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N the late 1960’s, discontent among

I citizens in the United States surfaced in
many areas. The chief problem was the Viet Nam
War — our people, after years of growing
disquiet, suddenly found our position there to be
an abomination. This was mainly due to the
invasion of Cambodia — having troops in Viet
Nam was bad enough, but expansion to other
parts of Indo China was more involvement than
our people thought was necessary. The nation’s
mood was one of rejecting traditional values'
whereas before we had thought that we would
sacrifice honor by withdrawing our troops, and
thus “losing” the war, after the escalation® we
felt that it would be better to admit our
mistakes, and disengage ourselves from a fruitless
struggle.

A great part in the anti-war movement was
taken by students across the country, many of
whom, being of draftable age®, were prospective
soldiers. They participated in demonstrations,
wrote thousands of letters, and even went on
strike in the spring of 1970: for three days,
rather than attending classes, they held work-
shops* and seminars, educating one another on
why we had gotten into the conflict, and why
our original reasons were no longer valid. The
schools, as institutions whose purpose was to
provide education, were naturally hotbeds of
discussion and enterprise; indeed, the action
taken by the students stands as one of the most
noble, significant and admirable instances of
organization and positive force shown by our
people since the political movement which led
to the struggle for independence from Britain.

Peter Smagorinsky
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The upset of established order was not felt
merely in political circles. The students, not
content with merely raising their voices against
political policy, decided that the whole educa-
tional system had become outmoded and ‘irrele-
vant,”® and was in desperate need of overhaul.
Secondary schools (grades 7—12), they argued,
were too structured and unimaginative — they
forced students into accepted patterns of be-
havior, and stripped them of their creative
potential. Many educators, impressed with the
impact that the students had had on the anti-war
effort, agreed with them, and, in the early
seventies, a new movement was begun in our
schools: liberal education. Such archaisms as
required reading, prescribed work paces, instruc-
tion in grammar and composition, and reading
traditional books were scorned and abandoned;
instead, a “do your own thing”® attitude was
adopted, whereby the students chose their own
activities and paces, and proceded accordingly. It
was assumed that, spurred on by the enthusiasm
generated in the anti-war days, the students
would, with the freedom of the new system,
approach their school work with dedication and
interest.

What the backers of the new movement did
not count on was that the inspiration of the
students would fade as distance grew between
them and the war period. Teenagers are, after all,
merely adolescents with limited attention spans’
— without forced initiation, it is against their
nature to tackle the rigors of serious education.
The result was that students who were left to
“do their own things” mastered not proficiency
in evaluating ideas, composition, and mathemat-
ics, but in the noble art® of procrastination.
Given® the freedom to choose their own activi-
ties, students did what was fun — any difficult
tasks, such as mastery of composition skills,
which required diligence, were deemed “‘irrele-
vant.” Writing and serious evaluation gave way to
exploration of one’s self and “relating”'® —
admirable goals if taken within the context of an
academic gestalt'!, but certainly nothing to
build a curriculum around. Consequently, basic
skills in reading and writing began to atrophy
from disuse.

The results of the laissez-faire attitude to-
wards basic skills have become startlingly appar-
ent in recent years: many students graduating
from high schools are deficient in these skills.
The problem has been compounded by another
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phenomenon known as the ‘“social pass” —
regardless of performance, a student will even-
tually be allowed to advance to the next grade
level, simply because he has gotten too old for
the ability group he is in. When this happens with
a great number of students, the standards of
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results are astonishing — several teachers at
Ewing High School in Trenton, New Jersey,
reported that there were at least twenty five
students (out of about 1600) who were going to
3 graduate, who not only were not able to read,
but did not even know the alphabet! Of course,
no one will accept the blame — it is usually
shunted off on'? a teacher at a lower level of the
student’s education. This situation exists in
practically every public school in large urban
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areas — the standards have become so low that BORBTH - 129%, S5R12EMRLICHES 7271
students are rarely held back for academic B LDBHEELELIENICTLFICASL, FNTE

shortcomings. A high school diploma, once the DEE 1A 12 (& F LT v
symbol of scholastic achievement, is now held by
anyone with the patience to endure twelve years

of school; its worth, therefore, has depreciated
considerably.

