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ABSTRACT | o | |
‘ J.E.B. Stuart High School moved into the minicourse

' _k'91ective program five years ago from an anthology-survey oriented

~Bnglish curriculum. The students are grouped into two levels, one
- offering minicourses for eleventh and tvelfth graders and the other
offering minicourses for ninth and tenth grade students, with some

~courses open to all of the different grade levels. The Courses are

planned around specific themes, including "The .Bible as:Literature,uTI

+ "Science Fiction," WA Vision of Tragedy," and "poetry." When teachers -
.~ decided that needed skillg wére not being adeéquately taught, the
~ocurriculum vas restructured so that first quarter minicourses =
enphasized,skillsrin'Spelling;or:punctuation;»qrgsuchicowpleXTsk1118f~'

n

- ag oritical reading and writ

g. Vocabulary, usage, history of the

- language, the oral skills--discussion, debate, and oral .

interpretation--are mini~units {

- courses include a library unit. During the spring quarter a wide

-range of creative activities and readings are offered, Enthusiasm for

the skills-oriented quarter., All

this successful tcacher-initiated miniGQUrSekpxograﬁgis :¢f190t9d51h§; f? Zf{

‘-iteacher'preparation,and,studeng response. (RB)
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Five years ago our school, J.E.B. Stuart High School, a wedium-uized
surburban school in Fairfax County, Virginia, moved into the mini.course
elective program from a tradttionel.'anthology--survey oriented English
curriculun. We had high-ability classes, low ¢classes and averaée oiaesee ,
at four grade 1evels.‘ Today our students are grouped into two levels, one.

- offers mini courees for eleventh and tvelfth graders, the other to our ninth

and tenth gradie etudents. Some of the‘courses are open to any grade level,

After five years offenthusiasm, of teacher resistence, of trial end
error and change, the mina courses in the Language Arts continue as a
dynamic weans of growth -~ gtudent growth. teacher growth. and oontent

* expansion in our task of teaching for an unknown future. ,
*
If we examine student responses. in addition to their nholo-hearted
approval of the eleotive systen. we have a clear pattern of oourses the
students will choose. ?1rst of all. thetr responses tell a sohedule~mak1ng'
| department chatrman more than he really wants to know ebout teaoher aocount--

,f,abiltty. Students. by their consistent ohoicee tell ue they 511 choose

Ttttdifi"‘" t ideas and reading: they 31_; seleot skills courses that relate
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Other department chairen in Falrfax County, in eichanging soheduling
experionces with me, és;roboéate our experience’ that students are readtné
more widely, are articulate and questioning about assigned reading, and have
more to say in their wrifing. In adoition, in our own school, thé Aﬁvanced
Placement 12th grade students, thoes highly-motivated readers we are always
hoping to find in any olass, aie consistently scoring high on the A.,P. exam.
These students enter the screened group only after three years in our |
regular mini course program. The two ciasses who have graduated since we
entored the minl course system.and who had nop experienced a segregated,
high ability placement before their senior year produced higher acores than
did the sarlier groups who had advanced status.for two or more yearé., The ...
past two classes had read more widely, and wrote consistently better. At
the other end of the scale, we are havlng’fewer fallures, Students who have
chosen their courses are mo:.s interested, more likely to read, teo atiend

class. to find success,

To repeat, we find subtle student growth in making declsions. a very
olear indication or tnacher evaluation. and a student who reads moro and

has more 1deas.

If wa examlno teacher response to mini elacttvoa ua find that the

'”‘"j1 challenge to oreative thinking and teachtng slouly. gradually'“utweighs thy' e
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minl course progran is more vocal in curriculun plannings In our school when
‘toachers deolded that the needed skills weren't being taught adequately, wo
redlanted so that first quarter is a skills unit. Inoluded may be such simph
skills as spelling or punctuation, or such complex skills as critical reading -
and writing, All classes exparience a library unit. We agree upon composition
sklllg. Vocabulary, usage, history of the language, the oral skills..discusslon,
debating and oral interpretation--are all mini units <in' the skills-oriented
quarter that the t;acher may include based on student needs. Some péachers

~ prefer to offer some literary history this quarters All students know that

: a skills unit will be offered first quarter. Therefore, as they choose the
teacher in our August pre-registeration, ths student in effeot can indicate

the kinds of skills he wishes tokstudy. He knows hhe teachers will vary in

their emphases.

