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Questioning Critical Thinking:

Funny Faces in a Familiar Mirror

Any new idea, Mahound, is asked two questions. The first is
asked when it's weak: WHAT KIND OF AN IDEA ARE YOU? Are
you the kind that compromises, does deals, accommodates itself to
society, aims to find a niche, to survive; or are you the cusssed,
bloody-minded, ramrod-backed type of damnfool notion that would
rather break than sway with the breeze? -- The kind that will almost
certainly, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, be smashed to bits; but,
the hundredth time, will change the world.

“What’s the second question?” Gibreel asked aloud.

Answer the first one first. (Rushdie 335)

W. Allen Ashby
Union County College
Dr. Ted Rabb

History 520

Princeton University

1 June 1996




Faces in the Classroom Mirror:

It is Wednesday evening, and I am 45 minutes into my 75 minute World Literature class. |
am lecturing on Salman Rushaie’s The Satanic Verses, and 1 am trying to explore his Doppelgdnger
pairings of names and events, a haunted house world where it is difficult to tell what’s real and what’s
the reflection in the mirror. I have a list of over 30 of these destabilizing dupiicates, beginning with
the two major characters, Gibreel Farishta (the archangel) and Saladin Chamcha (the devilish Muslim
Knight of Faith). They are falling to earth together. Page one. Seed pods. Sperm. The plane has
exploded in mid-air. They are flapping their arms, and singing, locked in a literal transforming
embrace. My list also includes such pairs as Gibreel's dream sequences of Mahound, the European
devil name for the mirrored historical Prophet Muhammad: in history he has his twelve wives, in
Gibreel’s dream: they are prostitutes in a brothel. It’s like this. A mirror irsage of a mirror. 1am
talking from my notes, explaining that the fear and attraction that some of the characters have to the

foot devil (Chamcha) that is stalking their dreams in London is an instinctual fear, when Jami raises
her hand:

“Yes?””

“Dr. Ashby, I was just wondering. I mean you just said ‘instinct,” but humans don’t
have any instincts, do they?”

“They don’t have instincts?” And I can feel the credulity filling my face.

“No, 1 don’t think so. I mean my psychology teacher told me last week that humans
don’t have instincts.”

“That’s right,” Fred chips in. “That’s what I read in my psychology book too.”

I’m obviously baffled but before 1 can pick up the pieces, Ardelia is talking:

“You know I think he deserved it.”

“Excuse me?” I say. “Who? Deserved what?”

“Rushdie,” she says, “the fatwa.”




“He deserves to be killed?”
. “Yes. He slandered Allah.”

“Oh, that’s ridiculous” Tyrone says. “Anybody should be able to say anything they
want. You can’t kili somebody for words.”

“Then why did you slap me in the car last Sunday when I told you I went out with
Ranbir” Tyrone’s girlfriend Celia asks, pivoting around from the seat in front of him so that
she can face him? “You didn’t respect my words, did you? You were just conducting your
own personal fatwa.”

{And in my inner ear I’m hearing Mahound’s scribe, Salman (another double) who
has altered Mahound’s divine dictation, answering Baal’s question: “Why are you sure he
[Mahound] will kill you?” by saying because “It’s his Word against mine” (368).} But before
Tyrone can answer, Karen has stepped in. “No,” she interrupts, “you can’t just say what you
want. I mean you can’t teach sex to young kids in school. As a parent you have to control
what they hear and see on television and on computers. For example, if you teach evolution

in school, then you have to teach creationism because evolution is just a theory.”

And I tum to look at the clock. There are 29 minutes left and I know now I am not going to
escape unscathed, not even if I could get back to my lecture notes. I too am falling to earth. The
plane has exploded. It’s a game of Hide and Seek, and I'm it.

* * % *
The End of the Beginning of Questioning:

Thisis a simple paper really, with a simple beginning and a simple end and so let me get to

the punch line early and then if you don’t have time to finish it (and to see what happened o my class)

you can just relax and feel comfortable knowing that even if you missed the middle at least you got

the ¢nd: to wit:

Thinking is questioning, Only, what is a question? And if thinking is questioning,

Then what are declarative sentences for?

So, I listen to Jami and Fred and their twin authorities on instincts: a colleague (?) and a text
book, and what I really want to say to them is: “How do you know they are telling you the truth?”
And I want to turn to Ardelia and ask her: “Would you kill him it you had the chance, or how about

if they asked you to just stone him to death?” And I want to turn to Tyrone and Celia and ask them:
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“When you offer someone an opinion, how are they supposed to know if it is valid for them?” And
1 want to turn to Karen and say: “What? What? What? Can you just please connect the dots?”

But, of course, 1 don’t say any of that. For a moment I just stare. And the class like a mirror
stares back.

Mission Impossible:

But let me start at the rea! beginning, before the semester has even opened, before 1 have even
written up my syllabus, before I even started teaching at the college 26 years ago. Let me sta:t with
our Catalog and our Mission Statement since, as much as anything else, ideally that should determine
what it is that I am attempting to accomplish in my ciass. So, here is a piece of it, and though the
numbering and spacing is mine, this is real enough (though what is unreal?):

The College (1) strives to promote in students
(1a) a sense of responsibility for their own development and
(1b) an understanding of their obligations as members of a democratic society.
The College (2) fosters in students
(2a) the desire to learn,
(2b) the ability to think clearly and
(2¢) express themselves effectively,
the (3) habit of '
(3a) analytical and
(3b) reflective thought, and
(4) an awareness of
(4a) themselves,
(4b) their heritage,
(4¢) other cultures, and
(4d) their environment.

Now 1’m the first to admit that it’s no fun to poke a dead elephant, not even to see if it’s dead
and so | won’t ask the obvious question in this paper on “Teaching For Critical Thinking”, namely:
Does anyone really think we are doing this? Students, parents, faculty, staff, members of the Board,
local politicians, visitors from Vanuatu? Or let’s say they do. Then how would 1 know if what 1 was
doing is furthering this mission? And don’t get me wrong. The goals are fine, even if I’'m not quite
sure of the difference between developing “a sense of responsibility” and developing responsibility,
or even if 1 don’t know how one “fosters . . . [a] desire,” or even if I'm not quite sure wnat a “habit”
of analytical and reflective thought is (it sounds iike an wstinct to me). No, for me, the problem is
that no one, to my knowledge, is thinking about what these words mean. No one is helping me or

the institution understand how 1 would know if 1 was {or was not} “promoting™ and “fostering” these

8




Ashby 5

laudable goals [tﬁough is that what thinking is: creating ways of measuring success and failure?]. And
so consequently at this moment this Mission Statement seems to me to be an oxymoron and about
as valid as Tyrone’s “anyone shouid be able to say anything they want,” which 1 guess they have.

Still, evidently one of my appointed Missions (2b and 3a & 3b) is to “foster in students . .
the ability to think clearly. . . .analytical[ly] and reflective[ly].” And so maybe I need to understand
what thinking is and is not, and whether or not Jami and Fred, Ardelia, Tyrone and Celia, and Karen
are on the edge of it or not, and if they are, what migat push them over. They hide; I seek
Nietzsche Grins:

[Rule 1: When you don’t know what you are doing, back up as far as you can.]

Heidegger writes that “Western man (sic) from early on had to ask the question, 7i estin
epistémé? ‘What is that--knowledge?”” (22) And he answers his own question by saying that
traditionally “In Western history, knowledge is taken to be that behavior and that attitude of
representing by which what-is true is grasped and preserved as a possession” (23-24), “that truth is
correctness” (34), a correspondence to a previously existing reality. Whereas for Nietzsche,
Heidegger writes, “truth itself is an ‘illusion,” a mirage™ (25); it is only a perspective, and not true in
itself. “As opposed to ‘Being,”” he continues, “Nietzsche posits Becoming as a higher value” (65),
and therefore “There is no ‘true world’ in tiic sense of something remaining the same in itself and
eternally valid” (128). Truth, like knowledge, is an evaluation, a “will to power”. For Nietzsche all
facts are interpretations, bound to a particular perspective. The world is a mirror; it does not carry
what we see, and therefore finally “We can comprehend only a world that we ourselves have made”
(Nietzsche 272). Seeing is creating. Or as Rushdie says: “Language is courage: the ability to
conceive a thought, to speak it, and by doing so to make .t true” (281). It is my Word against yours.
Endlessly.

Grin and bear it: But, how do I know if Nietzsche is telling the truth? Or Muhammad? Or
Mahound? Or Rushdie? Or Celia? Or to bring this closer to home: in my own classroom do 1
believe that { am teaching the truth? Do I want all my students to get the same answers on the tests
I create? Because if I accept Nietzsche’s understanding of truth, that it is something we create and
not something that is already there before we enter the class, then this should change how I act in the

class. But before 1 try to toss a bone to this dog, let me take a detour in order to set up this paper’s

central paradigm.

| J
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The Faces of The Fifth Grade Children:

The article was like a revelation to me, though as Rushdie says “To be born again, first you
have to die” (403). So I guess the mirrored question is: What died?

Jean Anyon teaches in the Education Department at Rutgers, Newark. Somewhere in the late
1570s she visited some fifth grade classes in four different New Jersey school systems and reported
her findings in a book entitled Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work. In her analysis (is
this what thinking is?) she classified the schools by the median income of the families and by their
jobs, and then she categorized the schools as “working class,” “middle class,” “affluent professional,”
and “executive elite”. Then as she turned her attention to what exactly went on in the classroom she
looked at four areas: |

(1) the fundamental philosophical aim of the class;

(2) the role of the teacher’s questions;

(3) what is most important; and

(4) the degree of control the students have in the classroom.

N
Sketched below is my interpretation of her interpretation. (Is such a summary of an article an
indication of thinking?):

1. Working class:

Work: assembly-line, gas stations, waitress, sales clerks.

Income: near poverty level ($7M) to $12M = 40% of the people in the US.

In school:
The work is to follow steps, to follow rules, obey, copy, and follow rote
behavior.
The teachers ask no questions (uniess to ask: did you understand? did you
copy this down?). Rather they give orders.

Atmosphere seems capricious, things belong to the teacher; no materials for
the kids;
Teachers often shout.

2. Middle class:

Work: police, construction, middle management, Burger King bosses.

Income: $13-25M = 40% of the people in the US.

In school:
The work is to get the right answers. Students figure out the directions
themselves, and try to find the right answer which results in a good grade.
The teacher’s questions are designed to test that you’ve read the material.
Neatness is important.
Boredom for all present.

PN
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3. Affluent Professional:

Work: cardiologist, lawyers, ad executives.
Income: $40-80M = 7% of the people in the US.
In school:
The work is creative activity carried out independently.
The teacher’s questions ask students to expand, to give more details, to be
more specific; emphasis is on student choice and decision mal-ing.
What'’s important is individual thought and personal expressiveness.
The children have some say in what will happen in class.

4, Executive Elite:
Work: CEOs, Presidents and Vice Presidents, Wall Street executives.
Income: $100M up = <1% of the people in the US.
In school:

The work is developing one’s analytical intellectual powers.

The teacher’s questions are to help reason through a problem. Rather than
right and wrong answers, what’s important is whether you agree or not.
Fcrmal elements more emphasized than expressive: e.g. structure of plot
rather than personal creativity.

Students are encouraged to take charge, teach classes, check each other.

For Anyon the bottom line is that economic class has predetermined a hidden structure of
these fifth grade classrooms, and that “the ‘hidden curriculum’ of schoolwork is tacit preparation for
relating to the process of production in a particular way” (59). In shiort, there are four kinds of
thinking: for the “working class” there are rules and role behavior; for the “middle class” the aim is
to find the right answers; for the “affluent class” the aim is personal expressiveness, to be able to
justify your opinions by citing details; and for the “executive elite” there is the recognition that
thinking is a process that does not lead to definite answers, but is an open-ended exploration.

And so at what hidden class level have we set up the Community College and our own
classrooms?

Jami and Fred believe they have the right answers, because those answers correspond to a
source outside of themselves, something they have heard and memorized, something that is true.

Ardelia believes her conviction is right because it corresponds to her cultural and religious
upbringing.

Tyrone believes his spinion is right, and Celia believes her feelings are right.

And Karen believes her ideas are right because she is now ready to give me her reasons for
them. But none of these students, at this moment, are ready to believe that they might be wrong, and
that, for Anyon and for me, is the first failure of American education, because instead of teaching

thinking we are teaching right and wrong. Right? Or wrong?
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Cul de Sac:

“he Mission Statement informs me that one of my missions (“Should 1 choose to accept it”")
is to  foster the habit of reflective thought.” Now reflective thought™ is a term coined and minted
in 1933 by John Dewey, a term which was subsequently transubstantiated into “critical thinking™.
What Anyon has added to this discussion is the awareness that there are at least four levels of
thinking, what I want to call “rote thinking” (memorization, like the multiplication tables, or how
to drive home from work without really thinking about it), “right thinking” (which is predicated
upon the notion of getting a right answer), “expressive thinking” (which more often than not
involves personal opinions (which are believed to be right) illustrated and substantiated by facts); and
true “critical thinking” (which uses the expressive techniques of evidence and proof, but which
actually is open ended in its conclusion. In “critical thinking” the hypothesis you are trying to prove
is actually perceived by you as a question: Nietzsche Grins). Hide and you shall seek.

