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In this article the author reflects on her practice as a teacher and as a teacher of teachers.
Arguing from her perspective as a product of the skills-oriented approach to writing and
as a teacher of the process-oriented approach to writing, she describes the estrangement many
minority teachers feel from the progressive movement. Her conclusions advocate a fusion of
the two approaches and point to a need for writing-process movement leaders to develop a
vocabulary which will allow educators who have differing perspectives to participate in the
dialogue.

Why do the refrains of progressive educational movements seem lacking in the di-
verse harmonies, the variegated rhythms, and the shades of tone expected in a
truly heterogeneous chorus? Why do we hear so little representation from the mul-
ticultural voices which comprise the present-day American educational scene?
These questions have surfaced anew as I begin my third year of university “pro-
fessoring” after having graduated from a prestigious university known for its pro-
gressive school of education. My family back in Louisiana is very proud about all
of that, but still they find me rather tedious. They say things like, “She just got
here and she’s locked up in that room with a bunch of papers talking about she’s
gotta finish some article. I don’t know why she bothers to come home.” Or, “I
didn’t ask you about what any research said, what do you think?!”
I once shared my family’s skepticism of academia. I remember asking myself
in the first few months of my graduate school career, “Why is it these theories
- never seem to be talking about me?” But by graduation time many of my fellow
minority students and I had become well trained: we had learned alternate ways
of viewing the world, coaxed memories of life in our communities into forms
which fit into the categories created by academic researchers and theoreticians,
and internalized belief systems that often belied our own experiences.
I learned a lot in graduate school. For one thing I learned that people acquire
a new dialect most effectively through interaction with speakers of that dialect, not
through being constantly corrected. Of course, when 1 was growing up, my
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mother and my teachers in the pre-integration, poor black Catholic school that I
attended corrected every other word I uttered in their effort to coerce my Black
English into sometimes hypercorrect Standard English forms acceptable to black
nuns in Catholic schools. Yet, I learned to speak and write in Standard English.

I also learned in graduate school that people learn to write not by being taught
“skills” and grammar, but by “writing in meaningful contexts.” In elementary
school I diagrammed thousands of sentences, filled in tens of thousands of blanks,
and never wrote any text longer than two sentences until I was in the tenth grade
of high school. I have been told by my professors that I am a good writer. (One,
when told about my poor community and segregated, skill-based schooling, even
went so far as to say, “How did you ever learn how to write?”) By that time I had
begun to wonder myself. Never mind that I had learned —and learned well —
despite my professors’ scathing retroactive assessment of my early education.

But I cannot blame graduate school for all the new beliefs I learned to espouse.
I also learned a lot during my progressive undergraduate teacher training. There,
as one of the few black education students, I learned that the open classroom was
the most “humanizing” of learning environments, that children should be in con-
trol of their own learning, and that all children would read when they were ready.
Determined to use all that I had learned to benefit black children, I abandoned
the cornfields of Ohio, and relocated to an alternative inner-city school in Phila-
delphia to student-teach.

Located on the border between two communities, our “open-classroom” school
deliberately maintained a population of 60 percent poor black kids from “South
Philly,” and 40 percent well-to-do white kids from “Society Hill.” The black kids
went to school there because it was their only neighborhood school. The white kids
went to school there because their parents had learned the same kinds of things
I'had learned about education. As a matter of fact, there was a waiting list of white
children to get into the school. This was unique in Philadelphia — a predominantly
black school with a waiting list of white children. There was no such waiting list
of black children.

I apprenticed under a gifted young kindergarten teacher. She had learned the-
same things that I had learned, so our pairing was most opportune. When I fin-
ished my student teaching, the principal asked me to stay on in a full-time posi-
tion. C

The ethos of that school was fascinating. I was one of only a few black teachers,
and the other black teachers were mostly older and mostly “traditional.” They had
not learned the kinds of things I had learned, and the young white teachers some-
times expressed in subtle ways that they thought these teachers were —how to say
it—somewhat “repressive.” At the very least they were “not structuring learning
environments in ways that allowed the children’s intellect to flourish” —they fo-
cused on “skills,” they made students sit down at desks, they made students prac-
tice handwriting, they corrected oral and written grammar. The subtle, unstated
message was, “They just don’t realize how smart these kids are.”

