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Elective Courses: 

Gaining State Approval

WHAT are procedures and 
practices among the states in approving 
new elective courses? Some answers to 
this question are provided in the report 
which follows. A study was conducted, 
requesting responses from 50 chief state 
education officers or those appointed to 
speak for them. Procedures were less 
formal and requirements were less exact 
ing than those used in gaining approval 
for new required courses. 1

As was true in 1959-60, 2 the basic pro 
cedures used in gaining approval for new 
elective and new required courses were 
similar in a number of states. However, 
it was clear that even in these states 
fewer problems would be encountered in 
seeking approval for new elective than 
for new required courses.

Responsible Agencies

Thirty-four of the fifty states partici 
pating in the study identified some state- 
level authority or authorities responsible 
for the approval of new non-required
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2 Roy L. Cox and Earl M. Ramer. "How 
Approval for Elective Courses Is Gained in the 
States." Educational Leadership 20: 192-94; 
December 1962.

courses. It should be noted that 43 states 
identified some state-level authority re 
sponsible for the approval of required 
courses. 3 State boards of education were 
cited most frequently. Twenty-one of the 
thirty-four states identifying state-level 
authority named state boards as having 
final responsibility for the approval of 
new elective courses. State departments 
were singled out by four states, accred 
iting groups by four states, and miscel 
laneous authority, which included seven 
different agencies, was reported by seven 
states. Fourteen states, or two more than 
in 1959-60, indicated no state-level 
agency or agencies responsible for the 
approval of new elective courses.

While it was difficult in a number of 
cases to identify responsible agencies 
due to several rather vague responses to 
this item, the following provides some 
indication of change in state-level author 
ity for adoption of elective courses be 
tween 1959-60 and 1962-63.

Authority 1962-63 1959-60
State Board 21 19
State Department 4 4
Accrediting Groups 4 1
Miscellaneous Authority 7 11
No State-Level Authority 14 12
No Response 0 3

  Cox, op. cit., p . 171.
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Approval Procedures

While details varied, some procedures 
and practices were common to several 
groups of states. For convenience in re 
porting, these procedures and practices 
have been grouped under the major 
authority responsible for final approval 
of new courses. As was true in 1959-60, 
lines dividing these procedures were 
sometimes thinly drawn.

State Boards of Education. State super 
intendents were identified as responsible 
for recommending the adoption of new 
courses in four of the 21 states recogniz 
ing state boards as authorities. In one of 
these states the State Department staff, 
together with individuals in the field, 
served as advisors to the State Superin 
tendent. Two states identified no individ 
uals or groups other than superintendents 
as involved in procedures leading to the 
approval of new elective courses. The 
fourth state in this group assigned the 
task of investigating needs for new 
course offerings to the Assistant State 
Superintendent. Based upon this infor 
mation the State Superintendent made 
his recommendations to the State Board 
of Education.

State departments of education were 
charged with the task of recommending 
additions to the curricula of four states. 
Plans for new courses could originate at 
any level in these states. In two of the 
four states, proposals were submitted to 
the state departments for screening and 
possible recommendation to the state 
boards. Local consultants in one state 
submitted plans for new courses to an 
advisory committee. This committee for 
warded the proposals to the State De 

partment for possible recommendation to 
the State Board. The remaining state in 
this group made course approval forms 
available to local districts through the 
Division of Curriculum and Instruction. 
These applications for permission to add 
new courses were submitted to the State 
Department of Education for review and 
recommendation to the State Board.

Local initiative appeared to be a major 
force in gaining acceptance for new elec 
tive courses in four states. The action of 
the boards in two of these states ap 
peared to be little more than a formality, 
while the remaining two states required 
that a more formal request be submitted 
to the state boards.

Miscellaneous groups in six states were 
involved in the recommendation of new 
courses. The Department of Public In 
struction in one state submitted plans 
for new courses to the State Board. The 
need for the course, as expressed by cur 
riculum committees, administrators, su 
pervisors and teachers, was considered 
by the Curriculum Division of one state 
before this group submitted recommen 
dations to the State Board. Local schools 
in one state developed plans for new 
elective courses which the Approved 
Standards Committee then submitted to 
the State Board for consideration.

In another state, courses were first ap 
proved under provisions regulating ex 
perimentation and then submitted to the 
State Board by the State High School 
Supervisor who also served as chairman 
of the Standards Committee. The fifth 
state in the group employed a Director 
of Secondary and Elementary Education. 
Proposals concerning new courses were 
submitted to this office from all levels; 
here they were reviewed for possible 
recommendation to the State Board of 
Education. Initiation of the process lead 
ing to the approval of new elective
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courses could originate with any inter 
ested group, lay or professional, in the 
last state in this group. An advisory com 
mittee made up of lay and professional 
people was appointed. Hearings were 
held by the State Board before final con 
sideration of any proposed change.

No recognized procedure for submit 
ting new courses to the state boards was 
reported by three states. In two of these 
states, plans for new courses could pro 
ceed from any level. The procedure in 
the third state was less clear. This state 
mentioned the pressure of special in 
terest groups which sometimes attempted 
to influence the State Legislature as well 
as the State Board in an effort to gain 
approval for certain courses.