By the way, as a cul de sac in this cul de sac it is probably worth nothing that Anyon’s four
levels closely parallel Bloom’s Taxonomy with its six levels of thinking: Knowledge. Comprehension,
Application, Analysis, Synthesis, and Evaluation. And it also, as we shall see, quite closely parallels
Perry’s Nine Stages of Intellectual Development.” But finally, as we try to exit from this cul de sac.
] take it the implicit or explicit (and does it matter which it is?) question at the conclusion of Anyon’s
analysis is: “Do each or any or all of these fifth grade teachers know what they are doing?” And the
problem is, it’s a lose-lose situation: because if they do know, then why in the first three school
systems would they develop kinds of thinking in their students that would so handicap them both
personally and economicaily, and if they don’t know, then what kinds of teachers are they? But this
can get worse: “Mirror, Mirror on the wall . .. » since if we invited Anyon to sit in on our classes
for a semester, would she detect all four levels of thinking in our classrooms, and how much time
would she detect being spent at each level?

What kind of an idea is this? And: Is there no way out?

Hydra Asks and Answers a Heady Question:

And now 1 know that I’'m going to overstate my case, but hey, what’s a case for, and whose
case is it anyway? Let’s call up the monster. Evidently one of Hydra’s heads is immortal. it is The
Yundamental Principle head. We are in the middle of it now. 1t speaks: 1t says:

That if there is not a critical question in the front of
the classroom, then “critical thinking " is not going 1o

occur.

12
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It may be useful information; it may be lifesaving information, but if it is nct information in the service
of a critical question, then it isn’t “critical thinking.” It may be entertainment, it may be aesthetically
or personally meaningful, but if it isn’t centered in a critical question, it isn’t “critical thinking.” It
may be the semester’s best rap session. Tyrone and Celia finally trash it out and everybody piles o1,
but no matter how much cveryone shares opinions, feelings and personal stories, if it isn’t centered
in a critical question, then it isn’t “critical thinking.” [Though by the way: is there a place for rap in
the classroom? You betcha. Because in such a class the students may be getting “‘an understanding
of their obligations as members of a democratic society,” “expressing themselves effectively,” and
becoming “aware of themselves [and] other cultures;” all good Missions all, but hey, it still isn’t
“critical thinking.”] And finally, we may be solving a real questionable problem: “If the oceans rise
6 feet by the year 2020, how much concrete will it take to keep Atlantic City above water?” But if
we can solve it, then it isn’t a critical question and it isn’t “critical thinking.” [Though again: is this
activity valuable? Absolutely. Because when I take my clanging car to the mechanic do I want her
to get the right answer? Absolutely! And when I tell the manager at Burger King: “Hold the
tomato,” I want him to hold that tomato. I want him to “get it right.” Absolutely right. No wrong
about it. But when the tomato is not there, it’s still not critical thinking, not in Anyon’s world, or
Rushdie’s, or Nietzsche’s or in mine.] Because all of these are uncritical questions.

So, “critical thinking” isn’t: information processing, aesthetic enjcvment, rap sessions or
problem-solving. And furthermore if I ask a question I know the answer to, then “critical thinking”
is not going to occur. And consequently the crucial question becomes: how do I get the classroom
centered in a critical question? So: head to head, “Heeeere’s Allen” asking Hydra the crucial
(uncritical) question: “What are the characteristics of a critical question?” And here’s her heady
reply.

The Beginning of the End of Questioning:

In the first place (1) it has to be felt as real by everyone in the class. It must spark their
curiosity because as Aristotle says, “All knowledge begins in wonder” and if the “‘wonder” isn’t there,
it’s Teflon all the way down to the turtles. A tape recorder Joes not create meaning, and since, “we
can comprehend only a world that we ourselves have made” those students who don’t fundamentally
feel the question aren’t going to be thinking critically. And how do you tell if they are genuinely
caught by wonder? Well, the hands go up; everyone wants to talk. You can feel it. That’s the first

necessary characteristic. And the next: (2) is the student’s ability to state her position about the
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question It’s Karen’s turn at the head of the class, and then (3) she has to give sufficient evidence:
facts, details and examples to make her perspective clear. (Ardelia has got to give reasons why
Rushdie should be reduced to ashes, because faith is not critical thinking, not Ardelia’s or Jami’s or
Fred’s.) Nietzsche Grins. And next?: (4) a desire for dialogue, an awareness that every position has
a counter position, (a funny familiar face in the mirror) and that no position is absolute, and that all
positions are personal perspectives. It is the awareness that your position is the beginning of a
conversation and not the end. It is a desire to actually want to hear other opinions and the evidence
behind them, and at some point (5) to be able to state those opposing or alternative viewpoints
in your own words and with a clarity that your opposition can accept. Critical thinking is pluralistic,
(6) a conscious realization that a final closure is not going to be possible. No poem, Auden says,
is ever finished, it is only abandoned. So, critical thinking is not unanimity, and if a 100 means that
everyone got the same answers, then it can’t be critical thinking. But still more: (7) it is only critical
thinking when the person can conneci their perspective position to other dissimilar situations. In this
respect Celia is thinking critically when she challenged Tyrone because she has told Tyrone that there
is a disconnection between his opinion expressed to Ardelia in a clussroom and his action expressed
to her in a car. She has connected the dots in a line he cannot yet see. And finally, (8) it is only
critical thinking when the thought can be turned into a metaphor, when Jami can say: “You know
Dr. Ashby I might just be wrong, because my question to you was instinctual. I mean I didn’t think
about it at all before I said it. 1t’s the same way I buy burgers, brush my teeth, and signed up for your
class.” And now we are really in the presence of thinking, don’t you think?

If They are Trying to Sell it to You, It’s Probably Because They Don’t Want It:

So, you can only teach thinking by questioning. You can’t teach thinking by teaching logic.
“There is no experiential evidence that geometry necessarily improves one’s ability to reason”
(Shermis 5). And what is true of geometry is true of Latin and computers and most lecture and
discussion classes, as it is also true of Mission Statements. And so the question becomes: If critical
thinking only occurs in the face of a critical question, and if I am interested in fostering critical student
thinking, then how can I get my classroom centered in a critical question? Let’s do the praxis. Let’s
get that elephant to dance.

Nietzsche Goes to Class:
If Anyon is right and there are at least four kinds and levels of thinking, then there must also

be four kinds and levels of corresponding questions. So, a “rote question” must be a question the

14
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teacher asks that she, and she hopes the students, already know the answer to. A “right question”
is one that requires reasoning, but the answer lies in an agreed upon source outside the answer and
the answerer. We can look it up in a book. An “expressive question” lies mid-way between the
truthfulness of a “right question”, and the openness of a “critical question.” The “expressive
question” calls for an opinion that can be backed up by evidence.

But finally if what we really want to be able to do in the classroom is not just argue, debate
and hurl words at each other like grenades, if what we want is to genuinely open ourselves to the
exploration of ideas, then what we want is a “critical question.” For in the presence of such a
question tie classroom stops being a battleground and becomes truly liberated. As Edward Said
notes in another context, in the presence of such a question, the sibilant fights over the national
boundaries dissolve and in Aimé Cééaire’s words, we recognize that “No race possesses the
monopoly of beauty, of intelligence, of force, and there is a place for all at the rendez-vous of victory”
(181) The old authorities are dissolved, deconsecrated, and instead of being separated by our
paﬂnm disagreements we are collectively engaged in the creation of truths which we are sharing with
each other, even as we agree to disagree about which particular truth we will finally want to
personally embrace.

But as I try to turn toward being more practical and eventually to return to my own
classroom, let me start with the most difficult teaching paradigm to open to critical questions, namely
the classroom as a lecture hall. For while it is true that from a student perspective that taking notes
and struggling to get the right answers on objective tests doesn’t seem to have anything to do with
critical thinking, still from a teacher’s perspective it is obvious that implicit in every lecture is a critical
question. For example, implicit in Anyon’s essay lecture was the question: “How can we make
teachers aware that the kinds of questions that they ask, and don’t ask, in a classroom perpetuate
class structures?” And since that question doesn’t have an answer, except as we individually try to
enact it, it is a critical question hidden beneath the essay that we read.

So as teachers what we need to do in a lecture class is to get the critical question out in the
open. Upfront. In Your Face. No more hide and seek. Found. And this can be done even in math
classes, and if it isn’t done then as teachers we are treating the students as if it doesn’t really matter
if they are there or not. Said would call this Imperialism and he would see in the students’ boredom
and random and unconscious acts of disruption a weak attempt at class struggle, an attempt by the

students to devalue the classroom and their bondage to the Emperor in it.
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So, let me try to get the question into the open, and let me start on the first day of class. Ira
Shor says we should just begin with where we are. He says: “In my writing class [1] began with the
question ‘What is good writing?” In a math class, the question asked might be ‘What is
mathematics?’ followed by ‘What are addition, substraction, division, multiplication? Can you define
them in your own words and expeztence?’ . . .[in history] ‘What is history?’ This initiai question
cculd be followed by ‘What history is most important to you? What do you want to know? Do you
have a history? How would you find out about your history? Is your history diiferent from your
parents’ or grandparents’ history? Is history changing over the years, getting better or worse than
it was in the past? Does history affect your daily life?””” (76).

What we are trying to do here is to connect what we are going to study during the semester
with where the students actually are when they come into the classroom. By raising such fundamental
questions the first day of class we are asking the students to begin a process of relating everything
that will occur back to their own attempts to construct meaning, putting into practice Nietzsche’s
dictum that “We can compreherd only a world that we ourselves have made” (272).

Then, as lecturers what we need to do is to concentrate each lecture into a set of questions,
and write those questions on the board before the class begins or have a hardout that we can
distribute as the class begins. These questions for the lecture can be in all four question forms or in
only some of them, but in every case they need to include at the end at least one “critical” question.
For example in a biology class on the hand, a series of possible questions might be:

Rote: What are the parts of the hand?
What are the unique characteristics of the human hand?

Right: How many bones, muscles and tendons are there in the human hand?
And hov do they function?

Fxpressive:  What are some accidents that could happen to the human hand, and what
would be the results in each case?

Critical: Why is it so difficult to create a robot that can pick up a glass of water?
How does the movement of the hand compare to other movements the body
can make? What are some disadvantages in having hands?

It is not necessary for the lecture to address all the questions, though it might be interesting to set
aside the last 10 minutes to allow the students to single out and discuss one of these questions, or
have the students write about one of the questions. The teacher could collect these responses and

after each class randomly read and write comments on five of them and then hand them all back at
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the next class. The students could keep their responses in a folder and from time to time the teacher
could cellect the folders to get an overview and to ensure that every student was getting some written
response from the teacher during the semester.

Another possibility is to allow the students to ask the questions, to randomly hand out say five
3x5 cards and ask those students to turn the lecture into some questions, and then take the last 10
minutes and let the students read them out loud and answer them. Or again the teacher could ask
every student to spend the last 2 minutes of the class writing out a “critical” question based on that
day’s lecture. These questions vould be collected, or perhaps better yet have five students read theirs
when the next class begins and briefly have the teacher and/or students respond to them. Or the
students could put the questions on the blackboard before the class begins, as a form of Board Pass,
or they could use these Board Passes to also ask questions about that day’s readings before the
lecture begins.

Or again, the teacher could create a set of questions a week or more in advance of the lecture
and have the students, individually or in small groups, present a quick verbal report on them on the
day of the lecture. Again, especially in the sense of “right” or “expressive” questions this would be
quite easy to accomplish. For example, how does the blood circulate and what does it do for the
body? What are the four major causes for the Civil War? What are three reasons this is a good
novel? What does Freud’s theory of the unconscious mean, and how valid is it? What is the process
involved in solving bilinear equations and what might they be used for? Certainly there is plenty of
evidence that *“Students in [a] peer-teaching group spent more time on the material, rated themselves
as more active in the learning process, and performed better on both informational and conceptual
tests than students who were simply studying for themselves” (Kurfiss 48). And so even apart from
the knowledge gained, there is an affective dimension to this process of getting students involved in
the questions, rather than in just copying down the answers.

Then, if one aspect of “critical thinking” and “critical questioning” is to connect their
perspective to other dissimilar situations, and be able to turn it into a metaphor, then at some point
during the lecture process the whole subject matter of the lecture itself needs to be connected
metaphorically and practically to other issues. For example, in a course in the History of Painting,
the teacher could reverse the lecture and enlarge it by saying something like: “OK we’ve been
studying early Renaissance Dutch painters. Now what makes them different from the Italian painters

we were studying last week? And different from the ads we see in magazines today?” Or in a History
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class: “What three things could the Third Reich have done to win the war?”’ Anyon herself could
have attempted this in her own essay by placing a series of vpen ended questions at the end: ““Are
there any other levels of thinking hesides these tour?” “Are there instances where these levels don’t
apply?” “Can these four levels be applied to other areas, for example emotional or spiritual states,
elements of physical perception, kinds of friendship?” '

But al! of these, obviously, are just ways of foregrounding the questions, and especially trying
1o foreground “critical questions” in a lecture environment, and while it would be easier to extend all
these ideas into discussion classes and seminars and even into lab sections, it would not be fully
valuzble in itself if the teacher does not also address the substantial issue of student evaluation.
Because what matters to the student is the test and for the most part tesis in a collegiate setting are
“rote”” and “right” questions and ‘Teie” and “right” answers. So if an instructor and an institution are
serious about the Mission of critical thinking, then a piece of every exam needs to be an essay that
is a response not only to an “expressive” but also to a “critical” question. Though perhaps a part of
the student’s grade could be a weekly written response to that week’s “critical question”, a journal
of critical responses. Or for the tests and exams, perhaps the students should be encouraged to
submit the questions themselves and the teacher could pick from those submissions and redistribute
five of those questions and say that one of them will be on the exam. And if the teacher is really
interested in building critical thinking, then it is important to let the students see essays which work
compared to those which don’t, and so when the tests are handed back the teacher might want to take
three essays, an example of an A, C and F, take the names off and let the students have a copy and
take some class time to discuss why they think they are graded that way. Another idea is to distribute
10 possible final exam essay questions in the first class, and let the students keep them in mind as the
semester unfolds.

