Composition Committee Meeting Minutes – 10/24/05

Present:  Maria J. Cahill, Chair, Sandra Giles, William Reynolds, Brian Ray, Wendy Harrison

Absent:  Herbert Shippey, Kay Weeks

Maria announced that this is our “November” meeting.  It has become extremely difficult to schedule meetings with the college’s move toward more late afternoon classes.  November is shaping up to be a particularly busy month for everyone in English.

WPE 

The committee wants to standardize some practices regarding English 0099 and the WPE.  Some decisions are affirmations of previous decisions.  Other decisions are minor changes or clarifications.  These go into effect January 2006. Before that time, questions and discussion will be welcomed.  Then, this information will be posted on our WPE website, which will continue to be linked to Cahill’s web page, but the information will also be included in our new online faculty notebooks.  

Three WPE questions have been brought to our attention:

1. Learning Support Grades – 

2. Extended Time for the WPE -- 

3. Spanish/English dictionary -- 

1.  Learning Support Grades --  it has come to the composition committee’s attention that there is slight variation in grading English 0099, which needs to be standardized.  Here are the two ways of thinking (in regard to assigning an IP).

a)If a student qualifies to take the WPE but does not pass the WPE or  passes the WPE but fails the COMPASS, the student receives an IP.  The student receives an F if the student does not qualify for WPE.

b) If a student participates in class, turns in work, and generally makes a solid effort, but still does not qualify for the WPE, the student receives an IP.  Only students who do not try or quit coming to class receive an F.

Committee Decision:  B -- If a student participates in class, turns in work, and generally makes a solid effort, but still does not qualify for the WPE, the student receives an IP.  Only students who do not try or quit coming to class receive an F.  (Note:  it’s possible that only students who qualify for the WPE receive an IP because an instructor may determine that other students did not exhibit a solid effort in the class.  By the same token, the majority of an instructor’s class may be perceived as making a solid effort and may receive an IP.  This determination is left with the instructor and should be explained on each instructor’s syllabus.  Also, please note that a grad of “IP” does not count as a “successful attempt” in regard to the number of attempts or financial aide, and so on.

2.  Extended Time:  As a faculty, we have generally followed the extended time rule for second language students based on the Regents' guide for the International Regents' (see ABAC International Regents’ Website which states, “Foreign nationals as well as US citizens and permanent residents can take the International Regents Essay Exam, provided they have not graduated from a US High School.”).   However, this rule is not stated in the 0099 faculty notebook - 2003, and there has been some discretion in waving the rule for individual students, as an instructor sees fit.  (In other words, some instructors have allowed second language students who have not graduated from an American high school to have extended time, and others have allowed any second language student to have extended time.)

Committee noted that those with documented disabilities and 3rd/4th timers automatically receive extended time.  

Committee Decision:  Regarding the WPE, follow the extended time requirements for the International Regents’ for second language students -- no exceptions -- in order to be fair to all students.

 3.  Spanish/English dictionary:  some students have tried to access the online Spanish/English dictionary during the WPE.  Discussion ensued about its use.  

Committee Decision:  Reminder -- students may use a hard-copy of a Spanish/English dictionary, but may not access the internet for any reason.  Students may also use other “hard-copy” materials, such as a dictionary, thesaurus, Writers’ Resource  or other classroom texts.  No loose materials or essays are allowed.

English 1102 C/D question:

Following the WPE discussion, discussion continued regarding the C/D issue, which the committee had originally decided not to pursue.  A special meeting was held in mid-October to discuss the issue.  Dr. Robinson asked the respective committee chairs for lit and comp, Erin and Maria, to speak with their committees and coordinate communication between them and the English faculty as a whole.  

Maria reported that she and Erin had met already, twice, and that Maria had met with Dr. Robinson about the issue once again.  She said that a January workshop on 1102 and the C/D issue was in the works.  Until then, the C/D issue and the structure/content of 1102 as a whole should be discussed.  

A healthy, vocal discussion ensued and the following responses regarding the C/D issue resulted:

No change in prerequisites for literature classes:

1. Not convinced that making the change would accomplish anything other than for show, which is not a sufficient reason to tinker with the curriculum.