I was an exception to the other black teachers. I socialized with the young white
teachers and planned shared classroom experiences with them. I also taught as
they did. Many people told me I was a good teacher: I had an open classroom;
I had learning stations; I had children write books and stories to share; I provided
games and used weaving to teach math and fine motor skills. I threw out all the
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desks and added carpeted open learning areas. I was doing what I had learned —
and it worked. Well, at least it worked for some of the children.

My white students zoomed ahead. They worked hard at the learning stations.
They did amazing things with books and writing. My black students played the
games; they learned how to weave; and they threw the books around the learning
stations. They practiced karate moves on the new carpets. Some of them even
learned how to read, but none of them as quickly as my white students. I was do-
ing the same thing for all my kids—what was the problem?

I taught in Philadelphia for six years Each year my teachmg became less like
my young white friends’ and more like the other black women’s who taught at the
school. My students practiced handwriting; I wrote on the board; I got some ta-
bles to replace some of the thrown-out desks. Each year my teaching moved far-
ther away from what I had learned, even though in many ways I still identified
myself as an open-classroom teacher. As my classroom became more “traditional,”
however, it seemed that my black students steadily improved in their reading and
writing. But they still lagged behind. It hurt that I was moving away from what
I had learned. It hurt even more that although my colleagues called me a good
teacher, I still felt that I had failed in the task that was most important to me —
teaching black children and teaching them well. I could not talk about my failure
then. It is difficult even now. At least I did not fall into the trap of talking about
the parents’ failures. I just did not talk about any of it.

In 1977 I left Philadelphia and managed to forget about my quandary for six-
and-a-half years — the one-and-a-half years that I spent working in an administra-
tive job in Louisiana and the five years I spent in graduate school. It was easy to
forget failure there. My professors told me that everything I had done in Philadel-
phia was right; that I was right to shun basals; that I was right to think in terms
of learner-driven and holistic education; that, indeed, I had been a success in
Philadelphia. Of course, it was easy to forget, too, because I could develop new
focal points. I could even maintain my political and moral integrity while doing
so — graduate school introduced me to all sorts of oppressed peoples who needed
assistance in the educational realm. There were bilingual speakers of any number
of languages, there were new immigrants. And if one were truly creative, there
were even whole countries in need of assistance — welcome to the Third World! I
could tackle someone else’s failures and forget my own.

In graduate school I learned about many more elements of progressive educa-
tion. It was great. I learned new “holistic” teaching techniques — integrating read-
ing and writing, focusing on meaning rather than form. One of the most popular
elements — and one, I should add, which I readily and heartily embraced —was the
writing-process approach to literacy. I spent a lot of time with writing-process peo-
ple. I learned the lingo. I focused energy on “fluency” and not on “correctness.’
I learned that a focus on “skills” would stifle my students’ writing. I learned about
“fast-writes” and “golden lines” and group process. I went out into the world as a
professor of literacy armed with the very latest, research-based and field-tested
teaching methods. '

All went well in my university literacy classes. My student teachers followed my
lead and shunned limited “traditional” methods of teaching. They, too, embraced
holistic processes and learned to approach writing with an emphasis on fluency
‘and creative expression. '
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But then I returned to Philadelphia for a conference. I looked up one of my old
friends — another black woman who was also a teacher. Cathy had been teaching
for years in an alternative high school. Most of the students in her school, and by
this time in the entire Philadelphia system, were black. Cathy and I had never
taught together but had worked together on many political committees and for
many radical causes. We shared a lot of history, and a lot of philosophies. In fact,
I thought we were probably in agreement on just about everything, especially
everything having to do with education. I was astounded to discover our differ-
ences.

Cathy invited me to dinner. I talked about my new home, about my research
in the South Pacific, and about being a university professor. She brought me up
to date on all the gossip about radicals in Philly and on the new committees work-
ing against apartheid. Eventually the conversation turned to teaching — as it often
does with teachers.

Cathy began talking about the local writing project based, like those in many
other areas, on the process approach to writing made popular by the Bay Area
Writing Project. She adamantly insisted that it was doing a monumental disser-
vice to black children. I was stunned. I started to defend the program, but then
thought better of it, and asked her why she felt so negative about what she had
seen.