But obviously what is essential in all of this is to foreground the questions that support what
we are really trying to accomplish in each class, and to have the students participate as fully as
possible in the creation and selection of those questions. But as I turn now to my own classroom,
let me first forewarn you of what I believe to be the most serious impediment to accomplishing this
task of helping our students become genuine critical thinkevs. 1t a race to reach home.

Caveat Emptor:
There is substantial evidence that students who can orly do “rote” and “right” thinking, do

flounder and fail when we try to get them to think expressively and critically. If you have been
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driving on the right hand side of the road all your life, it is difficult to make that switch to the left
‘ when you rent that car in London. So let me return for a moment to Perry’s stages and set up a
microscopic lens though which we might better see what is going on with Jami & Fred, Ardelia, -
Tyrone & Celia, and Karen.
In her book, Critical Thinking: Theory, Research, Practice, and Possibilities, Joanne G.
Kurfiss attempts to fuse William Perry’s “Nine Stages of Intellectual Development” and Mary F.
Belenky’s corrections and emendations to Perry from her book Women's Ways of Knowing: The
Development of Self, Voice, and Mind into a developmental whole comprised of four stages. Level
1 she describes as “Dualism/received knowledge” where students believe that “learning is simply
a matter of acquiring information delivered by the professor in concert with the text. . . . [and] is
either correct or it is not. . . . For these students, the concept of interpretation, essential to critical
thinking, is puzzling” and many of these students will just opt to “keep quiet until [they] really know
just what the answer i1s” (52-53). Level 2 is “Multiplicity/subjective knowledge” where because
students perceive conflict in authorities, they “begin to develop trust in their ‘inner voices’ as a source
of knowledge. . . . Students at this level recognize complexity but have not yet learned how to
navigate its waters. They perceive no basis other than intuition, feeling, br ‘common sense’ on which
to judge the menits” of the conflicting opinions of others (53-54). Level 3 is “Relativism/procedural
knowledge” and here “students [begin] to realize that ‘opinions’ differ in quality. Good opinions are
supported with reasons.” Belenky calls this “connected knowledge” because the women in her study
are deliberately attempting “to understand the reasons for another’s way of thinking” and
consequently are much more empathic than at level 2. By the way, for those who might believe that
genuine “expressive” thinking doesn’t begin until level 3, and “critical thinking” doesn’t begin until
level 4, it is probably disheartening to note that “Subsequent studies have found fewer than half of
college seniors subscribing to this [level 3] epistemological perspective” (54-55). Level 4 is
“Commitment in relativism/constructed knowledge” and here the students “include the self in
their knowing process. . . . [and] are committed to nurturing rather than criticizing ideas; . . . [and]
seek integrated, authentic lives that contribute to ‘empowerment and improvement in the quality of
life of others™ (55-56).
Now as Shermis says “before students can think reflectively, they must experience some
degree of confusion, puzzlement, bewilderment, or disorientation” (30). But for those students who
. arc’mired in a level 1 epistemology, this confusion only makes them angry or silent, and while those

who have fallen into the pit of level 2 will gladly voice their opinions, they may often not be able (for
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prior epistemological reasons) to really listen to anyone else’s opinions. So we can sec that Jami's

litany that “humans don’t have any instincts” because her psychology teacher told her so, and Fred’s
concurrence because he read it in his psychology book are both, on the surface at least, indications
of level 1 thinking, and it may be that even the most carefully crafted set of questions will never lead
them out of the sludge they are mired in.

Equally Ardelia’s justification of “the fatwa™ because it supports her Islamic religions heliefs
and Tyrone’s sense that “Anybody should be able to say anything they want” are likely candidates for
level 2 thinking, and it’s possible that no amount of discussion is going to permit them to “hear”
another viewpoint other than their own, and in fact Celia’s persona’ question to Tyrone concerning
why he slapped her for her words may be falling on deaf ears, although her ability to make the
connection between the fatwa and her personal relationship and to do so with genuine feeling
probably does indicate that she is capable of level 3 thinking. And to perhaps a lesser degree the same
might be true of Karen’s rejection of Tyrone’s opinion with her examples of forbidding sex
education to young kids in school, and her confused connection to the equality of evolution and
creationism.

Mission Possible:

But OK, sludge and pits aside, let me rewurn to my class. It’s not going to go away, and there
are still 29 minutes left. Let me see if I can honestly create for you a series of questions that would
lead from their rote and right comments through the mode of expressive discourse to some genuine
and lasting critical thoughts. Though it should be noted that one reason to sequence questions snd
put them ideally in sets of four is to enable each student to be a full participant in the class at their
own epistemological level, and at the same time, the hierarchical arrangement of questions helps the
students understand the four levels of thinking, questioning and valuing.

Jami & Fred:

Rote: What is it that your teacher and the psyéhology book said exactly about
instincts? And what are some examples of them”

Right: How do psychology and biology define instincts?

Joxpressive:  Can anyone think of traits that we might, perhaps even incorrectly, identify as
instinctual, in humans or in animals? And if we do not want to call these (raits
instincts, what do we want to call them?

N
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Critical:

Ardelia & Tyrone:

Kote:
Right:

Expressive:

Critical:

Karen:

Rote:

Right:

Ixpressive:

Critical:

Celia:
Rote:
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What is the opposite of an instinct? And since Rushdie seems to be
questioning the validity of a certain kind of fundamentalist faith, what are the
differences between that faith and what Jami and Fred regard as instincts?

Both Ardelia and Tyrone telieve their opinions are right. What is an opinion?
What are some differences between or:nions and knowledge?

Rushdie begins his novel with two men falling at 31,000 feet from an
exploding aircraft, and surviving by singing and flapping their arms.
Qbviously that’s his opinion. But in what ways is it a legitimate opinion, and
in what ways is it not legitimate?

What is the farwa against Rushdie an opinion about? in what ways are its
underlining concerns legitimate? Rushdie talks a lot in the novel about what
is unforgivable? What kinds of things do we find unforgivable, and why?

Karen aiso disagrees with Tyrone’s opinion. She thinks there are important
objective rules of behavior that should apply to everyone, rules protecting
children for instance, and rules about fairness in respecting different theories.
In this respect she seems to agree with Ardelia when Ardelia believes that
there is an objective rule about blasphemy. Still, is this a fair statement about
Karen’s position?

Rushdie gives a number of examples where objectively the English and the
Indians see a similar situation in very different ways. Can you describe some
of those places in the novel?

As a result of this perception Rushdie seems to believe that some or all of our
objective rules for behavior are culturally conditioned, and that this is one of
the difficulties of being an immigrant who can nc longer feel at home in either
culture. Is he right about this?

One ‘istinguishing characteristic of the postmodern is precisely this opinion,
that no pesition or perspective is privileged, that all belief is reiative and finite,
and that truth is created and does not exist outside of us. Do you beiieve this?
And if this was “true”, how is it Jifferent from Tyrone’s original opinion?

Celia seid that Tyrone shculdn’t have slapped her for speaking What is it that
Tyrone said that makes her believe that? And is she right that there is a
discrepancy tetween Tyrone’s opinion and his actions?

Celia seems to believe that consistency is an itnportant huinan characteristic.
But Walt Whitinan says: “Do 1 contradict myself?/Very well then 1 contradict
myself,/(1 am large, } contain multitudes)” (95). Can we identify in Rushdie
places where consistency should be let go and where containing contradictions
is harmful?
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Expressive:  How are we to resolve this problem?

Critical: And what are the connections between this problem and what makes people
viotent?

[Allie Allie Home Free:

Well, you’ve got tc admit, almost any of these questions is probably a lot more interesting
than what 1 was doing before I was interrupted by therr damnfocl actions. Still, it"s time to end this
game. close this class, set out for home. I told you at the begipning, my end is simipie, and 30 it 1s,
a simple koan: |

The question is our mission: our mission is the questiod.
The oniy question is: Can we be upfront and outfront about each class’s critical questions? Can we
make critical thinking a daily habit for ourselves and for our students, because the truthis(as ¢ e
cummings says): “Always the beautitul answe: who asks a more beautifisl question” (332). Can we
do it? That is the first quesiion, though as Rushdie says, what is that “second questior?”” But |

know, I know, 1 know the rules: Answer the first one first.
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THE IMAGE OF THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE:
FACULTY PERCEPTIONS AT MERCER COUNTY COMMUNITY COLLEGE °

They are derided as college-light, embraced as a place for transcript
damage contro!, and praised as a ladder into the middle class....
community colleges -- two year post secondary schools -- have boomed
in the last thirty years....Changes in the economy and changes in the
college experience have given community colleges vast populations to
serve. Can they be all things to all people and remain a stepchild of
American higher education?...Our perceptions of them are mixed.

(Ray Suarez, “Talk of the Nation,” National Public Radio, Aug. 17, 1995)

The genius of the community college is its open-access policy. The paradox of the
community college is that its open-accessibility, its non-exclusive admissions policy, and
its multitude of traditiona} and non-traditional course offerings also threaten to be its
nemesis. Viewed by one segment of the community as a chance to achieve the American
Dream, the community college is viewed by another segment as a stigmatized, second
class institution - a college of last resort. And the stigma is often an imp~diment to those
students seeking transfer to baccalaureate-granting colleges.

It has certainly been problematic for me for the past twenty-five years as a teacher in a
transfer program. My frustration comes from the fact that this view is held most often by
those who have never availed themselves of the opportunities the community college
offers. Seeking to elevate the image of the community college, to remove the stigma or
alleviate it, I sought possible solutions by looking within. I interviewed fifteen faculty
colleagues representing the four ac: demic divisions of the college to gather their
perceptions about the college and about their roles as teachers. In addition [ interviewed
four students of different ages, backgrounds, and programs of study. Their answers
illuminated the pertinent issues, beginning with the image of the college, now and then.

If you were an artist commissioned to paint your image of the community
college now, what would your painting be like?

If you had done your painting during your first years of teaching (at the
community college), would it have been the same or different from your
painting now? If different, what influences resulted in the change?

Although the paintings of the community college now varied in scale and type -- realistic,
abstract, a mural, a mosaic, a collage -- each contained elements common to them all:
studer.ts were always the primary (and in some cases the only) focus. They would be
multi-cultural and diverse -- characters of all nationalities, races, ages, and handicaps.

If the professor were in the painting at all, s’/he was always a secondary figure and would
be portrayed as the catalyst, the guide, someone who “triggers a eureka reaction.” °

Loy




The setting was often outdoors: occasionally the buildings wauid be in the background.
The outdoor setting could indicate the freedom, the options, the opportunities offered by

the community college, or it could indicate an escape from the vagaries of the college’s
HVAC system.

Some of the paintings clearly were meant to be controversial: “the images would all come
together in a way that might not please a lot of people, but would fairly realistically
embody what a community college is all about. Sometimes it is beautiful; sometimes it’s
not. Sometimes it’s hard to interpret; sometimes it’s not. So that it’s not going to be a
picture that you are going to be able to look at and have different people come to a
common agreement about what they are seeing.” Here is the paradox in the form of a
painting.

A few of the paintings depicted a kind of idealized image of the community college. “I
imagine that we are part of whatever the university is historically about; we are about
learning....There would be a small group of students and some thumbed-up hard books
and notebooks in front of them. The setting is out in the yard doing something awfully
traditional. My view of the community college is, if anything, becoming more old-
fashioned.”

The paintings from the first years of teaching (with one exception) depicted a more
structured relationship between teacher and students, a more traditional classroom setting,.
They also revealed a bit of culture shock on the part of the teachers: many expected that
the students would be better, more prepared, more interested in the content and issues
circulating at the time. “My painting then would have been a one-dimensional realistic
painting, not the collage-type thing that I now...view the community college as. It would
be a one-dimensional painting where I saw things much more in black and white and not
as in the many shades of gray as I now see. My expectations have changed.
Unfortunately, I’ve become much more realistic.”

Some of the now paintings addressed the current trend of thought regarding the delivery
of education as a consumer/product/market model. “Courses cannot be packaged like
soda cans, lined up on supermarket shelves and sold in six-packs to students....I’m really
beginning to resist more and more the idea that students are consumers and that the
college is some sort of large market place that’s in competition with some other sellers of
goods and that our courses are somehow products that we market to an unsuspecting
consumer who pays for what he gets. I have to resist that model because I thin it is
destructive. I was probably more comfortable with it five years ago than I am now.”

For some, the impact of technology played a significant rcle in the differences between
the then and now paintings: “from an informational standpoint (in the library) maybe only
50% of what [ do today is what I did in 1981. Now [ work much more to make the
students self-sufficient, using critical thinking, reasoning, logic to do their own searches
using electronic means.”




A sharper and more in-depth view of the college as a whole was delineated through
responses to:

What one thing does the community college do the best?
If you could change one thing, what would it be?
The unanimous answer to the first question related directly to the open-access policy:

- it rescues lost souls

- it gives people a second and third and nth chance

- it’s almost like a miracle worker at times -- dealing with the diverse
student body

- it’s a good place to start

- it offers hope that goes beyond the academic.

