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Analyzing and Improving English Curriculum at Allied National High School


As public high schools become increasingly crowded and their quality of education declines, many parents are looking for educational alternatives.  Online high schools provide one such alternative.  One major advantage that an online high school has over a traditional high school is that its students can receive personal attention from instructors through e-mail, discussion boards, and chat rooms.  Take Allied National High School (ANHS), for example.  ANHS is a nationally accredited, private, for-profit, online high school located in Laguna Hills, California.  ANHS offers its students an affordable, convenient education that is pursued at their own pace.  While ANHS is one new alternative for an online education, its English curriculum is still in need of specific modifications to improve students’ learning and understanding of the national and state standards-aligned reading, writing, and listening/peaking exercises featured in its current curriculum for grades nine through twelve.  ANHS’s decision to initiate the development of a second version of the existing English course curriculum is a result of its need for proprietary material to replace its current textbook-based material, in addition to improving the quality of work currently submitted by English students.


I am presently employed as ANHS’s Lead English Curriculum Developer.  My job responsibilities have inspired me to base my project on the curriculum I intend to analyze, improve, and develop for this online high school.  The purpose of my project is to contribute new knowledge, new insight, and a new understanding about English curriculum in distance education, specifically within the online high school environment, in hopes that my contributions will benefit all those involved in distance learning and online high schools, including accreditation agencies, curriculum developers, parents, students, and faculty.  I also hope to emphasize the significance and effectiveness of English curriculum in online schooling and distance education.  I plan to explore these subject areas by examining how the four theories of education (progressivism, perennialism, essentialism, and reconstructionism) apply to online education.  Included in my discussion of educational theory are John Dewey, William H. Kilpatrick, John Childs, William Bagley, Herman Horne, George Counts, and Theodore Brameld.  Although their theories have served as the underpinning principles for the traditional high school, I strongly believe that this framework is a stepping stone for creating an academically challenging environment for ANHS’s English students as well.  Currently, my working bibliography consists of various scholarly works that analyze English curriculum, curriculum development, online education, distance education, and the four theories of education, yet there lacks any scholarly source that deals specifically with developing English curriculum for online high schools.  This project grants me the opportunity to combine information from the more dated sources with newer knowledge in regards to today’s online schooling, allowing me to produce a scholarly work of my own that is informative, innovative, and insightful.


The thesis I propose to present consists of five chapters.  In the first chapter, I will provide a detailed background as to how, when, and why ANHS was established, followed by a description of my job duties as Lead English Curriculum Developer.  I also plan to emphasize the importance of the distance education accreditation process, explaining both the review and approval of ANHS’s English courses by the Distance Education and Training Council (DETC).  I will also summarize the reviews that Version I received, both negative and positive, from DETC.  I plan to conclude this chapter with a synopsis of the onsite visit ANHS will receive from DETC, the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC), and the Bureau for Private Postsecondary and Vocational Education (BPPVE) from October 2, 2006 through October 6, 2006, emphasizing the significance of my role throughout this intensive visitation period.  Providing this information will allow me to both establish a foundation for this project and to affirm the legitimacy of distance education, online schooling, and ANHS.


In the second chapter, I plan to introduce and to discuss the four theories of education and to explain how each is applicable to online schooling at ANHS and to the development of Version II.  I am especially enthusiastic about discussing aspects of progressive education and how I can use this theory to create and improve student interaction through the uses of discussion boards and chat rooms.  I will also use this chapter to present my survey of scholarship, explaining why and how currently available scholarship will guide my revision process, but will also identify the lack of scholarly research that specifically discuss English curriculum development for online high schools, thereby arguing that my work will be among the first to address this topic both in theory and in practice.  I plan to conclude this chapter with a discussion of the California and national standards and how they are aligned to ANHS English curriculum, as well as with a breakdown of the course structure for Version I English courses for grades nine through twelve, describing the general structure of each course including course, unit, and lesson components, arguing that improvement is needed in each reading, writing, and listening/speaking exercise featured in Version I.


Reading and writing exercises currently featured in Version I will be introduced in the third chapter.  Here, I will indicate specific texts and reading exercises that have proved to be neither interesting nor beneficial to students enrolled in various levels of high school English.  I plan to include computer screenshots of actual lessons, student homework assignments, and student commentary in response to the material.  Then, I will propose my solutions to resolve these issues.  One major issue I plan to discuss is the restrictions involved with designing curriculum around an existing textbook, which is what I was forced to do for Version I due to time constraints and the difficulty and cost of gaining individual permissions from multiple publishers to refer students to specific texts not falling within public domain.  I will emphasize how proprietary development and replacing the textbook with a paperback anthology will significantly improve the quality of the curriculum and lower the cost of production and enrollment fees for Version II.  

This chapter will also present the problems I have found in the various types of writing exercises featured in Version I, including assignments that require students in all grade levels to write autobiographical narratives, short stories, literary analyses, comparison-contrast essays, persuasive essays, descriptive essays, and research papers.  Here, I will also provide computer screenshots of actual lessons, student writing assignments, student evaluations, and student commentary in response to the writing lessons featured in Version I.  I will then propose my solutions to resolve these issues, emphasizing the importance of prewriting, writing, and writing evaluation processes, which have proved to be difficult to master through distance education.  My suggestions for Version II revolve around requiring students to submit rough drafts of each writing assignment to English instructors prior to publishing them on the discussion boards, as well as including informational webcasts (audio/video files accessible within the lesson that are created by developers and/or instructors) that emphasize the importance of the prewriting, writing, and evaluation processes for each type of writing assignment.  I will also discuss the importance of the addition of entire grammar and vocabulary lessons within Version II, emphasizing how the presentation of a substantial grammar and vocabulary lesson prior to actual writing lessons will influence students to submit better quality writing exercises.


The fourth chapter will introduce issues with Version I listening/speaking exercises, including assignments requiring students in all grade levels to record, post, and evaluate oral adaptations of a large majority of the writing exercises featured in each English course.  Again, I will provide actual examples and commentary in response to listening and speaking assignments currently featured in Version I.  I will then propose my resolution, discussing the possibility of requiring students to submit both audio and video, rather than just audio, in order to maintain student interest and to create and emphasize a sense of community.  I believe that doing this will promote student interest and participation in the listening and evaluation processes, as students currently cannot demonstrate nonverbal techniques in a presentation that features only voice.


Finally, in the fifth chapter, I will present a critique of the current features of the Blackboard Academic Suite used for Version I and will indicate which of the basic components and building blocks should be added or removed before the launch of Version II.  I will also discuss the possibility of eliminating ANHS’s use of Blackboard and replacing it with a proprietary program developed by ANHS’s computer programmers.  I will conclude this chapter by indicating what I hope this project will contribute to ANHS as well as what I hope it will contribute to those interested in the development of English curriculum for online high schools.


This project is important to me because it will allow me to make a significant scholarly contribution to those interested in and involved with English curriculum development in the online environment.  I have asked Dr. Heping Zhao to act as my project Director, as he has expressed an interest in English curriculum in distance education and is familiar with my work at ANHS from my participation in his Composition and Language seminar last semester.
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