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Preface for Instructors

Our Times is a collection of very contemporary nonfiction and short
fiction intended for use in composition courses. This wealth of recent writing
— most of it published since 1985 and drawn from virtually every important
American periodical — provides an intriguing and distinctive view of life in
America today.

The book’s sixty-two readings are grouped into twenty-seven units that
treat many of the dominant themes, issues, and ideas of our time. These
topics appeal directly to today’s students: the difficulties of parent-teenage
conversation, the obsession with personal appearance, the frustrations of
modern romance, the supposed dangers of rock music, the consequences of
sex and drinking on campus, the fascination of television game shows, and
new modes of college cheating. Represented, too, are a variety of perspectives
on some of our country’s most compelling social and political problems —
AIDS, the homeless, teenage suicide, the drug crisis, crime, corporate ethics,
abortion, and pornography.

A word about the size of these thematic units. In contrast to most
thematically organized readers, which contain a small number of broad
categories, Our Times features a large number of tightly focused units, each
with only two or three selections that speak directly to each other. For
example, instead of one large chapter on the media or television, Our Times
has a smaller unit on situation comedies and another on game shows. The
advantages to using these smaller, bite-size units in a composition course
will be immediately apparent to experienced instructors: They permit a wider
range and variety of topics to be covered in a syllabus; they allow for better-
focused discussion and writing; and they can be adequately handled in one
or two class periods.

The organization of Our Times and its assignments conveniently con-
forms to the writing agenda of most composition programs. The units them-
selves are roughly arranged to move from topics close to students’ private
lives and personal experiences (today’s generation, manners, physical ap-
pearance) to topics dealing with more public aspects of American life (drugs,
crime, pornography). The progression of the units is reflected in changes in
the types of writing assignments. Generally, the unit assignments in the first
third of the book ask students to write personal narrative and reflective
essays; in the second third they concentrate on expository and analytical
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writing; in the final third the assignments ask for argumentative and persua-
sive papers.

With its emphasis on recent issues and ideas, Our Times invites class
discussion and debate; in fact, the book is carefully designed to facilitate
such student responses. Each unit is prefaced by a contextual note that not
only helps students find their way into the readings but points the way to
future discussion. Key biographical information about the authors is unob-
trusively included in footnotes. Each unit ends with a section called “Dis-
cussing the Unit,” which includes three sets of interlocking study questions
and tasks that help students prepare for class discussion and then incorporate
that discussion into their own writing. First, a “Suggested Topic for Discus-
sion” lets students know beforehand what main topic their class discussion
will cover. This topic gives students a common purpose in reading and helps
keep the discussion focused. Second, “Preparing for Class Discussion” gives
students questions and ideas to think about so they will come to class with
something to say about the topic. Many of these preparatory questions ask
the student to do some preliminary writing. Third, “From Discussion to
Writing” gives students a writing topic that — without being redundant —
draws on and applies the class discussion.

A basic premise of Our Times is that class discussion — often overlooked
as a pedagogical resource — can play an important role in composition by
stimulating fresh ideas and creating a social context for writing. Instructors
interested in using class discussion as a basis for writing (or in simply elicit-
ing more discussion in general) are encouraged to have their students
read “Participating in Class Discussion: A Brief Note,” which offers some
practical advice on how to prepare for and participate in class dis-
cussion.

A fuller description of the educational advantages of linking reading,
discussion, and writing, along with tips for directing class discussion, can
be found in my introduction to the instructor’s manual.

Prepared by Charles L. O’Neill of New York University, From Discus-
sion to Writing: Instructional Resources is bound into the Instructor’s
Edition of the book. It is an indispensable component of Our Times. Besides
providing a convenient, brief summary of the selections and their relation
to the topic, it offers numerous classroom activities for each unit. The
manual encourages instructors to use a variety of collaborative tasks, from
small-group writing exercises to informal panels and debates. It also con-
tains suggestions for additional reading and research as well as recommen-
dations for supplementing the readings with related and readily available
films. Perhaps the most valuable part of the manual, however, is its “Sug-
gestions for Directing Class Discussion.” Linked directly to the “Preparing
for Class Discussion” questions in the book, these suggestions offer instruc-
tors explicit ways to channel their students’ reading and preparation into
lively and productive discussion — and then into engaging compositions.
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Finally, for instructors who don’t want to use the class discussion unit,
or who don’t want to use it all the time, Our Times contains alternative
apparatus. A set of questions, “Points to Consider,” follows each selection.
These questions can be used by instructors who want to concentrate on
individual pieces. Instructors who want to give writing tasks based on
single selections alone will find in the Instructional Resources appropriate
assignments that grow directly out of “Points to Consider.” The manual
also contains a table of contents that groups individual essays into large
thematic categories for teachers who would prefer to organize all or some
of the selections in different ways.
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