The advocacy and support of the open-access policy was immediate and unequivocal. “It
is the college for people...who come here, somehow, ‘damaged goods’...I think we
succeed [with them] better than anybody....Sometimes what we are doing is getting them
back upright and then showing them another path to take because the path they were on
wasn’t getting them where they wanted to go. So it’s more about direction and about
support, so that people can be what they were always able to be, but they couldn’t do it on
their own. In a sense, some people need to walk with crutches betore they can learn to
jog, and we’re willing to let people have their time on the crutches.”

The theme f nurturing, caring, supporting was dominant in all the interviews. It was the
one, over-riding characteristic that distinguished the community college from other
institutions of higher education in the minds of the interviewees:

- it develops self-esteem, selt-confidence, a rounding-off and fine-tuning
experience

- it gives people an opportunity to prove that they are/can be students

- it provides an atmosphere with lots of warm, personal attention -- a lot of
nurturing.

By contrast to the unanimity of the responses to the first question, the second elicited
answers that were as diverse as the interviewees themselves.

Three of the fifteen saw as primary the need to change the image of the college. The
responses indicated that the change should occur in the way the college promotes and
advertises itself: “We need to get the message out about how awesome the community
college is.” “We should advertise the college positively; the negative message comes, in
part, from the high schools. “I’ve heard of [high school] counselors referring to the
college as ‘last ditch Mercer.””




One interviewee felt that the negative image originates within the college. In his opinion
there is a widespread feeling among faculty that they are somehow less than they could
have been because they are teaching at a community college. “So that what we do best,
we do almost under protest.”

An improvement in the faculty/administration relationship emerged in two other
responses for change. While ene sought to establish a better working relationship
between the two groups, the other felt that the administration should be more nurturing of
the faculty. The latter attributed the fess than adequate relationship between the
administration and faculty to the different priorities held by each group.

The influence of technology on how and what we teach was another area of concern. -
Regarding how we teach, the perception was that the community college was heading in
the direction of relying on, and to some extent replacing, human contact and human
judgment with technology, and this was seen as an easy way out. Regarding what we
teach, many responses described a general shift at the community college to offer skills
courses to the exclusion of humanities (general education) areas of study. The perceptions
were that what needs to be changed is “...the dangerous tendency to descend into anti-~
academic, anti-intellectual approaches; that is, that only technology matters. This is a
total contradiction to critical thinking.”

The concern for the way education is delivered, especially the consumer/product/market
model, surfaced again several times in response to the question about what should be
changed. “The idea of being providers of services in the same way as a supermarket --
that’s a dangerous metaphor. That is regressing. But that’s the desired direction -- that we
should strive to offer courses twenty-four hours a day, condensing them ad absurdum,.
because the people who are taking them are in a hurry to get ‘where they want to go.”

Other individual responses looked for the outcomes of change in the following areas:

- more training in how tc tzach our students

- reduced teaching loads (“so I can do more justice to my students™)

- employment of more full-time faculty and less reliance on adjuncts to
insure more stability and continuity in the programs

- new or better means to increase the bonding between the students and
the community college (establish a sense of alma mater)

- reconfigured instructional spaces reflecting a seminar-type setting rather
than the traditional hierarchical classroom

- reduced barriers to admission -- lowering admission costs and keeping
charges at rock bottom.

Perhaps the most idealistic desired outcome was a societal change: “I would like to see a

change in society (that I don’t think is going to happen) reflected by the students at the
community college and elsewhere that is more tolerant and more civil. I see the
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breakdown in civility affecting our institutions -- in Congress, in the legal system, and in
the classroom. We are getting to the point now where...we can’t address certain issues --
about race, about politics -- because either people have the talk show mentality where
they want to confront or they...pretend that there is no problem....How does that affect the
community college? With the diverse group of students we have ethnicaily and
academically, if we don’t keep that open atmosphere...people are going to get into their
own little worlds and look into their own little perspectives and their own self-interest
areas, and...we are going to Vulcanize ourselves. At the community college where we
have such diversity, that’s the worst thing that could happen.”

When interviewing the faculty about their image of the community college, it was
important to have them reflect on their role as teachers. The mission of the community
college gives rise to the kind of originality that is needed to succeed as a teacher. So, the
mission and the teaching are one and the same -- they are integral parts of the one whole.

To discover and explore the ideal moments in teaching, I asked:

What was your major/most significant/most memorable moment in teaching?

We’ve all had moments when “teaching works” — when things have been as

close to ideal as possible. What is going on when this happens...and...can you
replicate it?

What do you see in other faculty as their most creative moments?

For the majority of the faculty the most memorable moments were when there was
unexpected enlightenment or a heightened motivation from the student(s) -- when they
saw the light go on in someone’s eyes. “Every once in a while...you look at the class and
the class goes ‘ah hah’! Just for a fleeting second it clicks. Click. You can almost hear the
click. And the mask kind of falls away from them.”

An almost equal number of responses referred to those moments when the faculty knew
they had made a difference in someone’s life. Whether it came in the form of a letter, a
phone call, or a personal visit, the positive feedback was very gratifying. “Things happen
incrementally that keep you going and make you know that you are making a difference.
Having students tell you that you are making a difference keeps any negative feelings or
cynicism from developing in one and taking over.”

One respondent’s major achievement was receiving the Distinguished Teaching Award.
She felt it was probably the best thing that had ever happened to her and she could not
believe it. “I’d worked so hard for so long and then somebody noticed one day!”

Perhaps the most moving response was the memory of this moment: “It was watching the

visually-impaired studenc with whom I had worked so closely be chosen as
commencement speaker and go up onto the stage to tell the whole graduation [audience]
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what it was like for her at Mercer and how it was a dream come true for her because her

parents didn’t even want her to leave the house....She was dean’s list -- she just excelled

beyond anything she had dreamed of and she became the commencement speaker....That
was my greatest moment, too, because...she asked me to accompany her to the stage.”

When asked to recall the creative moments of other faculty, most of the interviewees
referred to their own attempts as creativity in teaching. Perhaps this is due to the nature of
teaching itself -- it’s done in the privacy and isolation of one’s own classroom. A faculty
member rarely has the opportunity to observe or to be knowledgeable about another’s
experience. The few who were able to talk about the creative moments of others
identified two major, contributing characteristics: supreme preparation and caring. They
referred to the kind of preparation that is so thorough that it can accommodate and bolster
improvisation in the classroom. It can be a trigger for success; the more you prepare, the
more effortless it appears. “Their most creative moments are when they put aside the
curriculum and what they have planned for the day, and just have to go off on a tangent
because a student has demonstrated some extraordinary interest in a subject or a point and
the rest of the class also needs that. Creativity on your feet...improvisation.”

They also spoke of “artistically spiritual” colleagues whose caring ignites enthusiasm and
releases latent talents in the students. “They have such an enthusiasm and such an
attachment to their students that they get [them] to do extraordinary things.... Teaching is
an art form. It is both emotionally stimulating and emotionally draining....It is
improvisation all the time. You have to get into a mode, almost, and then all of a sudden
you become creative in the act of teaching. It is not something that can be planned with a
course outline.”

The consensus was that the creative teaching mix included both ingredients: “You have to
love people and you have to believe that your discipline has significance and life and
importance. Creative moments are when you see [teachers expressing] passion for their
discipline, not only caring for the student.” It is a given that teaching is an art, not a
science, and therefore, it is very difficult to replicate the ideal moments. One can strive to
replicate them and there are triggers to do this. Implicit in every response was the belief
that the major trigger is to demystify the classroom, to remove whatever anxiety there is
and to encourage questions. An accenting atmosphere will be one of the most important
triggers. “If you have good rapport with your students, if they don’t feel that they will be
belittled or ridiculed, that there isn’t even an unspoken ‘oh well, what can you expect
with him or her’” -- that is the ideal.
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Teaching and learning is a duet between the instructor and the students. Itis a mutually-
reciprocal experience the success of which is difficult to attribute. This is especially true ‘
in the community coilege classroom which presents the ultimate challenge to the teacher.
- Working with an extremely diverse group of students fosters, by necessity, the
development of numerous adaptive teaching skills and strategies, especially since many
community college teachers have little (if any) training in how to teach. The respouses to:

In all of your teaching, what one thing do you really like doing?

Do you have a special strategy/device/method/technique that works
very, very well for you?

revealed more than teaching strategies. Underlying emotional elements, concomitants of
the teaching/learning experience, also emerged.

Three modes of teaching were preferred: the classroom setting, one-on-one with students,
and the lecturing format. It was interesting to note the correlation of preferred mode and
academic discipline. Faculty who most preferred the classroom situation taught English,
foreign languages, psychology, and law. “I like the actual teaching in the classroom itself
because there’s a dynamic there and you never know what to expect. Every day is
different.” “It’s the students being willing to stretch themselves, to look beyond the
surface, when they are willing to speculate.” The one-on-one setting was preferred by
faculty in basic skills and counseling. “I like when [ sit down with one student and we
really hammer something out, and we both agree that something has happened.” Faculty
from engineering, science, and computer science preferred the lecture format. “I like
some aspects of lecturing -- that satisfies the ham in all of us.” I like getting in front of a
class of fifteen to twenty-five people and trying to lead them through [the material] and
getting them to see things....There’s a performance aspect to it. It’s ego-gratification.” &

It was not surprising that the respondents’ favorite teaching strategies and/or techniques
would be numerous and varied. Humor was cited most often as the device that works
particularly well as an antidote to apathy, unresponsiveness and lack of motivation. It was
regarded as a foolproof technique. Several of the faculty, particularly in the liberal arts,
used collaborative learning techniques with good results. “It’s an ideal technique for ESL
and foreign language classes. In language classes it’s very hard to give everyone the |
opportunity to speak very much if you work together as a [single] group. In [individual]
groups they are able to prictice a lot more. They read to each other, they dictate to each
other, and they ask questicns of each other [in order] to practice enough verbally.”

The need to keep the subject fresh, new and interesting, not only for the students but the

teachers as well, led many of them to try strategies that involved changes each semester,

even though the result often meant more work for themselves. “Every semester [ teach

every course differently. I’'m always making new things. Always being prepared, no

matter what. I hate the thought of [being] unprepared, and I like to have something new.

It has to be fresh -- finding new readings, new exercises, new topics.” “To keep it lively .
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for me, too, I keep changing the textbooks, 1 keep changing courses....Because when you
teach [four sections of] two English courses, at thirty students per class, 120 writing
students each semester, it’s a great way to die!”

Various other preferred techniques/strategies that proved to be effective included:

- taking sincere personal interest in each student

- keeping an open mind about the outside pressures affecting some students
- creating a new way to teach French with music (French aerobics)

- ensuring a non-threatening classroom environment

- providing support, praise, caring, and high expectations.

The challenges, of course, are many. Consequently, replies to the questions:

What is the biggest challenge you face as a teacher?
How do you respond to it? '

were greatly varied. One third of the interviewees, all of whom in this instance teach in
the liberal arts, responded that their greatest challenge was the non-responsive class, the
students who simply don’t respond. One of these teachers said it this way: “The biggest
challenge I face as a teacher is ‘the nothing.’ In the movie ‘The Never Ending Story,’
there is a monster that is taking over. A monstrous, dark cloud is rolling in and taking
over all of life and all people and creatures -- and it’s called ‘the nothing.” It’s a kind of
pollution that invades your system so that you become so depressed and unmotivated that
you don’t want to do anything and you don’t have any interest in anything. And ‘the
nothing’ is destroying the earth. My biggest chalienge as a teacher is to walk into a
classroom where a lot of people have already become infected with ‘the nothing.””

How do they respond to ‘the nothing’ class or student? “I simply don’t know what to do
with them. I’m utterly bewildered when they don’t respond. And there always are some.”
“How I respond is not very nice. I become very angry, very angry with them and
myself.... Well, they’ve spent their money [for the course]. They’ve bought a product.....
These are people who don’t want to learn. They just want a grade. And sometimes you
get in their way.” “I try to show my students that what you can learn in college is to think
and that [the humanities] are a training ground for thinking and reaching informed

conclusions, speculating, being able to analyze a situation and take all the parts and
synthesize them.”

Three other faculty (from technical areas and mathematics) voiced their frustration in
getting even some of the responsive students to learn. “Teaching is easy, but getting

someone to learn is hard.” “You just work hard and accept the fact that you can’t get
everybody through.”

The challenge of impending burnout atfected faculty in all disciplines. They found it
difficult to maintain their own enthusiasm and keep the subject fresh for the new student.
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One said simply, “I’m getting old as a teacher and I’'m reaching the point where, frankly,
I’m tired of grading papers. I've had it!” ‘

Other challenges emerged as faculty attempted to meet all the needs of their diverse
student populations. One teacher’s response: “I try to deal with each student as if s’he
were my own child. When a student walks into my office, I [ask myself] if this were my
son or daughter, what would I be doing to give him/her the same kind of advice and
nurturing that I gave my own kids that obviously succeeded with them?”

There were no quick-fix solutions, just the sense that the faculty would try anything to
meet and master the challenges.

The two last questions of the interview asked the faculty to envision their utopian view of
the community college ten years hence -- a “best of all possible worlds” scenario, and
also, to speculate about what would happen if the community college simply did not
exist.

What is your ideal vision of the community college ten years from now?
Do you think it is possible?
What has to happen to make your ideal of the future a reality?

If the community college did not exist, would it matter?

