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ABSTRACT

A pilot minicourse program was launched for
elementary school children aged 8 to 13 years based on the assumption
that children learn best when they can practice what they are being
taught, and will show an increased interest in school work when they
are given a role in the decision-making process. Students went
through a "college style" registra ion four times per year, choosing
approximately one-fourth of their school curriculum. Fach minicourse
was scheduled for a 9-week period, meeting from one to three times
per week for an average of 45 minutes each. The school was divided
into seven Individually Guided Fducation units (semi-autonomous
teaching divisions of four teachers and approximately 100 students),
and each unit had a different schedule and course offeriugs. Other
practices instigated in the program involved the use of community
teachers and a clear communication of course requirements and
oxpectations. Major strengths and weaknesses of the program are
discussed from the vievpoint of a special area teacher, a parent, and
a classroom teacher. In general, the program has proven to be
responsive to such concerns as: "forced" schooling and its
disciplinary consequences, ability levels, scheduling
d.sappointments, the increased responsibility inherent in the
children's davelopment of self-assessment and decision-making skills,
and the interest and enthusiasm of all involved in the program.
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An Elementary Mini Course Progran.
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An 2verview by the Administration

The value of mini courses is beconing generally accepted through-

out the country. tigh schools are instituting partial programs orx
small scale experiments to pernit greater freedon for the student.
Relevancy in high school has long been sought af:er, and involvement
in one's ovm curriculum is a start. It is ironic, however,how care-
fully we (educators) try to control the student's life while espousing
theories of development that encourage experimentation with one'!s

. environment.

The question will eventually arise as to what is the right age -
at which a child can make a reasonable choice about his activities.
(11ich has attempted to remove 'forced" schooling from the educa-
tional scene in his book, Deschooling Society, but where is the
"in-between? 'Jith the basic philosophy in mind that children learn
best vhen they can practice what it is they are being taught, Borden-

town Tovmship launched a mini course program for children 8 years old
up to 13, In the Peter itfuschal School which houses only grades %6,
students go through '"college style'" registration four times per year

choosing approximately one fourth of their school curriculumn.

The idea developed as a result of a move to individualization.
At the same time the school was working on mini courses, it was also
making application to the State Department of Education to be included
as one of the 60 TGE/MUS-E model schools in tlew Jersey. The adminis-
tration as well as the special teachers were also anxious to let the
kids have a say because they truly believed the "learn-try-relearn"
teaching nethod was the best. At this point groups of people had to
be considered for the implementation of such a program -~ the kids,
teachers, parents, special teachers, and the Board of Education.
Each one had to be convinced that the idea was sound.

Jirst and foremost, initially, trtas the special teacher -~ art,
music, physical education, and other specialists who were to be added.
Peter Muschal School employs one full time art teacher, a full time

vocal music teacher, a mart time instrumental music teacher, and two

afhu0
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full timé physical education teachers for 720 students. !/ith vexy
little argument, they were sold. The teachers liked the idea of
narrowing the range of naterial for their classes. Up to this point
every child went through a generalized programn at each grade level,

a traditional approach to elenentary special subjects. Each class is
now arrangec for a nine week period, meeting from one to three times
per veek for an average of ‘S minutes ecach. A student can now ~hoose
between 3 and 35 selections for every area and he is no longer re-
quired to take c¢very area, every quarter. These teachers were recalise-

tic, their vanity did not get in the way of realistic teaching methods,

le all realize that children, just like adults, have special
interests and talents, So often we use the rationale that children
should be =2xposed to a wide range of ideas but we don't know when to
allow a child to decide some things for himself. The progran was set
up to nmake the choices from a prescribed framework, The teachers
basically established a schedule and course listing which would make
a well rounded program for the student while permitting the freedon
we were looking for. They didn't have to tell the children to choose
anything in marticular, that was built into the system. 3ut the

progran isn't foolproof (we'll get to the problems later on).

Jiscipline is another reason for the acceptance of the idea. Some
children sinnly do not want to be in your class and will show you that
by being a veal pain in the neck. Cur contention is, why should you
and the kid suffer when you can live without each other for a quarter,
or take a class that meets less frequen+tly than another. /hy should
the child who is taking instrumental lessons and is seriously turned
on to nusic be forced to take as nuch art, why not allow him to pursue
a little extra music? How nuch leaway do the kids get? Instead of
talking four quarters of every subject the student now can +take three
fach yzar, Since sone classes mnay neet orily once or twice ner week,
he can also schedule hinmself for the hated subject once ner vrzek for

A quarter while still fulfilling his quarterly requirement,

“heoaddition of mini courses also pernitted another ne nrxactice
in the school, intrrest classes taugh. by cornunity representatives.