State Departments of Education. A 
number of different groups were influen 
tial in gaining approval for new courses 
in the four states recognizing state de 
partments as responsible agencies. One 
state stressed the use of pilot studies, 
conferences, and the preparation of state 
guides before proposals were developed. 
Another state made similar use of advice 
from successful teachers and college 
specialists. One state required the local 
school system to show a need for the 
course. In addition, evidence had to be 
supplied that qualified teachers, proper 
facilities and sufficient equipment were 
available. The last state in this group 
identified no procedures used in gaining 
approval for new courses.

Accrediting Agencies. Four states re 
ported that they looked to accrediting 
groups for the decision concerning new 
elective courses. Two of these states re 
ported no recognized procedures for 
submitting proposals to state or regional 
accrediting groups. One state required 
the State Department to submit a formal 
proposal, while the fourth state allowed

the admission of any course which could 
meet the established regional accredit 
ing requirements.

Miscellaneous Groups. Seven states re 
ported a variety of agencies responsible 
for the approval of new elective courses. 
One of these states required outlines of 
proposed courses to be submitted to the 
Director of Curriculum for approval. 
The Assistant State Superintendent of 
one state was responsible for secondary 
education. This office was charged with 
the task of screening new course pro 
posals. Before approval could be granted, 
proposed tests and statements of teacher 
certification had to be submitted along 
with course descriptions.

The State Supervisor of one state was 
responsible for the approval of new 
courses. In another state the State Course 
of Study Committee was charged with 
the responsibility for reviewing plans 
for new courses. These plans were sub 
mitted to the committee by state depart 
ment consultants, county staff, teaching 
groups and individuals. The District Su 
perintendent of one state approved new 
elective courses after consulting with 
program specialists and the state direc 
tors of secondary education.

Recommendations to the Superintend 
ent of Public Instruction came from the 
division superintendents of one state. If 
the course was not generally offered, one 
or more staff members reviewed the re 
quest and their findings were submitted 
to the State Board by way of the Text 
book and Curriculum Committee. The 
State Commissioner of Education in the 
remaining state in this group was respon 
sible for the approval of new elective 
courses. Recommendations came from 
local school committees through the 
State Department of Education.

(Continued on page 195)
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Second: "I have tremendous faith that 
individual schools will make adequate 
and dependable decisions on what they 
want to do and that each school will be 
come its own broken front."

Third: "I believe that an environment 
that is dedicated to growth and to devel 
opment of people, in which everyone is 
free to move, finds less resistance. When 
people suddenly discover they are free, 
they do not have to fight against things 
but can put their energy to the things 
they want to do."

I must warn you that if, after thinking 
these suggestions through, you should 
decide to try them, you are going to come 
up against new pressures. There are 
those who will want you to issue direc 
tives—they will want to know when you 
are going to make the district adoption, 
which means "When will we fixate at a 
certain point so we do not grow?" They 
\vill want you to emphasize homework 
and A B C's and phonics. Hemingway 
had a definition of "courage" which was: 
" 'Courage' is grace under pressure." I 
have a definition which says, " 'Courage' 
is poise under pressure." You are going 
to need a lot of poise under pressure 
when you begin to invest in human be 
ings in an interesting, creative, consulta 
tive way.

From Center—Hillman

(Continued from page 157) 
and improve on what he sees and hears. 
This freedom leads the teacher to do 
his own questioning. He has time to 
ask himself, "Where am I going? How 
do I intend to get there? Who and what 
do I need to help me?" This kind of 
thinking is the basis for strong curric 
ulum planning. By not being hampered 
by over-direction, those of us who might 
be mediocre in another setting, are pulled 
up and made strong and independent.

With this feeling of strength comes a will 
ingness to experiment, change, question 
and move without limits.

Is it easy to teach in this type of cli 
mate? No! Just as a man in business for 
himself works harder than an employee, 
a teacher in this setting strives contin 
uously for self-improvement. Where the 
focus is constantly on the classroom, 
where the question from all sides is, 
"How can we help you?", the only road 
open is an exhilarating uphill climb. To 
expand and improve on your own is 
never easy. However, when a teacher 
has no need to fight elements of hier 
archy, where he is a confident mem 
ber of a team and valued as a person 
and as a teacher, he has a bank account 
with unlimited funds. Once addicted to 
this type of affluency, where he is free 
to draw interest in any amount, a teacher 
would find it difficult to tolerate a dis 
trict that offered less.

Elective Courses—Cox

(Continued from page 179) 
No State-Level Authority. Local option 

was reported by 14 states. In many of 
these states only the approval of local 
boards of education, local high school 
boards or curriculum committees was 
necessary for individual schools to estab 
lish new courses. Although state-level ap 
proval was not required, two states re 
ported strong leadership at the state level 
when studies indicated the need for new 
course offerings.

Two other states published or other 
wise made recommendations concerning 
the need for new courses. However, all 
such efforts were clearly of an advisory 
nature. While approval of a new course 
was not required, one state requested 
that a formal report of the addition of 
new courses be made to the Department 
of Education.
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