a 1-9 point rating scale

on seven components including sentence sense, complexity of sructuresur-

face conventions. vocabulary, frequency of styl stic devices, clarity of

,expression an& contust,
\

At the beginning the year; sbme students areable,to write only a

few Words or Sentences-

clarity'bf expression.

er they. write,. ..1,pnger composttions with ore

Concomitant results

Althongh istical data: strongly supports the Worth of the program,

mitant results fnrther emphasize its effectiveness.

After_years.of failure and frustration, many students experienced

academic #uccess: When one eighth-grade boy received his report card,

he.J1Imped out of his desk and exclaimed, "I've been coming to school

eight years an this is theTirst time I ever made



students on their own a6biovement made these grades possible.

One senior-high student temporarily suspended because -f accumu

lation of demerits,. appeared at the door of the language arts class -ith

a forged admission O.ip. When,the t6acher did not admit him he pleaded,

"Please let ine come in and finish my book about.Helen Keller, I like

that,lady,"

'Many students Openly expressed their diSlike for reading. After

several weeks, classroom librarieS, afforded the most popular activity of

',the program. Students hid books so no one could get7my book.

Concensus of thp-principals was that the program reduced the nutber

of dropouts.

were in the program, three-fourths were in

Only one-fourth of the,dropouts in the _involved schools

other English programs.

One principal armarized -the feelings of the personnel involved

when he said "We usually have about forty dropouts by Thanksgiving .

have not had a single one

We run them away

this year. - Now I know they were runouts,

from school with the type classes- we ptit'them in.'

16.

The success achieved by each indiVidual is pi

and meaningful is the 6urritillum for today's,

absentee and dropout rates fewer.discipline

toward education in general are all positive

asure of how, relevant

nona&demic teenager. Lower

problems, imProved attitudes

evidences that an innovative

-English'curriculum,.cOnderned' with psycholpgical as well as

6 -approprate for the youth of the seventies

academic needs,