She had a lot to say. She was particularly adamant about the notion that black
children had to learn to be “fluent” in writing —had to feel comfortable about put-
ting pen to paper — before they could be expected to conform to any conventional
standards. “These people keep pushing this fluency, fluency thing,” said Cathy.
“What do they think? Our children have no fluency? If they think that, they ought
to read some of the rap songs my students write all the time. They might not be
writing their school assignments but they sure are writing. Our kids are fluent.
What they need are the skills that will get them into college. I've got a kid right
now — brilliant. But he can’t get a score on the SAT that will even get him consid-
ered by any halfway decent college. He needs skills, not fluency. This is just another
one of those racist ploys to keep our kids out. White kids learn how to write a de-
cent sentence. Even if they don’t teach them in school, their parents make sure
they get what they need. But what about our kids? They don’t get it at home and
they spend all their time in school learning to be fluent. I'm sick of this liberal non-
sense.”

I returned to my temporary abode, but found that I had so much to think about
.that I could not sleep. Cathy had stirred that part of my past I had long avoided.
Could her tirade be relaied to the reasons for my feelings of past failures? Could
I have been a pawn, somehow, in some kind of perverse plot against black success?
What did those black nuns from my childhood and those black teachers from the
school in which I taught understand that my “education” had hidden from me?
Had I abrogated my responsibility to teach all of the “skills” my black students
were unlikely to get at home or in a more “unstructured” environment? Painful
thoughts.

The next day at the conference I made it my business to talk to some of the peo-
ple from around the country who were involved in writing-process projects. I
asked the awkward question about the extent of minority teacher involvement in
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these endeavors. The most positive answer I received was that writing-process
projects initially attracted a few black or minority teachers, but they soon dropped
out of the program. None came back a second year. One thoughtful woman told
me she had talked to some of the black teachers about their noninvolvement. She
was pained about their response and still could not understand it. They said the
whole thing was racist, that the meetings were racist, and that the method itself
was racist. They were not able to be specific, she added, but just felt they —and
their ideas — were excluded.

I have spent the last few months trying to understand all that I learned in Phila-
delphia. How could people I so deeply respect hold such completely different
views? I could not believe that all the people from whom I had learned could possi-
bly have sinister intentions towards black children. On the other hand, all of those
black teachers could not be completely wrong. What was going on? '

When 1 asked another black teacher in another city what she thought of her
state’s writing project, she replied in a huff, “Oh, you mean the white folks’ proj-
ect.” She went on to tell me a tale I have now heard so many times: she went to
a meeting to learn about a “new” approach to literacy. The group leaders began
talking about the need for developing fluency, for first getting anything down on
paper, but as soon as this teacher asked when children were to be taught the tech-
nical skills of writing standard prose, leaders of the group began to lecture her on
the danger of a skills orientation in teaching literacy. She never went back.

In puzzling over these issues, it has begun to dawn on me that many of the
teachers of black children have roots in other communities and do not often have
the opportunity to hear the full range of their students’ voices. I wonder how many
of Philadelphia’s teachers know that their black students are prolific and “fluent”
writers of rap songs. I wonder how many teachers realize the verbal creativity and
fluency black kids express every day on the playgrounds of America as they devise
new insults, new rope-jumping chants and new cheers. Even if they did hear them,
would they relate them to language fluency?

Maybe, just maybe, these writing-process teachers are so adamant about devel-
oping fluency because they have not really had the opportunity to realize the flu-
ency the kids already possess. They hear only silence, they see only immobile pen-
cils. And maybe the black teachers are so adamant against what they understand
to be the writing-process approach because they hear their students’ voices and see
their fluency clearly. They are anxious to move to the next step, the step vital to
success in America— the appropriation of the oral and written forms demanded
by the mainstream. And they want it to happen quickly. They see no time to waste
developing the “fluency” they believe their children already possess. Yes, they are
eager to teach “skills.”