""hil~r un the nrocess »f creating nini courses, home economics for
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boyg and girls was added and other courses such as woodworking and

Journalism are being considered.

It is truly a sight to behold when an 8 year old gathers to-
gather his hooklet of course descriptions, schedule sheet, individual
schedule card, and course history card. You wonder whether he rea-
lizes that he is beconing bureaucratized at an early age. Because
the school is divided inte 7 IGE units, seni-autononous teaching units
of four teachers and approxinately 100 students, every unit has a
different schedule and course offerings. The units also vary in age
with sone containing children ages 8-10 while another has only 11-13
year olds. Cbviously the nature of the courses is different and there
is a range of difficulty in choices. 'lith the 13 year olds you need
every level of subject matter, while at age 8 nost kids are around
the beginning stage in nusic appreciation, etc.

After reviewing the directions, the leadexr of the special unit
of teachers pernits the students to begin registration by age, rotating
age groups gvery quarter. It's just like it was in college, line up
and make a choice. Although the children are required to make a list
of priorities before coning into the room, they rust continually be
weighing their decisions as classes are closed. Alternate choices
are nade, and courses that may not be first on the list are accepted
-~--the realization of life ccnes home very quickly and concretely
during registration., This is one of the snags of the progran. QOur
ain is to try to neet individual needs but that is not always a
possibility. At this tire we rationalize that what choices we are
able to nrovide are nore than the student had before. With the addi-
tion of extra staff and nore part time personnél we could probably
offer every student his priorities but this is unrealistic at this
tine.

The process itself, however, turns out to be a learning experience.
“owhere in most curriculuns <o vwe se¢ students actually being taught
howr to make decisions. Regardless of what job one has in life or
what his status or ambitinns are, he %ill have to make cdecisions.

The wini course progran allows us t< help guide the student in making

a decisinn., Alternate nlans, the aceevtance of ninor disappointrents,

Q e
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establishing priorities, assessing one's own talents and interests,

establishing sone goals in life, all cone into play because of the
procecura that these kids nust go thrcugh,

The Viewwoint of a Special Area Teacher

The special area teachers have all seen the improvements in their
classes since the inception of nini courses. The students' responsi=-
bility, their inproved behavior, and their understanding of the basic
course requirenents are evident,

"ne of the nost favorable aspects of the progran is the clear-cut
commrehension of vhat the course is about, what is going to be done
in the class, and -that you are expected to do. Knowing the require-
nents for the course removes the fear from special area classes which
1s usually present because of the unknoim. Students, as adults, are
able to nerforn exnected outcones only -vhen they knowr what these

exnected outcones are.

Another favorable aspect of rini courses is that they provide
each chilcd with an individualized program in art, nusic and physical
education. A student does not have to study two-dinensional design
if his abilities arc fully developed in this area. Il has the oppor-
tunity to choose three-dimensional design, entering a class where the
class will fulfill his needs. In so deoing we are allowing each
stucdent tn develop nore fully. J2epetition is out, progress is where

the main enphasis lies,

The nain wreakness of nini courses is not exposing the student
to the full range of special area classes. The question arises here
as to vthat age is the appropriate age for specialization. 'le feel
that after a gencral prodra in special area subjects from kinder-
garten through thir grad- the studlents are ready for specialization.
Ty fourth grate e feel “he pro's of niini courses far outweigh this

CON .

cnio courses also allerr the toacher to control class size and
Ability levels within a clasa, This st be done on A cooperative
basis anong te2achers ~fferin< ithe minl courses. If the art teacher

nffers canclle-naking, a class wrhich nust have fever students due to

ARUNTN A
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supplies and the time 1t takes to melt wax, then other teachers of

mini courses nust be willing to offer large gre:n activities to

absorb the extra students from art. An exannle would be to offer
candle-naking along with ficld hockey, a tean cpo:t requiring more
students t> create full teans. This also alloss a more varied program,
Candle-naking would be difficult to implenent in a cenventional

special arca schedule due to class size. Also, nore classes can be

offerecd cdue to the restriction concent,

Through registration the teacher can also control'ability levels.
In tne schadule it is each teacher's responsibilit, to include courses
of varying complexity. Then when registration Jd-y comes the teacher
meets every student and sees what class they want to sign up for. If
a child wants to sign up for a class that the tezacher feels would be
too advanced she can persuacde the student to take a class mnore appro-
priate to the student's needs. Thus, when the classes meet, the
teacher 1is assurad of the ability level of the class. She will know

exactly at what level to begin instruction.