2. Not convinced that the change wouldn’t create other problems we haven’t foreseen.  In that case, the rest of the school would ask, “Look what this has done. Why did you make that change?”  And we’d respond that we weren’t really sure, but that it looked better.

3. If the change really isn’t going to have that much effect at all, why tinker with curriculum?

4. What is so unique about the literature courses that they need a higher prerequisite than other 2000-level courses on campus.  If we want to argue that a C or higher from 1102 should be a prerequisite for all 2000-level work, then that would make more sense and be more consistent.  If we want to argue that it takes a C to exit 1102 at all, then that would make more sense and be more consistent.

5. The levels of critical thinking, etc., listed in Lit outcomes are not outcomes, not prerequisites.

6. The skills involved in composition class and lit class are not exactly the same.  Composition courses focus on writing and use reading as a metho to that end.  Lit courses focus on reading and use writing as a method to that end.  That’s not the same.

7. Students, because of their experiences in high school, tend to be more at ease with lit than with comp.  They’ve simply had more experience with it.  It is easy to see why a student could make a higher grade in lit than in comp.

8. “Once a D student, always a D student” – that’s simply not true.  There are a variety of reasons a student might have received a D in 1102.  And if we’ve defined a D as passing/exiting 1102, then it passes/exits 1102.  Again, we could argue that it shouldn’t pass/exit, but that’s not the proposal we’ve been presented with.

9. Requiring a C in 1102 for a required follow on course for degree-seeking students essentially sets up a dual standard for our Comp students; those requiring a literature class have to be more successful writers than those who don’t.  It creates a potential “classism” in the classroom between transfer students and non-transfer students.  It also renders the D grade moot.  This essentially puts the instructor in the place of deciding whether a D-level transfer student should be “failed” or passed with a C.  If the student writes at D level but the ability is masked by an inflated C, are we doing that student a favor allowing him or her to have access to a literature class with a D-level ability  and a C grade?  This also seems to put a burden on the instructor to account for student potentials rather than accomplishments.  This line of thought does not seem clear.

10. Aren’t our students to be held accountable for their own achievements?  If a student earns a D and then takes a literature class and makes a more successful grade, why is that a problem?  The two courses are measuring the student’s achievement and application of different knowledge.  The writing component of a literature class is one element of a bigger cache of skills and knowledge being learned and examined.  A student may not have particularly strong writing skills, but may be able to understand the concepts of literature and how to analyze and examine the thoughts and ideas a work of literature suggests.  With weak writing skills, communicating that understanding may be difficult for the students.  It will impact a grade in that way.  However, the purpose of a literature survey course can be satisfactorily achieved without strong writing skills.  When such a student transfers, and has to make up a D grade in Composition II at a four year school, it reflects on that student’s ability to write effectively not our ability to teach literature.

11. We often see composition and literature as a sequence where the latter builds on the skills of the former.  I’m not convinced that’s the case.  Of course, our students see them as completely disconnected and don’t see the connection between “English (which is composition) and having to write in a literature course.  This lack of connection and transfer of knowledge and skills between these courses is mirrored in many other disciplines.

12. As examples:  UGA and Southern do not require a “C” for their literature courses.  In fact, at UGA, a student can pass from 1101 into 1102 with a D.

Require a C in English 1102 as a prerequisite to literature and humanities classes:

1. Students in literature and humanities classes need to have good writing skills and knowledge of documentation since these classes cannot devote much time to such issues.

2. Admittedly, not many students who receive a “D” may take these classes, but those who do need to have the requisite skills.

3. Moreover, these “D” students, even if they do not take literature at ABAC, may eventually go to a senior college, where they may need to do much writing in literature classes and other types of classes.  True, these students may be largely Career Tech majors, but some of them may in the future decided to do junior and senior level work.

4. A D is a rather minimal qualification.  A student who receives this grade has not yet learned many writing skills that can be carried into the business world or later college work.

The committee recognized good reasons on both sides of this issue.  Members also stressed a desire that this issue not divide faculty and agreed that discussion, in general, is positive and should remain constructive.  That said, a majority of the composition committee voted not to change the current prerequisite for literature courses. 

Gratefully submitted,

Maria J. Cahill, Chair of the Composition Committee

Writing Program Director/Learning Support Coordinator