Of course, there is nothing inherent in the writing-process approach itself which
mitigates against students’ acquiring standard literacy skills; many supporters of
the approach do indeed concern themselves with the technicalities of writing in
their own classrooms. However, writing-process advocates often give the impres-
sion that they view the direct teaching of skills to be restrictive to the writing pro-
cess at best, and at worst, politically repressive to students already oppressed by
a racist educational system. Black teachers, on the other hand, see the teaching
of skills to be essential to their students’ survival. It seems as if leaders of the
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writing-process movement find it difficult to develop the vocabulary to discuss the
issues in ways in which teachers with differing perspectives can hear them and
participate in the dialogue. Progressive white teachers seem to say to their black
students, “Let me help you find your voice. I promise not to criticize one note as
you search for your own song.” But the black teachers say, “I’ve heard your song
loud and clear. Now, I want to teach you to harmonize with the rest of the world.”
Their insistence on skills is not a negation of their students’ intellect, as is often
suggested by progressive forces, but an acknowledgment of it: “You know a lot;
you can learn more. Do It Now!”

I run a great risk in writing this —the risk that my purpose will be misunder-
stood, the risk that those who subject black and other minority children to day af-
ter day of isolated, meaningless, drilled “subskills” will think themselves vindi-
cated. That is not the point. Were this another paper I would explain what I mean
by “skills” —useful and usable knowledge which contributes to a student’s ability
to communicate effectively in standard, generally acceptable literary forms. And
I would explain that I believe that skills are best taught through meaningful com-
munication, best learned in meaningful contexts. I would further explain that
skills are a necessary, but insufficient aspect of black and minority students’ educa-
tion. Students need technical skills to open doors, but they need to be able to think
critically and creatively to participate in meaningful and potentially liberating
work inside those doors. Let there be no doubt: a “skilled” minority person who
is not also capable of critical analysis becomes the trainable, low-level functionary
of dominant society, simply the grease that keeps the institutions which orches-
trate his or her oppression running smoothly. On the other hand, a critical thinker
who lacks the “skills” demanded by employers and institutions of higher learning
can aspire to financial and social status only within the disenfranchised under-
world. Yes, if minority people are to effect the change which will allow them to
truly progress we must insist on “skills” within the context of critical and creative
thinking.

But that is for another paper. The purpose of this one is to defend my fellow
minority educators at the same time I seek to reestablish my own place in the pro-
gressive educational arena. Too often minority teachers’ voices have been hushed:
a certain paternalism creeps into the speech of some of our liberal colleagues as
they explain that our children must be “given voice.” As difficult as it is.for our
colleagues to hear our children’s existing voices, it is often equally difficult for
them to hear our own. The consequence is that all too often minority teachers re-
- treat from these “progressive” settings grumbling among themselves, “There they
go again.” It is vitally important that non-minority educators realize that there is
another voice, another reality; that many of the teachers whom they seek to reach
have been able to conquer the educational system because they received the kind
of instruction that their white progressive colleagues are denouncing.

What am I suggesting here? I certainly do not suggest that the writing-process
approach to literacy development is wrong or that a completely skills-oriented pro-
gram is right. I suggest, instead, that there is much to be gained from the interac-
tion of the two orientations and that advocates of both approaches have something
to say to each other. I further suggest that it is the responsibility of the dominant
group members to attempt to hear the other side of the issue; and after hearing,
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to speak in a modified voice that does not exclude the concerns of their minority
colleagues.

It is time to look closely at elements of our educational system, particularly those
elements we consider progressive; time to see whether there is minority involve-
ment and support, and if not, to ask why; time to reassess what we are doing in
public schools and universities to include other voices, other experiences; time to
seek the diversity in our educational movements that we talk about seeking in our
classrooms. I would advocate that university researchers, school districts, and
teachers try to understand the views of their minority colleagues and constituents,
and that programs, including the country’s many writing projects, target them-
selves for study. Perhaps ethnographies of various writing projects, with particular
attention given to minority participation and nonparticipation would prove valu-
able. The key is to understand the variety of meanings available for any human
interaction, and not to assume that the voices of the majority speak for all.

I have come to believe that the “open-classroom movement,” despite its progres-
sive intentions, faded in large part because it was not able to come to terms with
the concerns of poor and minority communities. I truly hope that those who advo-
cate other potentially important programs will do a better job.
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