Couhty-wide last summer, with a small stipend, grohps of teachers from
, difrefent secondary and intermediate schools met for thresaueek‘Insqrvice
| planning sessions. Each group‘worked out some answers to 1ndividualiztng’
instruction with its 6un ‘school, From our bullding four teachers talked
through with the English supervisor. researched. and laid o%} a pllot
prOgram for us to initiate this school yoars In essence th‘s is their plam
1. a1 Level I (9th/10th) teachers with 3rd Period classes would
S participate.‘ We have tive classes in that time block. ’

»J;,-

All teachers with a planning period during thlrd period uould  hﬂ h}f" :
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-+ Students who need reinforcement in skills are permitted fewer cholces.
Able students select froh several areas of enrichment or oreativity.
~ Each small group on Fridays numbera_about 15 or 16, The partiocipating
ten teachers, with jJoint planning, are sharing all sorts of matérials.
ilasson plans, class coverage. ‘The cooperating five who do not ﬁave
scheduled classes use the material prepared by the base teachers.
For their contributed time, they gain our breparations for use in
thelr own classes, The students gain one day a week in very small

classes with activities that enrich, reinforce or train their language
arts skills,

The fact that our program, and others in the county, are teacher~planned
projects coming from within our own school family without being impoaed by a
curriculum specialist or department chairman has glven our starr greater

impetus for success. In the mini course program teachers are finding wider

anew. s t» universal education. |

If, on thevother hand.‘we‘examine content in our couréés. we rind‘our '
range of ideas and works growning, Teaehers are reading more widely and

“ students are bringing to us their partioular ravorites to paiv uith the ageaold

‘i,themes wo soleot.

‘xfuil The ninth/tenth grade students are’still\interesteu 1n their own mtoro-"ﬁ
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explored a teach-taught subject, He and She, chauvinism and women's 1ib, the

protagonists, such as a Hemingﬁay hero or Ibsen heroine, paired with current

newsuakers, The Bible as Litorature always succeeds. A Vision of Tragedy

gave students insights into classical drama. Myths, Legend and Folklore
crosses grade line with success, Seience Fiotion has steady devotees in all

grades,

A teacher paired historical fiection with blography and research techniques
to offer a course based on popular reading. Courses in Fantasy, in Childrend
Literature. cult@ral and ethnic literature, readings in satire, comparative

literature have all been well-receiVed. We have managed to keep Maceetg,kﬂamlet
and Antigone along with Tolkien and Hannah Greene. Not every student must

read every work we teach.

| ‘Durihg the spring quarter we offer a range of creative activities and
reaeings. Since our department wide writing program assigns creati?e writing
euch quarter. the spring quarter allows the student to expand in a particular
interest he may have experienced brierly during the year. We are flnding

: that Poetgx is- drawing as well as Visual Lite_acx. and ckstag o pulled in

students that might avoid onstage dramatics, In one Fairfax County school.

a teacher had the class put out a tab&oid-sized paper of student writing

>and art. In addition to the creative writing, her class designed the graphics.t" {;

L - yhandled the prodlmtion and circulation aspects of the publication- . They

' "i”hooting problems 1nfp "nting with a very
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Mother teacher named his course Break A Leg. The olass studied Broadway
musicals, wrote one themselves, and closed the 9-weeks course with a student
pfoduetion;l Their pr’fits went to the English department for eQuipment. Each
studeﬁt reglstored for the course contributed to the production, either back
stage, on stage, in wjiting. or in promotion. We are finding that a student
audience is effective in channeling student creative efforts, Much learning‘
takes place when a writer keeps in mind someone othef than the teacher who

will grade his composition.

The mini course program at J,E.B, Stuart has another far reaching effect,
The Physical Education and the‘Art Departments went on an elective progran
about two yoars ago. Social s:udies teachers have worked out pilot thematic
units that students now elect. Apparently no discipline or department has been
waffected by what we have dones Even the Guidance Department has felt our
presence since we new do our own scheduling and are adding some advleoby rolee

for our teachers to help students plan their own English programs,

Enthustasm for teaching in the mini course situation has spread froma
few teachers. across the resistence from fine. experienced teaohers. until no .

‘high echool in our county - there are over 20 =-or in the surroundtng

' ~Northern Virginia counties is without some version of miniacourses.,‘ -




