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The Grammar of the Harlem Renaissance

When assigned to our college’s Learning Skills
Laboratory, it became my responsibility to tutor devel-
opmental writing students, explain computerized
writing programs to students unfamiliar with them,
and upgrade some developmental writing software
that had become outdated. The last concern soon began
to take more and more of my time. Much of the lab’s
mateiial was little more than an attempt to fill com-
puter screens with materials developed decades earlier
and better suited for long-forgotten workbooks than
the instruments of high technology. The software also
ignored the fact that urban classrcoms, as mirrors of an
ethnically diverse society, required materials relating
directly to African-American students, Hispanic
students, Native American students—in short, large
portions of the populations of today’s community
colleges.

Since I knew little at that time about the tools of
multimedia authoring, it took a number of months and

a great deal of silent, seemingly brooding concentration

to produce a program that I called “The Grammar of
the Harlem Renaissance.” The program, in CD ROM
format, showed learners excerpts from Nora Neale
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and varied the
onscreen texts to create grammar drills, eliciting
student interactivity while focusing on the problem of
sentence fragments. It also utilized paintings by Jacob
Lawrence and other period artists to illustrate
Hurston's prose, and it featured recordings from
Folkways Classic Jazz Anthology to accompany the
grammar drills and give instruction in the music of the
Harlem Renaissance.

Students seemed to love the program, but several
faculty members became concerned that scanning great
paintings, using Hurston’s prose as material for gram-
mar instruction, and recording Red Nichols and His
Five Red Hot Pennies, may violate fair use laws, even
though done for purely in-house instructional pur-
poses. I called the legal department at Harcourt Brace
College Publishing to identify the possible dangers of
my efforts. The more I explained the project to them,
the more interested they became. They sent a Senior
Acquisitions Editor to view the work. Her visit led to a
long-term working agreement, in which the publishing

company contracted for four modules, two dealing
with works of the Harlem Renaissance and two with
Hispanic authors. The first two of these (the Zora Neale
Hurston module described previously and a program
using Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima to teach
pronoun/ antecedent agreement) will appear in January
as a part of what Harcourt Brace intends to call The
Culture and Grammar Series.

During the testing of the software, a process carried
out on several campuses, I was occasionally questioned
about the nature of the thing we were creating. Was it
literature or was it grammar? Was it developmental
work or cultural work? I must admit that I question the
wisdom of such separations—as though Langston
Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston derived the richness
of their prose from long hours with grammatical
exercises! If our students are to learn grammar, they
must feel it in the richness of both the oral and the
written traditions that surround us. The rules govern-
ing communication are not dry bones to be examined
apart from the beauty of the communicative process
itself; art, music, drama, poetry, and storytelling are far
more effective textbooks than are the compilations of
exercise A, exercise B, etc.

We do not know what the national response to The
Culture and Grammar Series will be. We anxjously
await the results and are eager to create further mod-
ules. The grammar mistakeés made by students around
the country are only seemingly infinite, but the art-
works that can be used to remedy such problems go on
forever.

Joe Reese, Instructor, Developmental Writing
For further information, contact the author at Cedar

Valley College, 3030 North Dallas Avenue, Lancaster,
TX 75134-3799. e-mail: jxr3482@dcccd.edu
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Community Involvement
Through Composition?

Students are often so overwhelmed by their roles as
students, employees, and family members that they
often overlook their role as citizens. Participation in
community service is a means to becoming a produc-
tive citizen, so an assignment in my freshman composi-
tion classes requires research into community service.
encourage volunteer participation in an organization,
preferably in the student’s area of study, prior to
turning in the assignment.

1 invite a representative from our local volunteer
resource center to visit the class and explain the needs
in our community. With her help we compile a list of
possible options that are not only in our community
but in surrounding communities as well, and that do
not require special training—homeless shelters, homes
for the aged, nature centers, adult Jearning centers, etc.

The students select an organization that interests
them and write a documented essay about it. They are
required to gather information about its history,
purpose, successes, volunteers, and anything else that
they find of interest.

Because books have not been written about many of
the organizations, the students cannot rely on the
library for all their information. They have to incorpo-
rate other means of research, such as the Internet,
newspapers, brochures, personal interviews, personal
observations, etc.

I encourage the students (by way of exira credit) to
volunteer at least five hours to this service. I do not
require the volunteer work because many of the
students’ other roles do not leave much time for this
commitment.

Both students and local organizations have provided
positive feedback about the assignment. Some students
have continued to volunteer even after the class was
over, others have said that they see the need and want
to help when they do not have so many demands on
their time, and the organizations have said, “Send us
more!”

While the students are developing research and
composition skills, they are also learning more about
the needs of their community and proving to be
productive citizens.

Genie Greavu, Assistant Professor, English
For further information contact the author at

Gainesville College, P. O. Box 1358, Gainesville, GA
30503. e-mail: GGREAVU@Hermes.GC.Peachnet.Edu

ver wished for one conference that
offered an array of sessions on a
diversity of cutting-edge issues?

% Teaching and Learning % Leader-
ship Development ¥ Career Devel-
opment % Teamshlp Development

Well, there is...

The NISOD International Conference on
Teaching and Leadershlp Excellence

Come and join faculty and administra-
tors in Austin, Texas, May 25-28, 1997,
for the most professionally rewarding
experience of your academic year.

Thie conference offere dynamlic oppor-
tunities through more than 250 breakout
sesslons which allow for participants to
share ldeas and learn from other higher
education professionals from around the
world. This conference, designed specifi-
cally for community college teachers and
adminietrators, showcases successful
strategies and programs, and features
worldclass keynote speakers who describe
and demonstrate the best in teaching and

learning.

NISOD International Confererice on
Teaching and Leadership Excellence
May 25-28, 1997
Austin Conventlon Center
Augtin, Texas

*
Celebrating Teaching and
Leadership Excellence Worldwide

To request a detailed brochure, please call
(512) 471-7546 or
e-mall: sfielder@mall.utexas.edu
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