It is not surprising that the faculty’s ideal image for the future would focus primarily on
new, expanded types of instruction and the new ways they would be delivered:

- greatly expanded, greatly reinforced, greatly enriched general education so that
every graduate has a rich experience in general education

- more teaching done by full-time instructors instead of so much reliance on
part-time people, thereby providing more continuity and stability at a time
when students, courses, and programs are apt to change quickly

'd - a variety of configurations for scheduling courses, year-round course offerings,
and all types of instruction offered in different ways in response to ever more
non-traditional students and their diverse lifestyles and time schedules

- more trained professionals to deal with the increasing needs of people of many
cultures and students with disabilities

- more liaisons with industry and the working community to meet special training
and re-training needs

- extensive use of electronic technology to the extent that it will profoundly
alter the way learning occurs. .
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With regard to this last, one respondent predicted: “Almost one hundred per cent of
teaching [will be done] with computers and/or electronic technology.” When asked how
one reconciles the joys of face-to-face teaching, when “the light goes on,” with this ideal
image of a future when students learn solely by interacting with machines, he replied,
“We’ll probably have to give up the joy of teaching that way. We’ll have to get the
satisfaction a different way. We’ll have to find satisfaction in [the fact] that the system
has worked as it should and that more people are learning better, more efficiently than [in
the] old-fashioned system.” How does one quantify that? “Damned if I know! Teacher
satisfaction is going to be second hand. If this world comes about, the whole approach to
teaching will be different. Although, looking back through history, it probably won’t be.
After all, once the textbook was invented, in principle we didn’t need lectures. But we
still fill lecture halls. We’ll probably have elements of all aspects [of teaching].”

Stated simply, the community college of the future was envisioned to be what it always
has been -- all things to all people -- but on a vastly expanded scale.

For about a third of the interviewees, however, the optimistic and utopian image of their
ideal was offset by a pessimistic and dystopian view of a society that could prevent it
from happening. As one respondent put it: “I wish I were more optimistic about the
community college and higher education in general. The downsizing of government and
[the attitude that] the government is the enemy and teachers are overpaid and so forth --
that whole mind set is going to take its toll. I think the community colleges are going to
suffer because of lack of funding. We are going to be so budget-conscious, that we are
going to make some bad decisions. We are not going to replace people who need to be
replaced; we are going to overly-rely on adjuncts where we shouldn’t, even though they
often do very good jobs. There is a trend to do whatever you can to make the budgetary
requirements that are needed. It is going to take its toll. We are seeiag it right now....I just
see a mean-spiritedness in society and government that...affects education because...
educators are really part of the government process in that we get our funding from the
government....We are not going to be able to continu¢c with the quality that we’ve been
able to maintain...because the money isn’t going to be there.”

Another interviewee said it this way: “I would like the attitude toward education to
improve, and I think that it can improve if society in general begins valuing teachers once
again. This also affects how knowledge is received because it takes a great deal of
maturity and a real thirst for knowledge to bypass the niceties of respect and to respect a
person for what s/he knows rather than what society thinks about them or says about
them.”

Would it matter if the community college did not exist? ABSOLUTELY! There was no
dissenting opinion there. Our society has become so dependent on it, it has made such an
impact in its thirty-plus years, that if it did not exist there would be a huge void in our
system of higher education that would not or could not be completely filled by other
institutions. “We would become much more of an elitist society, because this is the place
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where the non-traditional has an opportunity to buy into the American Dream. America
would not be able to exist in the fashion that it does at present. We would not be able to
offer an opportunity to a large segment of our populace if we didn’t have the community
college. They would not have a route to go. The consequences would be absolutely
devastating.” The community college system, for all its idiosyncrasies, is really the
animus that keeps the American Dream alive for a large number of people.

CONCLUSIONS

When I began my research for this paper, the interviews with faculty and students, I did
so in the hope that I would find answers or clues to the causes of what I perceived to be a
stigmatized or negative image of the community college. The research proved fruitful and
several issues emerged that suggest possible solutions or, at the very least, ways to
ameliorate the negative image.

First, it is important to acknowledge that the community college is held in very high
regard by the vast majority of the population it serves. As I wrote at the outset, the
negative view is held most often (but not exclusively) by those who are unfamiliar with
or have never availed themselves of the extraordinary range of opportunities the
community college offers. Fortunately, this group is in the minority.

The interviews revealed several sources for the negative image:

- It is tied in with being the “home town school,” with living at home and
commuting, and thereby denying the freedom, sophistication, and prestige
associated with going away to a residential school.

- It is easy to get into. Because its open-access policy is often the initial
predominant feature of the community college, people tend to forget or
ignore the fact that its programs are rigorous and it is hard to get out of;
ie. easy grades and graduation are not givens.

- The negative image has been known to be perpetuated by some high school
guidance counselors.

- And, some community college teachers themselves are guilty of the same
attitude and transmit it, consciously or unconsciously, to their students.

- There tends to be little, if any, sense of alma mater. Graduates tend to
maintain ties and closer affiliations with their academic disciplines
than with the college as a whole.

- And last, community colleges are relatively new. They have been in

existence for a little over thirty years which, in the collegiate world,
is not a long time to develop and establish a sense of history and tradition.
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This list suggests three areas of the community college where more could be done to
elevate its image: marketing, alumni relations and professional development.

Mercer County College already does a very good job in its publicizing efforts. In fact,
two of the students interviewed said that advertising is what the college does the best.
The school keeps the county residents up-to-date on course offerings, events on campus,
and other college-related activities. But as one of the student interviewecs, a senior
citizen who is president of his own company, pointed out, advertising is not marketing.
As he explained, marketing encompasses a lot more than just advertising. In his own
company, which specializes in custom home building and renovations, many of his
clients hear of him by word of mouth or referrals, but they hire him because of his proven
record of excellent work. His successes are his satisfied clients, and he markets his
company through the promotion of the work he has done for them.

His comments point up the difference between presentation and promotion. The college
already does a very good job in presenting itself. But one of its best promotional vehicles
is WWFM, the college’s public radio station. Another is the college theatre.

In recent years, Mercer has highlighted the success stories of several graduates. While
this is a good beginning, much more could be done in this area to promote the college
(and elevate its image). If one way to measure the worth of a college is by the success of
its alumni, then Mercer has an excellent opportunity to promote itself through its best
resource, its countless successful graduates.

The interviews also pointed out the need for a strong alumni association. The college
needs to find out in some energetic, systematic way, who those people are who are proud
that they went to Mercer and let their pride invoke the pride of others. Every member of
the faculty can identify former students who still keep in touch with them and who value
their Mercer experience. Perhaps this is where the project could begin, because students
tend to have ties to people in their specific programs of study, not to the college as a
whole. Alumni have proved to be valuable members of the college advisory commissions
and excellent resources for adjunct faculty. There could very well be a strong correlation
between the successful development of a vigorous alumni association and the elevation of
the image of the college. '

Professional deveiopment programs for faculty are invaluable in providing opportunities
for re-energizing one’s professional spirit, for healing the effects of burnout, and
generally refreshing one’s outlook in teaching. One interviewee estimated that perhaps
half of the faculty at a community college are burdened by a feeling that they are less than
they could be because they are doomed to teach under-prepared, under-motivated
students (reference “the nothing.”) If the faculty’s own sense of themselves is negative, it
is unlikely that they can uplift their students’ sense of theriselves, and yet that is
precisely what many community college students look for and need. Professional
development opportunities such as sabbaticals and release time for conferences and
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special projects may not alleviate entirely the professional miasma, but they certainly go a
long way toward lessening the symptoms. This paper itself is the result of my year-lorg
involvement in the Mid-Career Fellowship Program at Princeton University, and [ can
attest to the enriching and rejuvenating effect that experience has had on me.

In the final analysis, the major element implicit in all of the interviews was the validation
of the greatness of the community college idea. More than any other institution of higher
education, the community college has the flexibility, adaptability, and responsiveness that
make it possible to offer even more outstanding educational opportunities in the years to
come. If our society allows this to happen, we may find that the non-traditional of today
will become the traditional of tomorrow.
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FACULTY INTERVIEWED

Dr. Andrew W. Conrad
Dean of Liberal Arts

Professor Noreen L. Duncan
English/Communications

Dr. Vera H. Goodkin
French/Erglish

Professor Peter J. Holsberg
Engineering/Computer Science

Susanne Kotch
Counseiing/Basic Skilis

Professor Jetry Kuhl
Aviation

Professor Melvin D. Leipzig
Painting/Art History

Dr. Regina A. Mezei
Engilish as a Second Language
STUDEMTS INTERVIEWED

Mary Banfield
Sociai Sciesce

Courtney Mansell
Sccial Science

Professor Judith W. Nygard
English

Professor Pamela A. Price
Director of Library Services

Frofessor James F. Rowe
Legal Studies

Professor Arthur E. Schwartz
Mathzmatics

Dr. Dori Seider
Education/Psychology

Dr. Frank B. Slezak
Chemustry

Dr. June B. Valley
English

Carolyn Marfino
Biclogy

Harry Williams
Architecture
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THE FACULTY INTERVIEW

The interviewing technique was baz:d on the principles of naturalistic inquiry which
attempts to present “slice of life” episodes documented through natural language and to
represent as closely as possible how people feel, what they know, how they know it, and

what their concerns, beliefs, perceptions and understandings are. In-person interviews are
the typical N/I data collection method.

The following questions were presented in sequence, one at a time, to focus the
respondent’s thoughts on each one.

1.

10.

11.

12.

If you were an artist commissioned to paint your image of the community college
now, what would your painting be like?

If you had done your painting during your first years of teaching (at the
community college), would it have been the same or different from you painting
now? If different, what influences resulted in the change?

What ope thing does the community college do the best?

If you could change one thing, what would it be?

What was your major/most significant/most memorable moment in teaching?
We’ve all had moments when “teaching works” -- when things have been as close
to ideal as possible. What is going on when this happens...and...can you replicate
it?

What do you see in other faculty as their most creative moments?

In all of your teaching, what one thing do you really like doing?

Do you have a special strategy/device/method/technique/etc. that works very, very
well for you? -

What is the biggest challenge you face as a teacher? How do you respond to it?

What is your ideal vision of the community college ten years from now? Do you
think it is possible? What has to happen to make your ideal of the future a reality?

If the community college did not exist, would it matter?
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THE STUDENT INTERVIEW

The following questions were presented in sequence, one at a time, to focus the
respondent’s thoughts on each. The interviewing technique was the same as the faculty
interview.

1.

7.

10.

11.

12.

If you were an artist commissioned to paint your image of the community college
now, what would your painting be like?

If you had done your painting during your first semester at the community college,
would it have been the same or different from your painting now? If different, what
influences resulted in the change?

What one thing does the community college do the best?

If you could change one thing about the community college, what would it be?

What is your major/most significant/most memorable moment as a student at the
community college?

We’ve all had moments when the light of understanding suddenly goes on -- when
what we’ve been studying or trying to learn all just clicks. Can you identify what is

going on for you when this happens...and...can you repeat it?

What do you see in your teachers as their most creative moments? What do you see
in other students as their most creative moments?

Considering the various methods/techniques/approaches that the faculty use in their
teaching, what gne works the best for you?

Do you have a special strategy/device/method/technique of studying that works
very, very well for you?

What is the biggest challenge you face as a student? How do you respond to it?

What is your ideal vision of the community college ten years from now? Do you
think it is possible? What has to happen to make you ideal of the future a reality?

If the community college did not exist, would it matter?
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Community Colleges and the Virtual Community

“"Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguish-
able from magic.” Arthur C. Clarke's Third Law from Pro-

files of the Future: An Inquiry into the Limits of the

Pogsgible

Maria checks her e-mail before leaving for class. She finds three
different responses from members of her study group to her question
about last night's calculus problem as well as an invitation to coffee
from a friend and a missive from her French teacher, M. Atget. The mes-
sage asks if she can stop by during an office hour this week to discuss
her most recent test on the Pasée Composé. The cup of coffee in the stu-
dent center is real; the office hour is virtual--Maria attends a commu -
nity college in New Jersey, and her French teacher is located in Paris.

Today, college professors in some virtual courses meet their students
rarely or not at all as an increasing number of schools offer credit and
noncredit courses over the Internet. In Manhattan, for example, the New
School offers both Business Chinese and Astronomy on-line. At present,
electronic courses offered by the New School are text-based: The in-
Structors’ lecture notes are posted (made available on the Internet),
students complete assignments ky e-mail, and a “virtual” classroom bul-
letin board exists for discussion. At the other end of the spectrum, the
University of Toronto offers a course called Creativity, whose students

can attend the course in Toronto or from another location, via the In-
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ternet. All of the instructor’s lectures can be heard over the Internet
with a home computer connected to a modem.

A recent Internet educational project focused on an Egyptian archaeo-
logical excavation. Although the course was geared for primary and sec-
ondary school students, it was technologically more impressive than the
college courses mentioned above. Week by week, results of the expedition
and photographs of new finds were posted on the Internet. Using e-mail,
students wrote questions to thé scientists participating in the dig. An
interview by a scientist of a Bedouin family was posted on-line. On this
dig, an important and unexpected discovery of a new set of burial cham-
bers was immediately shared wi;h the participating Internet students.

In addition to the educational advantages, knowledge of the Internet
is desirable for job seekers. In a recenc survey of 150 executives of
top companies conducted by Robert Half International, 61 percent of
those questioned indicated that Internet savvy would make an individual
a more desirable candidate for employment; 76 percent of the respondents
thought that knowing how to use the Internet would be important for ca-
reer advancement in another five years.1 Yet fewer than half of the com-
munity colleges in the United States have a presence on the In?érnet. My
purpose in this paper is to suggest that community colleges should con-
sider the advantages to students, faculty, and nonteaching staff of In-
ternet access. These advantages include but are not limited to the vast
number of on-line resources available in most subject areas. The public
awareness and acceptance of the Internet that has occurred during the
1990s points to important changes in the way information will be dis-

seminated in the rear future, to changes in education, and to important

cultural changes as well.
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Background on the Internet: What Is It?

