Stitch 'N' Stir' Needs Teachers
Today It's Family And Consumer Science. Back Then It Was Home Economics. Whatever It's Called, There's No Question It's Booming.
June 23, 2002|By KIMBERLY W. MOY; Courant Staff Writer
In early June Diane Rigby gave a quiz at Conard High School in West Hartford on brunches and buffet settings. The next day, a quiz on contraception, followed by a second on everything you need to know to buy a car.
Rushing from classes on foods to child development to household budgeting, all part of a field once known as home economics, Rigby is among a growing number of teachers much in demand in secondary schools statewide.
FOR THE RECORD - Correction published June 25, 2002.
The state Department of Education approves alternative route to certification programs for teachers and the Department of Higher Education operates the program. A story on Page B1 Sunday did not specify that the state Department of Higher Education runs the program.
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But more than 20 years ago, when Rigby was studying to become a home economics teacher, she switched majors after learning there was a glut of qualified teachers.
Two years ago, after stints in the garment and computer industries, Rigby, a graduate of the University of Rhode Island, was back in the classroom. Even before she finished her master's level teacher training program at St. Joseph College in West Hartford, her skills -- and her willingness to teach -- made her highly attractive to recruiters.
School systems, in Connecticut and across the country, are desperate to find qualified teachers in a field refashioned over the years to not only teach basic skills such as baking and budgeting but to offer such hands-on experience as running a restaurant or nursery school.
Because of the demand, Rigby and other teachers-to-be are waiving student teaching in favor of the real thing.
``There is a major national shortage for family and consumer science'' teachers, said Charles Sala, technology/vocational director of Bridgeport public schools.
Renamed family and consumer science in the mid-1990s, the home economics curriculum was once nicknamed ``stitch and stir,'' an elective solely for female students on how to manage the home (while wood- and metal-shop classes were reserved for boys).
Now high schools offer more than a dozen courses to prepare students for a variety of careers.
Veteran home economics teachers blame mostly demographics for the teacher shortage. The teacher glut, which drove Rigby and others away, led to the shutdown of teacher training programs at a number of colleges over the last two decades.
In 1968-69, U.S. colleges and universities awarded 7,002 baccalaureate degrees in family and consumer science education. By 1990-91, only 426 degrees were awarded, a 94 percent drop. And today, the demand for teachers is estimated to be four times the supply.
New Mexico State University Professor Merrilyn Cummings planned to present this dire outlook at the American Association of Family and Consumer Sciences annual convention this weekend in Dallas with Elizabeth Odell, an education consultant with the state Department of Education.
The shortage is so severe that Sala plans to write teacher recruitment letters this summer to more than 200 colleges nationwide that offer teacher training in family and consumer sciences. He will also send staff to Dallas to recruit in addition to attending the conference.
In response to the growing demand, some universities are taking action.
Under pressure from an alumni group, the University of Connecticut is considering reviving its family and consumer science program, which it disbanded in the late 1980s. The University of Rhode Island and University of New Hampshire are also discussing revitalizing their teacher training programs.
Meanwhile, family and consumer sciences in secondary schools is going strong, emphasizing more technical skills and placing more demands on teachers than ever to teach an array of subject areas -- from culinary arts to interior decorating to human service careers.
A student taking a textile or clothing technology class now, for example, can design a pattern on a computer-aided drafting machine, feed the sketch into a computerized sewing machine, and embroider a piece of fabric.
Interior design classes are no longer just about sewing curtains or making pillows, but could be focused on ``industrial interior design'' -- learning about designing the insides of hospitals, malls, schools or government buildings, Odell, of the state Department of Education, said.
``This is actually stuff you use in your real life,'' said Alyson Depathy, a Southington High School sophomore, pausing from answering questions in a textbook that covers information as diverse as carpet fiber types, lighting schemes and the history of design from Victorian to eclectic.
To help fill the teacher shortage, the state Department of Education is turning to measures such as issuing temporary teaching licenses and starting an alternative route to certification program for family and consumer science. The program, which is scheduled to begin in the fall, will train teachers in a weekend program from October to May.
Now that word has gotten around about the demand for family and consumer science teachers, 22 students are enrolled in the St. Joseph College teacher-training program, said Jill Mack, the West Hartford college's teacher certification officer. Two licensed students graduated the program in 2000-01.
But Mack cautions that ``shortcuts'' like the alternative route to certification and the temporary licensing for students like Rigby could backfire over the long term.
More and more teachers-to-be in family and consumer sciences are bypassing student teaching in favor of actual full- or part-time jobs. But those new teachers -- despite having the background and skills to cook or design -- lack the skills to manage the classroom, potentially leading to burnout, Mack said
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