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Teacher Feature
Marie Tarsifano, English

by John Shonyo

Editor’s Note: Professors may seem
remote, almost alien beings. They are
quite human and ready to help you, teach
you, even be your friend. Dr. Marie
Tarsitano well embodies the character

of MSU'’s faculty. Also, freshman English,
the only required course at the college,

is too often approached with fear, dread
or loathing. Combining Tarsitano and a
discussion about teaching, we hope you
will see that English is not just an
overdiagrammed sentence, that professors
are people.

As an undergraduate at Penn State, Marie
Tarsitano had no intention of “"getting
into this business of teaching English.”
She has been very much involved in it at
Moorhead State University for three
years. A native of Patterson, New Jersey,
Dr. Tarsitano is not only teaching
English, but also has something of a
mission in wanting to bring English
literature, especially Shakespeare, to
those in the community who would not
otherwise have the opportunity to study it.

Neither did it take her long to reach

her English career. Marie received her
Bachelor of Arts and Masters degrees at
Penn State University and her Ph.D. at
State University of New York—Binghamton,
all in English and all by the time she

was 25 years old. And at some time she
obviously changed her intentions and now
finds herself going to the classroom
“excited."”

Although preaching no teaching philosophy,
Marie knows what must be done 1o get
minds moving in her classes. The wide

belief among incoming students is that
three quarters of required freshman

English are akin to vegetables eaten

with eyes closed and nose plugged.
Dispelling this belief is, then, Marie’s

first task.

“There needs to be a willingness to
learn,’” she says.

] want to get to them before they get
the wrong idea about English. All | want
initially is for them to give me the
benefit of the doubt.”

She tells students immediately why three
quarters of English are and will be
important to them. She has a good
example. As a graduate assistant, Marie
taught evening English classes to I1BM
executives. At ages of 25 or 30 or

40, they couldn’t write a decent sentence.
They found they needed grammar skills to
write simple office memos or reports and
they ended up going back to school to
get them.” The moral, if life needs a
moral, is apparent. English grammar and
composition will be needed regardless of
a person’s vocation.,

She also points out that first
impressions are often based on how well
a person speaks and writes. In today’s
tight job market first impressions can
be the difference between getting a job
or not getting one.

With these slightly grim but all too
accurate statements presented to the
class, Marie moves into the classroom
subject. Her approach is to “'go slow,”
10 avoid “heavy’’ assignments at the
outset.

"I attempt to show the students how
much they know, not what they don’t know.
That means no grammar pre-tests and no
Samuel Johnson until the students are
psychologically prepared for such
assignments.”

Student’s introduction to the printed
word is through newspaper articles. Using
them, Marie shows the difference between
good and bad writing styles. She then has
the student rewrite the often bland,
colorless stories using descriptive
adjectives and action verbs. Students
should begin writing with the familiar,
with events or persons they know.

Freshman English teaches literature

as well as composition. Marie is not
afraid of even the most dreaded third
quarter assignment—poetry. “We start
out with short, easy pieces,”’ she explains.
"I must keep telling them not to worry,
not to look for deep, hidden meanings
because they aren’t there. They should
just try to enjoy poetry."”’

To show that poets are not hallowed beings
ensconced in marble tombs, Marie invites
local poets with published works into

her classes for reading of their works

and simultaneously revealing they are
ordinary mortals. They move from local
poets to more traditional, equally human,
poets. The goals remain the same-—to

enjoy and to understand.
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