The Internet today connects more than 30 million users around the
world. As its name implies, the Internet is a network of computer net-
works. A good analogy may be that of telephone service: A caller in
North Carolina whose phone service is provided by Southern Bell can talk
with someone in New York whose service is offered through NYNEX. In the
same way, people who have Internet accounts on one network can send mes -
sages to and retrieve files from users on other networks arcund the
world, regardless of the type of computer operating system being used.
As is the case with the telephone analogy, such integration is
“seamless” in that users need not be aware of the technology in orxder to

make use of it.

The origins of the Internet date back to a U.S. government project
called the ARPANET (Advanced Research Projects Agency Network), devel-
oped in 1969 to create an emergency computer network in the event that
an act of war, for example, shut down traditional lines of communica-
tion. However, it was the advent of an easy-to-use graphical user inter-
face (GUI) in 1993 known as Mosaic that enabled many people to use the
Internet without having to learn the UNIX operating system, which previ-
ously was necessary for most Internet applications.

Today the World Wide Web has become synonymous in the minds of most
people with the Internet. The Wrrld Wide Web (WWW) is a set of software

tools that allows users to access hypertext-linked information. Under

the hypertext system, information is linked so as to enable the
user/reader, rather than the author/creator, to determine the path

through the information. (The help system in Windows-based computers is
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a hypertext system familiar to many people who use the Windows operating

system.) The idea of hypertext is similar to that of “interactive” chil- .
dren’s books which encourage the child to read a section of the story

and then decide what happens next.

Distance Learning: Benefitsa of Multimedia Hypertext

Those readers who have not themselves used the World Wide Web will be
at a disadvantage for what follows. But let me state that the Internet
as accessed via the WWW has many advantages over the video or audio
courses that many people associate with distance learning. When well de-
signed, educational materials delivered over the Internet are interac-
tive: The student receives feedback and has the ability to ask questions
as wéll as to control the speed of the delivery of the material. For
those courses that are recorded and delivered using a combination of
text, audio, and video, a significant portion of this interaction tcday
comes about in the form of e-mail. Students may post questions to the
instructor, to other students, and to people around the world who are in
some way involved with the topic being studied. One of the most powerful
educational benefits of the Internet is its ability to integrate audio,
video, text, graphics, and interactive elements in one lesson. Students
studying art history, for example, may visit a museum on-line, see high-
guality scanned images of paintings, listen to a lecture, watch a video,
ask questions of an instructor or docent, and discuss with one another

what they are viewing and studying. Making use of shared white board

technology can enable learners to collaborate in real time on a drawing

or jointly to evaluate an article. Discussions in which participante may
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see one another are possible, although at present the available technol-
ogy is primitive compared with the standards of broadcast television.

Today very few people are untouched by the Internet and the Web, and
this is likely to become even more true in the near future. Even those
who do not use a computer are likely to benefit from Internet technol-
ogy. A client who contacts a real estate agent for listings in another
state, for example, will probably be presented with a customized list
and perhaps photographs downloaded from the Net. A patient may receive
treatment based on information a doctor sought and found while searching
the Net. Stockbrokers use the Net not only to check quotes but also to
conduct video conferences to discuss emerging issues relevant to their
clients’ portfolios.

Although it might appear that the Internet is merely the mood ring of
the 1990s, important evidence supports the idea that it will be a lead-
ing player in the immediate future and probably for muca longer. One of
the best indicators of this is the fact that new computers are now being
sold with pre-installed Internet software and hardware. Several computer
companies (Microsoft, for example) have even developed their own net-
works (MSN, the Microsoft Network). Additional evidence is the competi-
tive pricing being offered for Internet access ($15-$20 per month for
unlimited home Internet access). There is also an incentive for hardware
companiex to develép low-end workstations that can connect to the Inter-
net those farilies or businesses that want access to the Net for infor-
mation but do not need computing power.

Although it is difficult to determine precisely when the general pub-
lic became aware of and “accepted” the Internet, certainly the lnternet

is no longer, as it once was, the exclusive tool of computer science de-
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partments in four-year colleges. Not only is it accessible to the gen-
eral public, but it has become the current darling/devil of the mass me-
dia and has spawned among other things a tremendous publishing initia-

tive in books to teach people how to use this tool.

Community College Access to the Internet

Community colleges have certainly not avoided computer technology. A
study conducted by the Technology, Teaching and Scholarship Project at
the University of Southern California revealed that community colleges

make use of computers in nearly twice as many courses as do four-year

institutions.’ Yet community colleges today vary widely in their use of

the Internet and in the access they provide to faculty, students, and
staff. Many schools provide merely limited access, and this only for
faculty. According to statistics from the American Association of Commu-
nity Colleges, the United States has 1,100 junior and community col-
leges.3 Of these, it is estimated, fewer than half have a presence on
the World Wide Web.* Schools that do not have a public Web server may,
however, provide varying levels of Internet access to their faculty,
staff, and students. Typically some schools may provide their faculty
with e-mail capabilities but not with the ability to access WWW pages oOr

construct and post their own pages.

How tha Internet Can Benefit Community Colleges

schools in general, and community colleges in particular, can derive
many benefits from making Internet access available to their publics. Of
perennial importance, of course, are economic questions. The Internet

has the potential to encourage significant cost savings and the poten-
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tial to generate new revenue sources. As schools find ways to collabo-

rate using the Internet, they can share resources efficiently. Where
educationally sound, the judicious use of distance learning may e-.iable
schools to stretch limited budgets by reaching students with courses
that go beyond the interactive television (ITV) of today. Schools will
thus realize a savings in terms of physical resources, instructional re-

sources, or both.

Enhancing Public Relations for Community Colleges

Far more than other institutions of higher learning, community col-
leges are dependent upon public perception, and this public perception
translates very directly into funding. This dependence also affects the
number of students who enroll. Given that newsbapers are disinclined to
publish anything that ié not hard news, a community college’s World Wide
Web site can be a highly effective way to reach the public. In order to
use the Net this way, a computer-literate public must be attracted to a
school’s host site on a continuing basis. As many Web designers have
discovered, the site must provide more than a well-designed advertise-
ment. Users must receive true value of some sort; they must be intrigued
enough to resist immediately jumping to another link somewhere else in
cyberspace. An often-qguoted dictum for potential Web authors is that on

the Internet, at least, “content is king.”

Internet and Recruitment

E-mail accounts and Internet access have been standard benefits pro-
vided to students studying at four-year institutions for most of the

1990s. Now students trying to decide which college to enroll in might

¥




decline to consider those that do not provide such Internet access; in-

deed, they may in fact take level of Internet access--if any--into their ‘
decision-making process. Students interested in attending Mercer Commu-

nity College, for example, can click on a WWW link to receive informa-

tion about the school. Students interested in a particular department

can access another link to have someone from that department contact

them by phone or e-mail with more information about the area they are

interested in studying.

Faculty Develcpment

Although reduced educational funding makes conference attendance pro-
hibitively expensive for many community college faculty because of
travel costs, participation in virtual sharing is free or inexpensive.
At community colleges, a teacher may find her/himself one of a very few
people who share a given academic discipline. Because of heavy teaching
loads, some teachers find it burdensome to keep up to date in their
fields. With Internet access, teachers can enter into subject-area dis-
cussions from their home or office computers and can peruse many of the
latest journals on-line. Software appropriate for their discipline often
is made available free of charge over the Internet. Many professional
organizations, such as the American Philosophical Association and Teach-
ers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, host WWW sites with links
of interest to their members. The Teachers of English to Speakers of
Other Languages has been particularly active on the Internet. A daily e-
mail discussion group for these teachers is one of the ten most widely
subscribed of such groups, with more than 10,000 people registered.

Though community college libraries may be reluctant to subscribe to cer-
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tain professional journals that will be read by a very limited number of

faculty, free electronic versions of many professional publications are

becoming more and more the norm.

Teaching Critical Thinking

"I believe that it is a myth that the more choices you

have, the more appropriate actions you can take and the

more freedom you will enjoy. Rather, more choices seem

to produce more anxiety. . . . I have a theory that this

is why Chinese food is always shared among diners. To

somewhat reduce the anxiety of having to make a decision

from so many choices, diners have access to everyone

else’s selection, to make a poor choice less distaste-

ful.” Richard saul Wurman, Information Anxiety
The resources of the Internet a#e vast and impressive--and without any
kind of central organization. It is easy to find information on almost
any topic, but students must use ~ritical thinking to evaluate the in-
formation they find. For example, there is likely to be a difference in
accuracy and quality between inforration gleaned from a discussion on
the alt.religions newsgroup (an oren forum on all aspects of religion)
and that from, say, the Dartmouth University Glossary of World Relig-
ions.

The resources of the Internet are different from those of libraries
in that library collections have been well indexed by professionals.
While the Internet has given everyone and anyone the equivalent of a
printing press, enabling them to disseminate information on-line, the

search engines (software programs designed for searching databases) have -
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yet to catch up with the information outpouring. For example, a search
of AltaVista, one of the most popular search engines, turns up more than
one million references to teaching. If I ask for information on
“Internet,” more than eight million references are located in seconds.
performing a Boolean search for wInternet” and “teaching” narrows the
number to a more manageable 700,000. The key word “China” brings up
200,000 potential leads. The key word “biology” brings up approximately
400,000 hits. Asking for references to the Arthur C. Clarke quote that
heads this paper brings up more than 200 hits. Students will now need
instruction both in reference techniques applicable to this new medium
and in evaluating materials for relevance, authority, and applicability.
At a recent technology conference, the person responsible for design-
ing the catalog for one of the five most popular search engines said
that her company indexed only the title headings and first few para-
graphs of Web pages that are included in their database. Given that the
first paragraphs of many documents are often not descriptive of what
follows, the number of “false” hits one will encounter when using such a
search engine is great. Some have said that the task of librarians in
the past was to help patrons find information; in the age of the Inter-
net, their task is to help patrons avoid irrelevant information and to

keep users from drowning in the sea of possible references.

Cultural Change

Foreign language teachers are often encouraged to study a new lan-
guage every few years, if for no other reason than to help them empa-
thize with the task facing their students. One might view the educa-

tional process as being composed of two distinct camps: those who know
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(the teachers) and those who don’t know (the learners). It is easy for

‘ those who know to forget how frustrating and difficult learning can be.
This is not to suggest that the nature of the educational endeavor is
intrinsically adversarial; however, introduction of the new technologies
may provide some leveling of the emotional playing field ordinarily
found in the classroom.

With the migration of important educational resources to the Inter-
net, students and teachers are on the same footing with regard to the
new technology. Few know this new technology completely. Almost everyone
is disenfranchised as a novice computer user. Even those who know how to
word process and send e-mail must go through a learning process when
facing the Internet. New vocabulary (URL, http, anonymous ftp) and new
concepts (hypertext, Boolean search, web-browser plug-in) confront most
users initially. It is reasonable to assume that many teachers who are

. presently working and all new teachers will need to embrace the emerging
technologies. All teachers will realize a valuable benefit if they re-
member their initial frustrations and difficulties with the Internet and
are able to preserve a measure of empathy for what their students go

through on a daily basis.

Drawbacks of the Internet

In addition to concerns that students will spend all their time on
the Internet aimlessly “surfing” or playing worldwide multi-user games
of “Doom,"” many teachers have expressed concern that the ability of stu-
dents to download massive amounts of text that may be easily imported

into word processing documents may unduly tempt those who see deadlines

‘ approaching. The detection of such plagiaristic efforts is, in fact,
11
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easier when students use material “lifted” from electronic sources.
Teachers haye always looked for differences in writing style. Many in-
structors can relate stories of having seen papers in which an initially
clumsy introductory paragraph is followed by three well-written pages
and then summed up by an equally awkward conclusion. If one suspects
that material has been copied from an electronic source, it might be
that the student whose paper is being questioned used one of the stan-
dard search engines to locate that material and used it verbatim. Using
a search engine like AltaVista (which, unlike the unnamed service men-
tioned previously, indexes every word of every document available
through it), one merely enters a suspect phrase or sentence. If it ap-
pears in a document indexed by AltaVista, the entire article will in-
stantly be available, saving a teacher much effort trying to track down
possible sources of plagiarism.

Also of concern is the fact that although the Internet offers means
for generating additional revenue and maximizing use of scarce re-
sources, users, in order to access thc Internet via a browser such as
Netscape or Mosaic, will need access to higher-end computers than are
often generally available at many community colleges. While computers
with 386 processors and 4 megabytes of RAM may be fine for word process-
ing and working with spreadsheets, 486 machines with at least 8 megs of
RAM are really a minimum recommendation for WWW users. Upgrading to

these machines will be an expense over and above the cost of securing an

Internet connection.
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Encouraging Student-Teacher Communication

The experience of many community college faculty is that students are
reluctant to partake of office hours unless specially urged to do so or
until they discover that they are failing their courses. The two-way
communication provided by an e-mail system changes the nature of the
student-teacher dialogue. Students with questions post them to their
teachers, to study groups, or to a UseNet newsgroup (UseNet newsgroups
are the 10,000 to 15,000 e-mail discussion groups hosted on the Internet
on nearly every topic imaginable). Students may contact the instructor
of a class they are considering taking to find out more about the class;
they may also check the previous semester‘’s online syllabus, course
guide, and practice tests if these have been posted on-line as many pro-
fessors are now doing. Some faculty may encourage students to submit
first drafts of important assignments by e-mail and then return these

with voice or text annotations.