Mini courses have also had a very real effect on the teachers.
The first consideration and most noticenble effect ic on preparation
tine. This time can be divided into threc azeas, schadule preparation,

lesson preparation and naterial preparation.

sefore the registration period for the students, the teachers
must cooperatively prepare the schedules. 1t is th2 teacher's respon-
sibility first of{ to establish .rthat m1ini courses she will offer in
order to givez each studont o wide latituvde to ch:nse fron. The mini
conurses austi be variord over the Tour nin: veek pé:iods to offer new
rmini courses (or the studonts ©o chonse fron, and also to offer nini
courses of wvarying complexity, Then all *the teachers of nini courses
must nmeet to establish the most prectical scheilile, A schedule which
would offer each sturdent the nmaxinus nunbor of 2hoic2s, which would
groud larger classes with snall clasaos and vhich 1osld internix cori=
nlexity leowunl éla%qos. To obtain a good schedule, mecting all the de-

sired outeores, is a tine consuning and sonotines aggravating exnerience.

‘nce sche dules are castablisbhad, an! rpoaiization conpleted, there

are lesson nlans to prapare. 'lith more varied ¢l 505 and varying

goo0R
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degrees of complexity within classes, lesson planning becomes a nore
consuining activity. o longer can a teacher prepare lesson plans
based on grace level. Each individual class is now an entity in
itself, requiring individual planning. A teacher could have as many
as. ten nini courses neeting one to three times a week to prepare for,
plus the primary classes. '

Along with the nore varied classes and varying degrees of com-
plexity within the classes comes nore tine needed for material prepara-
tion. The art teacher nay have candlenaking, requiring nolds, wax,
sand, wick, etc.; ceranics, requiring clay and glazing; jewelry, re-
quiring the various netals; anc oil painting, requiring canvas, brushes
and the paint, in a day's schedule. WWith oaly a five minute break
betwreen classes it is the teacher!s responsibility to make sure all

naterials are ready and useable before the day begins.

Cffering mini courses does require much nore time and planning
of the special area teacher. Although after offering four senesters
of mini course I douht that you would hear any complaints from our
special area teachers. Again, the pros far outweigh the cons., -

idni courses do offer a uore exciting method to teaching. Each
class is different, no longer nust a teacher feel like a robot pre=
senting lessons. 3eing able to offer more diversified and commlex

crurses adds exciternwnt to the prograrn,

Along with the diversified courses comes the responsibility for
“the teacher to have a diversified subject matter mastery. She can
not rely on old faithful lesscons year after year. .‘ew courses rnust

be ad-er, the teacher nust be able to present these courses.

The Vieypeint of a Parent

A3 a nmarant, 1 ha’l never really taken time to actually analyze

By reactions to this innovative nrogras.

A3 narents we wpre asko! to sit down with our child, look over
the many selectinns an'l give acvice, if we wished, At first you
attemn: =~ -cake the choice unitil you realize he, or she, is capable

o€ doing his ovn thing and “oing it well,

PHans
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“hooaina approximately one-fourth of the year's subject matter

does sound like a great deal even to parents that are cager for new
experiences for their children. iowever, it is realy only six hours

a weaol,

[ hav~ heard very rfew comnlaints this year regarding physical
aducation, art and music coursos. If there are any, they are of
shor: dura..on as the course =soon cores to an end. Also, the child
himsolf seors to roalize that what is disagreeable will end in a nine
weew neriorl and! 1in an allotted period of time it seems that more is
accontlishel!l in each course than if it stretched on for the enti-e

year.

“he sens2 of urgency to comnlete a project ‘is very apparent to
the ch:ll, as he recalizes it nust be conpleted in nine weeks and it
seens that ~any more things arce comnleted! Things appear to be
vorkes out in greater dotail. The tine element therefore, is very
imnorzant. There is a greater determination to finish in the allotted

-period of tine.

cotr rewarding to a parent to have a child find at least one
course in which he or she really excells, It is gratifying to see
your chil” involved in som2thing abeut which you, as a parent, can
becne inforne-d, I have now learnad hov to hook a rug!

There 'ras another side benefit from the new program which I
certainly ' not visualize, As -y daughter was taking an Introduction
to Jazz course, the entire fanily becare more aware of jazz and, in
fact, v soHonc an evening together (which is somewhat rare today) at
a public cdiscussion of the deginning of Jazz, complete with a live
instrun~ntial groun. This, I an sure, o wouldn't have experienced

had ani our tauanter been involvae' in that course at that time.

