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Ch. 2 “Nineteenth Century Backgrounds: From the Liberal Curriculum to Mass Education”

Russell, David R. Writing in the Academic Disciplines: A Curricular History.

· Abstract:

In this chapter, Russell illuminates the challenges and change of the late nineteenth century in American higher education.  In particular, this section focuses on the demise of the old school, or “liberal curriculum” of the antebellum era, which was replaced by the new modern university.  Russell describes old school higher education as committed, first of all, to the oral tradition: students were nearly always male, white, and upper class, and their professors were most commonly clergymen.  Students were taught from a 4-year standard curriculum in subjects including mathematics, Latin, Greek, and rhetoric; they recited their lessons and demonstrated a command of subjects through “rhetoricals,” public speeches for the university community.  With the Civil War and urbanization, calls for democratization of higher education were heard, leading to the 1862 Land Grant College Act and increasing specialization.  In the modern university, print became the dominant medium of learning and classes turned to the lecture method.  Harvard created the prototype of today’s freshman composition class with its English A; the university had first conceived of English instruction each year in the curriculum, but dropped senior-level composition because English teachers could not understand their students’ technical writing.  Thus, in the modern university, writing instruction has become marginalized and set apart from the specialized fields.
· Quotes

“Until the last third of the nineteenth century, writing instruction beyond the elementary school was largely unnecessary, for writing was ancillary to speaking.” (35)

“In antebellum society, postelementary education was by modern standards extraordinarily homogeneous, guaranteeing a linguistic common ground…. Students and faculty were of the same sex, race, religion, and, for the most part, of the same social class.”  (35)

“…America’s upwardly mobile mercantile class increasingly challenged the relevance of the college as other avenues to wealth and influence opened that did not require knowledge of classical languages or skill in formal oral discourse.”  (36)
“A chorus of voices from around the nation cried out for colleges and academies to become ‘more practical,’ to give up their rigid classicism and elitism.”  (46)

“The university took on two new roles, research and service, which transformed writing instruction more thoroughly than did composition courses.” (47)

“The [Harvard] English C faculty could not teach, evaluate, or, in some cases, even understand the arguments of students from so many specialized disciplines, each with its own vocabulary, issues, and conventions, its own criteria for evaluating evidence and arguments.”  (55)

“The transformation of schooling from the old liberal curriculum to the mass-education system mirrored the vast change in American society from the old face-to-face rural and small-town culture of the nineteenth century to the print-driven urban-industrial America of the twentieth.  The education system, along with the wider society, became conscious of writing as a subject—a school subject, certainly, but also a matter of educational policy and, in the broadest sense, a subject of social concern.”  (68-69)

· Questions

1. Does the separation of composition and speech programs fragment the process of thinking critically?

2. How have we as a department responded to national calls to make our curriculum more “practical,” i.e., related to students’ abilities to make a living?

3. How have the roles in the modern research university of research and service impacted our commitment to classes like freshman composition?

4. Are there valuable methods that we can take from the old school “liberal curriculum”?  What constraints do we have today that would make this style of teaching and testing not feasible?