Encouraging Community at Community Colleges

It is ironic that one of the things often missing at many community
colleges is a true sense of community among the students. No one is at
fault; almost all such schools function on a commuter basis. Providing
students with access to e-mail and Internet accounts that they will want
to check frequently may have the potential to help establish some sense
of community. At Gainesville College, for example, in order to check
their e-mail students must pass through an electrcnic bulletin board
upon which appear notices of current interest: sporting activities,

plays, trips, concerts, and the like. Although students may ignore these
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as easily as we ignore television advertisement: (or do we?), well-
designed, graphically interesting notices will attract students’ notice ’
and, perhaps, encourage them to participate in activities that might

otherwise have gone unnoticed.

Without minimizing the very real technological, financial, and educa-
tional concerns about making Internet access available te community col-
lege students, faculty, and staff, the potential benefits appear to out-

weigh the drawbacks.

'wKnow thy net, survey suggests.” The Bergen Record, 3 June 1996, p. B-
1.

*cross, Carocl, “Community colleges lead in classroom use of computers,
survey shows.” Black Issues in Higher Education, 12 January 1995.
3http://www.aacc.nche.edu/membrshp/aaccfact/htm. 1995 AACC Facts. The
Americarn Association of Community Colleges.
4http://www.mcli.dist.maricopa/edu/cc. Community College dJeb.
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The idea that knowledge of all sorts should be synthesized
and integrated for better understanding probably started with
Plato who described philosophy as a "unified" science. Perhaps,
as a foreshadowing of the debates that were to come, Aristotle
disagreed with that notion and proposed a "logical" method of
thinking and learning. From these auspicious beginnings, the
discussion has continued and schélars slowly struggle to
establish some common ground for ‘"unity" and/or "logic" in
learning and teaching. However it 1is addressed, we know that
interdisciplinary . or "holistically unified" <classes provide
students with opportunities to solve problems and address
questions more creatively than single disciplined classes do.

Lawrence Wheeler, an educational planner tells a tale.

Once upon a time a planning group was formed to design a
house for an elephant. On the committee were an architect, an
interior designer, an engineer, a sociologist and a psychologist.
The elephant was highly educated too...but he was not on the
committee.

The five professionals met and elected the architect as
their chairman. His firm was paying the engineer’s salary, and
the consulting fees of the other experts, which, of course, made
him the natural leader of the group.

At their fourth meeting they agreed it was time to get at
the essentials of their problem. The architect asked Jjust two
things: "How much money can the elephant spend?" and "What does
the site look like?" ‘

The engineer said that precast concrete was the ideal
material for elephant houses, especially as his firm had a new
computer just begging for a stress problem to run.

The psychologist and the sociologist whispered together and
then one o»f them said, "How many elephants are going to live in
this house?"...It turned out that one elephant was a
psychological problem, but two or more were a sociological
matter. The group finally agreed that though one elephant was
buying the house, he might eventually marry and raise a family.
Each consultant could, therefore, take a legitimate interest in
the problem.

The interior designer asked, "What do elephants do when
they ‘re home?"

"They lean against things," said the engineer. We'll need
strong walls."
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"They eat a lot," said the psychologist. "You’ll want a big
dining room...and they like the color green." _

"As a sociological matter," said the sociologist, "I can
tell you that they mate standing up. You’'ll need high ceilings."

So they built the elephant his house. It had precast
concrete walls, high ceilings, and a large dining area. It was
painted green to remind him of the jungle. And it was completed
for only 15% over the original estimate.

The elephant moved in. He always ate outdoors, so he used
the dining room for a library...but it wasn’t very cozy.

He never leaned against anything, because he had lived in
circus tents for years, and knew that walls fall down when you
lean on them.

The girl he married hated green, and so did he. They were
very urban elephants.

And the sociologist was wrong too...they didn’t stand up. So
the high ceilings merely produced echoes that greatly annoyed the
elephants. They moved out in less than six months (Klein 121).

The story illustrates the difficulties faced by those
attempting to conduct empirical research in interdisciplinary
educatiorn while bound to the structures and conventions of a
singular area of study. It also speaks to the issues that
underline the debate. As Clifford Geertz and Stanley Fish and a
host of others have pointed out; "Being interdisciplinary is more
than hard to do; it is impossible to do" (Fish 231-242). It means
a "blurring of genres", a redrawing of property lines or a
reconfiguration with the addition of a new discipline: contextual
relations. Most simply, interdisciplinary learning means the co-
teaching of at least two faculty members from different
departments in the institution. The practitioners of
interdisciplinary learning would therefore have to believe that
the experience would stimulate new pedagogies; after all, there
must be some connection(s) between the different areas of study
and the manner in which they have traditionally been studied.

They might also find that the energy created in this kind of

teaching experience would encourage them to develop new avenues
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for research just as the students would be doing.

Indeed, the research indicates that faculty participants in
such programs report that they work harder than in their
traditional disciplines but that they find the cr.itact with other
colleagues energizing. They report that contact with colleagques
from other parts of the campus prevents program duplication and
faculty "burnout" (Klein 11-13).

The history of interdisciplinarity in the United States
really began after World War II. It had many names but the
essential ideas were remarkably similar. In 1945, Harvard

University published a "redbook" called General Education in a

Free Society. It proposed a core curriculum covering Western
civilization, literary texts, scientific principles, and English
composition, with an additional course in each of humanities,
social sciences and natural sciences. This was based on what were
termed "holistic" courses already initiated at Columbia
University and continuing to this day as a seminar program in the
issues of the day. The University of Chicago adopted the same
model and called it "general education". Their program moved in
the direction of community with the hope of dealing, in an
interdisciplinary manner, with some of the human problems
increasingly being created by specialization. These programs were
interesting to pedagogues and theorists but, despite
institutional support, they did not immediately trigger any
revolutions. Nevertheless, some seeds seem to have been planted.
By the early 1970s, scholars were rediscovering some strong
connections between learning theory and the writing process.
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Vygotsky described learning as the "deliberate structuring of the
web of meaning"...(in writing). Pjiaget and Dewey discussed
learning as a "reorganization of a cognitive scheme in light of
an experience"...(in writing) (Emig 122-127). The Writing Across
the Curriculum movement was born and, however it was termed,
interdisciplinarity became a pedagogical fashion. As Susanne
Langer wrote; "All knowledge is interpretation" (Berthoff 164).
Writing was acknowledged as an important vehicle for learning in
centext and as a separate discipline.

Grant monies became available from government agencies,
private trusts and philanthropies. Institutions supported Ww.A.C.
programs and a number of faculties participated. There were many
different models but all of the projects required some
interaction between writing "experts" and other discipline
"experts". In some projects, the writing professional became a
consultant to a colleague in paper grading or journal reading. In
California, the whole state system of higher education was
mandated to include a W.A.”. component. Miami-Dade Community
College in Florida mandated the writing of a given number of
words in every class. Community colleges across the country
seemed particularly to welcome these projects. As newcomers to
the higher education business, some administrators commented, at
least in this movement, that everyone was starting from the same
place.

Within the next ten years, educational theorists were
building on the W.A.C. movement and the recurring demand that

education address the social problems of the day. Faculty were
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strongly urged not only to include writing in their teaching but
to encourage critical thinking in their discussions and
assignments. Platonic ideas reared their heads at state and
national conferences sponsored by philosophy departments.
Presenters noted that the "disciplines are artificial and too
narrow for multi- logical and ethical issues...they need a more
ecological perspective" (Weinstein 123).

Ernest R. Boyer, of the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, has put the matter in a nutshell; "If I
were to sweep away all of the inquiry and all of the speculation,
I would reduce the purposes of education to the simple word -
connections" (Common). It 1is what we already have noted: if the
subject matter has no relationship to other subjects or to one’s
life experience, students cannot put their learning into
perspective and move forward into a wider world.

The National Center of Postsecondary Teaching, Learning and
Assessment research has followed a nationally representative
sample of nearly 4,000 students at 26 widely varying institutions
through their first three years of college. One of the factors
associated with éignificant increases in mathematics, reading
comprehension and critical thinking scores 1is collaborative
learning experiences with groups of students who move through
clusters of courses together. When these kinds of experiences are
available, two year and historically Black institutions’ entrants
improved at a rate comparable té that for four vyear and

predominantly White institutions (N.E.A.).

No matter what it is called; core curricula,
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interdisciplinary learning, team teaching, ccllaboration, or the
currently fashionable - learning communities, the connecting of
the disciplines appears to be an affective experience for
students and energizing experience for faculty. The most
successful and long lasting, if peripheral, programs involve the
study of broad based social issues which, by definition, require
the study of a multiplicity of disciplines. Some of the projects
have published curricula and organized national and international
conferences. The Five College Program in Peace and World Security
Studies has been publishing an annual curriculum guide since 1984
and includes syllabi, articles, and teaching techniques
contributed by faculties from more than 100 institutions of
higher learning around the world (Thomas). More locally, the New
Jersey Project on Race, Gender and Class, founded in 1986, has
focused its efforts on curriculum transformation that will
include sensitivity to issues of diversity in curricula and in
pedagogy. Recently, it has published a teaching source book which
contains concrete information on curriculum development from
faculty in more than 40 two and four year <colleges and
universities. More than half of the contributions address at
least two areas of study. The organization of these courses are
as varied as the institutions they house.

Like Columbia, Harvard and the University of Chicago,
Princeton University supports the development of new courses,
including interdisciplinary efforts, with a "bank" of available
F.T.E. s that faculty, with departmental aprroval, can use to

pilot new projects. In the Winter of 1996, for instance, a
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graduate seminar called "Questions Across Disciplines in Women's
Studies" was launched. The course was organized by a professor in
the English Department but each session was taught by a different
scholar from the "humanistic disciplines"”. Students prepared for
the sessions with extensive readings in the discipline of the
week. The facilitating English professor was the only connecting
link between the sessions. The visiting lecturers donated their
services to help the course get off the ground. Despite
enthusiastic evaluations from faculty and students, the seminar
will not however be offered again for at least another year,
perhaps because of limited enrollment.

In 1984, the Interdisciplinary General Education Program of
California State Polytechnic University in Pomona, California
reported on an experimental program to develop a "learning
community of faculty and students who have common goals and
mutual aspirations” to work as independent scholars and to
develop their intellectual capacities (Jacobs 10). Curricula and
pedagogical approaches were developed collaborati&ely by team
teaching faculty and focused on student~centered, problem-solving
approaches that emphasized writing and communication skills.
Periodic retreats throughout the academic year, for faculty and
students, provided onyoing evaluation and revision of the
program. This was important because team teaching was a new
experience for this faculty and all were teaching outside the
traditional orientation of their disciplines. At the end of the
first year, all the participants wanted to continue and several

other faculty members asked if they could be involved.
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New Jersey’s Trenton State College reports on a course that
is one of a three course required interdisciplinary core
sequence. It is called "Change in Society" and was revised from a
traditional second semester history course by a faculty
development team aiming fifstly, to completely integrate gender
and diversity issues into the course. Secondly, the team wanted
to provide alternative perspectives on the historical events
students were learning about. They decided to focus on case
studi=s of how change was effected in specific societies at
certain critical times. The case studies are presented in a mass
lecture by team faculty members and some guest lecturers. Small
student seminar sections are met by other faculty members.
References include literature, diaries, films, etc. from a
variety of disciplines (Fichner-Ratus 139-146).

With the support of a F.I.P.S.E. grant in the 1983-84
academic year, faculty at the State University of New York at
Oswego were released to develop five interdisciplinary courses.
The grant included student participants and provided faculty with
an opportunity to explore a number of model structures of
interdisciplinary thought and study. The faculty members welcomed
the students throughout the process because they made for a more
practical approach. Their questions helped create a truer
synthesis of disciplines: a "metadiscipline".

The program was called "Liberal Studies" and was topic
centered around the special interests of the participating
faculty members. These were narrowed to five general topics by

polling the students and were finally titled: "Women and Men",
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" Myth and Symbol", "Tolerance and Prejudice", "The Fallen World",
and "Energy Use". All of the courses were planned collaboratively
and emphasized exploration and discovery with a multiplicity of
perspectives. Because the courses were very much identified with
individual department members, there was little continuity when
they moved on to other institutions. Nevertheless, their Honors
Program, which was subsequently developed and 1is still
flourishing, was based on this seminal work in interdisciplinary
studies (Varhus).

As far back as 1978, some administrators and faculty of
Urseline College, a small Catholic liberal arts college 1in Ohio,
began to explore pedagogy appropriate for older students. By
1980, the humanities faculty had designed three six credit
interdisciplinary courses and had piloted them with N.E.H. grant
funds. The college then committed to this interdisciplinary
program and required all of its adult students (60% of enrollees)
to take at least one of these courses. Each course provides an
introduction to the liberal arts and is taught by at least two
faculty members from different disciplines.

Courses are specifically designed for pragmatic adult
learners who expect to find relevance in what they study. The
first course is "Focus On Life" and assists students to make
transitions from the work world to academia. "Science and the
Human Condition" addresses the impact of technology on
contemporary life and the third course, "Humanities Through the
Arts," explores the arts not only as aesthetics but also as

reflections of human values.




To this day, participating faculty are overwhelmingly
enthusiastic. More traditional staff members however, are
critical of their methodology which discourages lectures and
requires extensive writing. They are hesitant to endorse the
program because collaborative course preparation and encouraging
students to think independently requires a great deal of planning
and flexibility (Moore 136).