The problem does not end in high school —
college officials, who once assumed that these
skills were prerequisite for admission, are report-
ing that their students do not know how to read
or write. At The University of Illinois, Circle
Campus, in Chicago, shocked administrators Bt

found that thirty percent of the students in their —7 W X VA RERL
13
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freshman class were “functionally illiterate Eo % { ok, HicET O
that is, they could communicate verbally, but
were unable to do so through written media.

Circle Campus is hardly unique — many colleges

around the country, especially those who gear
their admissions to graduates of city public
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schools, are finding the same thing. Many are
instituting standardized reading, writing and
mathematics tests for all incoming freshmen, to
make sure that they are prepared for college.
These plans are drawing protests from minority
groups, such as Blacks and Hispanics”, who
claim that the tests are discriminatory, being
given in “white” language — thus, claim the
minorities, their measurement of intelligence is
unfair. Even the better colleges are concerned —
many, dissatisfied with the skills of their stu-
dents, are initiating intensive composition
courses for all incoming freshmen. In the eyes of
educators, the skills deficiencies have reached
epidemic proportions.

The name applied to the new movement
towards curricular goals abandoned during the
early seventies is “back to basics”'® — that is, a
return is sought to the guidelines that existed
before the social upheaval. The hope is that this
will result in the restoration of the reading,
writing and mathematics skills that existed be-
fore, and thus end the embarrassment our
schools have endured in recent years. Not only
the “do your own thing” approach, but other
“innovative” programs have been questioned:
team teaching' ¢, in which different subjects are
integrated in one large class; open classrooms' 7,
where all classes are conducted in an open area,
with only blackboards separating them, thus
supposedly allowing the students more freedom
and not cooping them up; the use of aides'®
(untrained persons who assist the teacher in
class); unusually shaped schools and classes; and
increased use of multimedia'®, such as films,
television and recordings. The argument is that
being different is not necessarily being better;
and. that in many cases, it can have an adverse
effect, especially with regard to the independent
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study of the “do your own thing” attitude.
Educators are seeking something to blame the
deterioration of writing skills on; and, since the
decline was coincidental with the advent of
teaching innovations, they make a convenient
scapegoat. Thus, the current feeling is that we
should throw out the teaching innovations, they
make a convenient scapegoat. Thus, the current
feeling is that we should throw out the teaching
innovations, and return to a traditional approach
to teaching that has proven successful.

The problem with this outright rejection of
the recent innovations is that it ignores their
positive effects. While the innovations have their
problems, their basic intent, i.e., to humanize
school and make the studies more relevant to the
students’ lives, adds a very important dimension
to education. To reject the whole program
because parts of it are inefficient is a foolish,
panicky response — rather, there should be a
synthesis of the best points of both approaches.
The indications, however, are that many schools,
under community pressure, are insisting that
students be instructed only in basic skills, thus
returning the cycle to where it stood ten years
ago, with no improvement.

Traditional education, especially in English,
has its own problems. Instruction in grammar has
not been found to have a positive effect on
students’ writing abilities — indeed, often a
decrease in writing proficiency follows. The
American language, being an amalgamation of
many other languages, has little consistency —
thus, basing our grammatical structure on Latin,
as in the traditional approach, has caused much
confusion. Recent attempts have been made to
study grammar from different ways, most
notably the recent “Transformational gramma%?”
which, as described by Paul Roberts in his
introduction to English Syntax, is a theory
“hased on certain assumptions about the kinds of
processes that exist in language and the manner
in which they interrelate. In particular, it as-
sumes that fundamental to the interpretation and
forming of sentences are certain processes —
called grammatical transformations — that relate
a sentence to a set of underlying sentence — like
structures?! of a particularly simple form. These
simple underlying structures, which do not in-
volve any grammatical transformations in their
construction, express all of the grammatical
relations and functions that appear in any sen-
tence.” While there is not universal acceptance of
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are moving closer to a workable theory that can
be successfully taught.

The “back to basics” move, then, while
certainly a sign of realization that our schools are

not performing their tasks, is no panacea. What Lo, ooz
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