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In this chapter, Russell describes the goals of progressive education (an informed 

citizenry, capable of nurturing humane traits and values) and how the movement failed to

 achieve those goals. The progressives were often caricatured as either wild Bohemians or 

“parlor pinks” who failed to attend to basic education. Russell also describes the writing 

programs in progressive education at places such as Lincoln High School at Teachers’ 

College (Columbia), Columbia University, Sarah Lawrence, and Bennington. 
CHAPTER 7: Writing and Progressive Education

The Message Sent Versus the Message Received

“Progressives in the Deweyan mold . . . had the theoretical tools and the philosophical vision to create a form of general education with cross-curricular writing at its center. Yet they did not” (199).

Their goal was to “produce a generation of articulate citizens who, through improved communication, would heal the divisions in industrial democracy and transcend its dehumanizing specialization and alienation.”

Folks outside the movement reduced it to one of two stereotypes:

· “an expressivist, child-centered individualism” was read as the “Progressive as Bohemian, the self-absorbed individualist teaching children to write avant-garde poetry under a tree while they neglected their spelling” instead of writing as a vehicle for individual self-revelation and improvement.” (206)

· “an activist, social reformism” was read as “the progressive as parlor-pink radical, teaching children to write subversive tracts while they neglected their spelling” instead of seeing the “uses for social reconstruction and improvement.” (206)

Questions
1. How closely is our department’s writing program (first-year and vertical) aligned to the goals of progressive education?

2. What are the stereotypes of our department across campus and how do they hinder our goals? What do we do about that?

The Message in Practice: Expressivists
Kilpatrick and the project method proposed that student projects would be a natural spot for student writing and that “the genres of student writing” would “echo the genres of adult activity” (204). Unfortunately the projects devolved into mere add-ons (sometimes reserved only for advanced, gifted students) not seen as core to the learning/teaching environment. That meant writing wasn’t either.

Lincoln High School at Teachers’ College encouraged students to write “informal essays in journalistic and literary genres” as a way to encourage both research and creativity. Mearns, in the 1920s, supported the process approach, saying, “the method is writing and revision, many times repeated.” He talked about “the beauty of imperfection” and “put mechanical correctness as a last, though important, step in writing” (207).

Questions
1. Did the journalistic and literary genres of Lincoln High mean the same thing as the genres that “echo the genres of adult activity” for Kilpatrick?

2. What projects have you used in the past of which Kilpatrick and/or Means would approve?
The Message in Practice: Social Reformers
“ . . . in a correlated or ‘fused’ curriculum, writing would be integrated into all subjects, and all teachers would be equally responsible for teaching it in conjunction with a whole range of student experiences” (209).

In 1930, an NCTE sub-committee published a report, A Correlated Curriculum; however,  “ . . . because the committee was not proposing a model curriculum but surveying current practices to illustrate a wide range of possible models” the definition of a correlated curriculum remained vague (212). 

Reactions to the correlated curriculum were often negative. 

· Teachers and administrators [the freedom] “challenges and frightens us” (214)

· Advocates of the old liberal culture thought adding literature to science and social studies was a good idea (because those subjects were so intolerable on their own) but putting history and social studies into English could destroy “Our most cherished values” (216).

· Social studies teachers thought they had to be in control of a fused curriculum because they were the only ones with a broad enough knowledge and perspective to lead the way (217).

· “Administrative progressives also rejected the basic political assumption of correlation: that schools must educate students not for what they would likely do after schooling but for what they wished to do” (218).

· Parents worried that their children were being cheated out of learning what each discrete discipline could teach (despite results that showed otherwise).

Questions
1. Russell describes the progress movement in elementary and secondary schools. What vestiges of that movement remain in our students’ preparation and how does it affect the attitude they bring to our classrooms?

2. What elements of correlated curriculum can we bring to the vertical curriculum and how can we build the necessary interaction with other departments?

The Message at Progressive Colleges Versus the Message at Public Universities

Sarah Lawrence and Bennington required “a large interdisciplinary investigative project, almost always written, during their [students’] first two years, before they were allowed to begin the last two years” (225). Their goal was to make each student as least aware of (if not completely fluent in) “the fundamental language of each of the important fields of human achievement” according to Bennington president Barbara Jones (226).

Faculty saw the value of the projects and of the interdisciplinary approach. But the requirements for making it work included a very low student-faculty ratio, release from high research expectations, and cooperation among and freedom for the faculty.

“But most importantly no remedial stigma was attached to writing or its improvement because the activity of writing was an integral part of doing and learning not merely a means of showing learning” (228).

“General-education programs built on progressive assumptions  (and the variety of student writing they evoked) did not find as secure a place at research universities as they did at private colleges, for the compartmentalized, research-driven universities could not find interdisciplinary genres and forums for student writing” (229). 

One long-lived embodiment was Columbia’s Contemporary Civilization, begun in 1919 and taught by assorted faculty (history, philosophy, government, economics). 

“Here is the progressives’ vision of the active democratic citizen, rationally transforming the future through understanding the past, a call to develop civic judgment, not the aesthetic judgment of liberal culture. But neither is this the classical, rhetorical education of the citizen orator, committed to teaching the overtly persuasive expression of received ideas and communally shared values. It was to be an education growing out of the social scientist’s new quest for objectivity. The speeches and actions of great men would no longer guide the student, as they had in the rhetorical tradition of imitatio so central to classical education. Instead an objective reading of the past would create a distanced, rational understanding” (230).

Freshmen (and later sophomores) took a year of CC. Freshman composition was eliminated to make room for the course. Faculty agreed on what to read instead of agreeing to shared writing assignments, so writing was twice moved to the back seat. (Does that mean it ended up in the trunk?) Eventually, even writing as a way to demonstrate learning (much less as a means to learning) was shoved out by the “objectivity” offered by modern tests.

Questions
1. ”The final test of such a curriculum [fused between humanities and social sciences], I suspect, would be whether faculty from competing disciplinary cultures could design a common writing assignment to achieve a common goal, formulate criteria for evaluating it and reliably apply those criteria” (235). Is this possible?

2. How can we design projects that really cross disciplinary lines? Or is that even desirable?
Summary Question

Does the history recounted here (suspicions about motives, shunting writing off to gifted students, creating a new discipline-education-that then was itself contaminated by the discipline-specific virus, the enormous demands on the teacher charged with teaching writing across the curriculum, the seeming impossibility of cooperation across discipline lines, and the continuing view of writing instruction as a) remediation and b) a way to demonstrate learning rather than a way to learn) argue that our proposed program will succeed or that it will fail? What elements are most encouraging? What obstacles do we still need to work around? How can we do this?