[ho Timvme al of a “lassroomn Toacher

-

rllnge tyne rogiatration for Lhirel graders! My first reaction
“1as shesocoal, Althoungh T wyas spihuasiastic about the nany cifferont
mini course: chal were now howng o feared T ser-ously doubted that my
thorv ' gradlers <ol ' har! s tho - pooanone bility without a great cdeal

Sf e tanes .y wtpena T ! ' vtorn®™ the bheat tray Lo denonstrate
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the efrfectiveness of this new systen 15 to give a concrete description

of our firsi rogrstration period,

‘n o the rirst day of registration I herded my class into the multi
purnose roomn yvhere registration tables had been set up. The scene

P

lookes like organizerd chaos., The special teachers were sitting at
tables arned vith pencils, regisctration éheets, etc. The other
classes rrom ny unit had alreadyv arrived and teachers were actively
try:ng te ferret out territoria: vights for their particular classes,
iy class anc 1 found a corner ot the roon and established clain to it.
[ hoveredt uncertainly around ny class rmaking inane remarks such as

"DO you have your schedule?" "lhere is your pencil?" and asking for
what nust nave beon the 20tk tine "“ave you nade all your decisions
and d» y~u knowr vhere to go first?" iy students answered politely

enoucl: but their attention was really riveted on the scheduling tables.

Then reqgistration began! .y third graders were allowed to
regiscer ror the:r first choice first. 1 walked toward my group pre-
pare: to give yet another set of rodundant instructions and suddenly
found nyself ninus a class. They had all found the proper tables and
were coithor actually registering or were standing in line vaiting
their turn. As reqgistration continued classes began closing out. I
noticed one boy n my class whe had macle it all the way to the head
of a line for an especially favored course only to have the teacher
announcs tha the class sias clos2d, is face crunmpled and I thought
noet Jis Line for ne to step in and help. I approached him armed with
a series of cmnsmlihj words and helnful hints. Before I could use
any of vy ar::llevy his face sukdenly brightened. He had spied a
shori lin2 £~r his next choice an'! rushed over with a vengeance, his
intt al ''saspointnent apparcnily forgotten,

Seloalt o f the students got o all of their choices but mnst got

thewr [iese obanesn an !

vere able Lo cosapremise on the second ancd
chie'. oo tass ant Ioagalked bacl Lo our roon very nrowl of ourselves

ans' very sacisfiocl,

Troeo ke farst lay of reqgistracion students had to develon

docision naving skills an' to accopil resnonsibility for their choices.

Theae skills 1n nany vays have carrios syer “nto the classroo:,

VN |

Fers Are jusi a fey oxarmples,
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For the nast tuo years 1 have oo2en giving my students vork con-
tracts in leading, Science and Social Studies. T found this year
that sonme of ny students have dbeen able to develop thzir ovm contracts
by utilizing available iaterials in the classroon and school library.
Jften the student developed contracis required nore vork and were of
a ncre comnlex nature than tho ones [ had droem up. Vith a few exe-
ceptrons che students followed chrough on *heir contracts, Cne student
askad te be allowed to teach a lesson on the diidferent kinds of soil
founs! in our area. MHor lesson went without a hitch conplete with a

filastrin yhich she discussed offectively and charts and soil sanples.

Znthtusiasn is another by-product of mini course scheduling.
Last year ail of ny students ationded the samc specials ciass. This
neant vnac chey all participated in the sane activity. iloir they go
¢o Tive “ifferent activities and their oxveriences are enthusiastically

—~
-1

shared. For oxanple, four or Zive students will come back to class
arnec riin punpets chey have made in puppetry cliss. Other students
w11l crovd around and the puppe. naking nrocess is enthusiastically

discussed.  ZIven the teacher 1s taught how {0 make this special kind

of nunnatc.

“ecCause courses are not forced upon them, students are more
valling to try areas that they may have actively rebelled against had
they been arblitrarily assigned to ther. A good 2xanple of this is
that Jus. as nany bnys as qirls in oy class sianzd un for the cooking
cours?. [IL as a boy not a girl who volunteernd to make his cooking
class fudge for our {irst party. :'o on2 could have been prorder than

he +wh2n hr nassed 1t out to the class,

cany of us arn beginning te realizo that students up ©o ‘this
print it nor accent responsibilsty bocause thoy hardl little or no
ol in the deocision naking nrocess.,  They felt thoy had no vested
lnteresrs n he outcone,  Afiar all, um vnieil no:, it really vasn't

theZr bab,,

fn sasrt, the mind cours» ocegras han provided benefiis to many
pesols ir A variety of cays, onoro o0 rich cam Ahout vithout hard

oria. T foslineg arona the osoafT, hreieyer, e v it tas morth it

00019
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The snecial feature about this program is the tact that kids are
making cecisions at an early age and chey're being guided o do so,
"Mhat 13 30 greac is that the learning took place because of necessity
angd due of (he design of the soudene's anvironment, not bocause it

TIas A soc¢tion of the curriculun,

“te Kaots this lesson will Lasa!