George Mason University’s New Century College, which opened in
1995, is an effort to respond to students’ needs in the world of
work. They report that their new College is a compilation of
competency-based educational programs and the ideas leading to
college learning communities. The College offers a bachelor’s
degree in integrative studies. Freshmen students take four six
week courses, team taught by four or five faculty members from
various d¢sciplines. The courses are thematically based; i.e.,
"Community of Learners", "The Natural World", "The Socially
Constructed World", "Self as Citizen". Additionally, they are
required in succeeding vyears, to take twenty-four credits in
thematic courses 1like "Energy and Environment" and "women and
Violence". These are offered in group based learning communities
(Chronicle 11/10/95). It is too soon to measure the results of
this approach that seems to want to utilize a blend of the most
successful of all the new pedagogies. What is known however, is
that the enrollment has been above what was anticipated.

The Great Basin Chautauqua program, sponsored by the Nevada
Humanities Committee, brought together scholars, artists,

business people and other citizens interested in learning about




water related issues in the west. In 1994, faculty at the
University of Nevada campus in Reno participated in the teacher
education component of the program that brought thirty teachers,
from kindergarten through college, for a two week intensive
institute on campus. The participants became involved 1in an
interdisciplinary exploration of the nearby Truckee River. The
river served as a metaphor and as the focus of historians,
biologists, developers, conservationists, economists,
sociologists, poets, etc.

All of the methods of inquiry known to the different
disciplines were employed to "reading and writing the river."
Word of mouth in the community brought faculty and a variety of
resources to the project. Trips to the various water distribution
sites were preceded by discussion of an extensive book list. In
succeeding trips, the variety of university and community guides
presented varied cultural perspectives that raised more and more
questions. The forums of the Chautougua itself gave participants
a chance to be involved, in a knowledgeable, way in the policy
debates about the region. Afterwards, the teachers began to plan
their river-based interdisciplinary units to take back to their
own classrooms. The curricula materials were varied but all were
activity oriented. "They concluded that their personal
experiences gave them insights into what could become powerful
pedagogy" (Lafer and Tchudi 14-20).

Community colleges have been very supportive of many
innovative endeavors. Some institutions have special offerings in

Interdisciplinary Studiers centering around specific themes that
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are subject to change. Most often, &s 1in the four year
institutions, these courses are in the humanities. Raritan Valley
Community College in New Jersey, for instance, has offered such
courses team taught by histary and English faculty for many
years. The administration has supported and encouraged these
courses even in times of financial retrenchment. They focus on
current issues like "Politics and Culture", "Racism and
Nationalism" and include trips to relevant historical sites,
films and guest lecturers.

A similar humanities course, a six credit seguence that
included history, philosophy, music and literature, was team
taught at the County College of Morris, in New Jersey, in the
1970s. Recently, they have begun to think about reviving this
kind of course. The N.E.H., 1in 1993, granted the college funding
for a four week summer "Journey Through the Humanities" intensive
faculty seminar. The participants were from all departments
across the campus. Follow-up projeqts focused on a thematic,
interdisciplinary course chronologically tracing the artist as
social «critic; thus, revisiting the earlier interdisciplinary
effort (Grabowsky 8-10).

Most community colleges are wary about the cost
effectiveness of putting the necessary resources into
interdisciplinary programs. In 1987, when Chesapeake College in
Maryland began to revise the institutional general education
core, the faculty discussed the need for a course that would
teach students to make meaningful connections between their
career courses and their other requirements. An interdisciplinary
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committee, representing humanities, natural and social science
departments was formed to determine precisely whether such a
course was feasible for a community college and if so, what kind
of course it would be.

The committee noted the popularity of courses labeled
interdisciplinary and the models being utilized in some
neighboring institutions. They also noted that making connections
between disciplines was not a major goal of most existing
programs. Therefore, they decided to concentrate on the
similarities among the disciplines. The course in "The Naturé of
Knowledge" examines different cultural perspectives on experience
and then covers topics as diverse as relativity and Marxism from
the points of view of different disciplines. Faculty collaborate
in all aspects of the course which includes experimenting,
readings, journal writing and discussing. Final projects require
students to work individually and in teams to demonstrate
concretely what they have learned about how the disciplines
interconnect (Bounds, Berkowitz, Gilmartin).

Interdisciplinary studies, by definition, involve team
teaching, but that can also have different implications. For
instance, the ASPIRE (A Student Paper 1In An Interdisciplinary
Research Environment) program at North Arkansas Community College
in Harrison, permits students to write one paper that meets the
requirements for two or more classes. One of the instructors is
always from the English department. In some instances, thefe is
only one other discipline 1involved as 1in a paper entitled
"Hamlet ‘s Burden" which paired the English professor with someone
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from the psychology department. A paper on "Aging in America"
however, included faculty from sociology, science and philosophy.
Students in any <class may participate with the instructor’s
approval. The college supports the project because it believes
that it encourages critical thinking skills and student autonomy
and responsibility. Faculty consider this a writing-across-the-
curriculum approach that is pragmatic and popular with students.
(Hunterthuer, Horrell, Terrill).

This 1is a pale version of the system reported in 1991, at
Solano Community College in California, that links basic content
areas with writing classes. Because linked classes hase had mixed
success, Solano also created a team teaching component to their
program. English and "content" classes are scheduled back-to-back
and both instructors are present throughout both sessions.
Students begin to see how they can use English to learn in other
disciplines. They read more primary texts and are less likely to
drop two sections when they are having difficulty (Wishner).

At Abraham Baldwin College in Tifton, Georgia, two team
teachers from history and English departments, respectively, had
the same general goal in creating an interdisciplinary course.
Their specific focus was on American history and the use of
readings and writings from the historical periods under
discussion. They aimed to "approach the study of history and
literature as seamless expressions of our national heritage and
of our contemporary lives" (Hammons-Bryner & Robinson 97). Unlike
the Chesapeake College staff, who wanted the students to learn
their differences and similarities, the Baldwin teachers wanted
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to be perceived as "seamless" as their disciplines. They stressed
activity centered@, cooperative projects and participated as co-
learners as well as resource people. Because of this approach,
students, they discovered, began increasingly to take charge of
and design their own learning activities. They _asked for
additional readings and times for class discussions. ﬁveryone
kept evaluétive journals and- faculty spent many planning hours
together. The administration, which had been reluctant to permit
the interdisciplinary course, has asked the faculty team to
develop a similar offering for the honors program.

Honors programs, particularly those that use the Honor
Societies”® annual themes, as 1is the practice at Brookdale
Community College in New Jersey, almost always present team
taught classes. Faculty submit proposals for course development
and sometimes the team parthers come from disparate disciplines.
One of the first courses offered is "Civilization at Risk" that
is taught by a psychology professor who is process oriented in
the <classroom in conjunction with a professor from the speech
department who prefers a much more structured pedagogical
approach. The two spent many hours identifying and defining how
they would present their different perspectives and yet, both
report surprice at how different their "teaching styles" are.

Other interdisciplinary courses at Borokdale are also
peripheral to most departments but have wore concrete themes.
"Holocaust Studies" has been team taught for more than a dozen
years by a psychology professor and an historian. They both

report that their goal is to clearly present the history of a
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short period of time as universal and unique. They use texts,
films, journals and guest speakers. Because of their years of
experience and unity of purpose, they feel confident that they
can fill in for each other at any time; they are as "seamless" as
the Baldwin faculty.

The problems interdisciplinarians face are myriad and they
too vary from one institution to another. Community colleges,
particularly those that are actively engaged with 1locally based
busiresses or public school districts, find it almost impossible
to be effective without an interdisciplinary apgproach. N.E.A.
research indicates that "business leaders...federal policy
makers...agree upon the basic skills that are crucial to a core
postindustrial workforce" (Barrow 39).-These are the skills that
are inherent in an interdisciplinary educational setting.

In these times of cost cutting and cbnsolidation, the
research indicates, Morris County College is not the only
institution to take a new 1look at old ideas. Brandeis University
is redesigning its curriculum into thirty nine interdisciplinary
thematic clusters. The University of Rhode Island is considering
the establishment of eight research centers in place of the
existing departments (45). Instecad of targeting interdisciplinary
programs for elimination, the new downsizing might mean they will
receive strong administrative support. Issues like departmental
territoriality, increased faculty workload, and counselor
concerns abcut transfers will become less overwhelming.
Institutional policy might mandate a more holistic approach to

course planning when it becomes clear that students are better
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prepared for the future when they have that experience.
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Student As Teacher: Cooperative Learning Strategies
in The Community College Classroom
by ‘
Caroil L. Hunter

“Cooperative learning encompasses bath a teaching philosophy and
instructionai methods that encourage students to work together in groups to maximize
learning” (Cinelli 99). The traditional role of teacher is expanded to include facilitator
and coordinator of the student groups, which then assume part of the responsibility for
instruction. The cooperative learning model, variously described in the literature as
“collaborative learning,” “experiential learning,” or “community of learners,” has gained
popularity over the last decade. It has been used successfully at every educational
level from the primary graues through graduate school, and across diverse academic
disciplines.?

The belief that cooperative learning strategies could be effectively incorporated
into the basic public speaking course to enhance student outcomes led the Brookdale
Community College Speech Department to revise its basic course program. This
paper will discuss the multiple factors which motivated faculty to undertake the course
revision, faculty expectations and reservations concerning implementation of the
cooperative learning model, and facuilty/student attitudes toward cooperative learning,
post revision, accessed through questionnaires and selected interviews.

Experimental and descriptive studies on the subject of cooperative learning
support claims that the method can yield a large number of specific benefits to adult
learners. The literature to a lesser degree, however, also raises concerns regarding
difficuities in impiementation, as weli as possible negative consequences for students.
Many of the factors discussed in the literature are echoed in the attitudes of faculty and
students interviewed for this paper. References to specific articles, which discuss
aspects of cooperative learning similar to those raised in the faculty and student
attitude surveys and interviews discussed herein, will be highlighted in this paper.

Each year approximately 1150 students enroll in the 46 sections of Effective
Speech (SPH 115), the basic public speaking course at Brookdale Community

1 Bruffee makes an interesting distinction between the terms “cooperative learning” and “collaborative
learning”. The former can help younger children to gain social skills und toundational knowledge, whereas
the latter is used with adolescents and aduits to enhance nonfoundational education (Bruffee 162). ‘
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College. The course traditionally required students to design and deliver 7 speeches
over the semester. Student learning experiences included: (1) lecture, (2) assigned
textbook readings, and (3) instructor-led class critiques of student speeches. Little or
no time was available for group activities or process work of any kind. Students’
grades in the course were dependent solely on their grades for the 7 speeches.

Several instructors had used cooperative learning straiegies successfully in
other courses and were frustrated by the tightly scheduled format of SPH 115 (213 of
the class sessions were devoted to student speeches and evaluation, with 1/3 of the
course devoted to lecture). They expressed dissatisfaction with the course emphasis
on graded performances as opposed to learning activities, and suspected that this
design served to increase performance anxiety, lower the energy level of the students
and ultimately contribute to attrition. These areas of dissatisfaction with the non-
collaborative model served as significant motivation to revise the basic course.

Further motivation to redesign Effective Speech was provided by our
department’s participation in Vision 2020, a facuity development workshop held at
Brookdale in 1995, which had as its keynote speaker futurist Ed Barlow. The program
focused on educating for the 21st century and highlighted the changing needs of the
community college student. Our speech facuity became firmly convinced that the
ability to work in groups, appreciation for cultural diversity, increased problem solving
skills, enhanced ability to access information and utilize technology were essential
skills for our students. The desire to incorporate these goals into SPH 115 became an
important factor in the decision to change the curriculum.

The basic public speaking course was revised at the end of the winter 1995
term and taught for the first time in the fall 1995 semester. The number of graded
speech performances was reduced to 3 from the original 7, and 6 cooperative learning
experiences (workshop activities) were added to the course. Instruction in the course
became less teacher directed as students were given the responsibility to teach each
other through the completion of the group assignments. The design sought to
maximize active learning.

These group assignments include the following: (1) Students present 2 -
minute informative speeches during the second class session. These speeches are
videotaped and each student reviews his taped performance in a small group during
class time. Group members are required to help each other formulate personal
delivery goals which are submitted to the instructor; (2) After some preliminary
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instruction, students are put into groups of 5 members each and given an hour to work
together to construct an informative speech which is then presented to the class by the
entire group (or one member whom they select); (3) Stucents of various skill levels
work together in small groups on specific tasks involving the ocation, retrieval and
evaluation of information in the library. This activity gives students the chance to teach
each other basic library skills, while the instructor and librarian assist students with
-advanced work; (4) Following a lecture on interest generating devices, students work
in groups to plan specific revisions of their research informative speeches delivered in
class 8. ldeas generated are shared with the entire class and students present the.
revised speeches in the following session; (5) 2 classes are spent in preparation for
the persuasive speech, the third and most difficult graded speech assignment. In this
session students meet in smail groups to review each cthers’ topic selections. They
are expected to share their ideas concerning the topics and provide information useful
in audience analysis. (6) Student groups review each member’s proposition,
bibliography and research materials for the persuasive speech. This is a working
session where students troubleshoot potential problems in the speech preparation
and make useful suggestions.

Points, which figure in the final course grade, are given for participation in each
workshop activity. These points are earned by participation in and completion of the
activity and are not qualitative. Students may earn a maximum of 80 points for
participation in workshop activities 1 through 4 (points earned for activities 5 and 6 are
considered part of the persuasive speech grade). Students earn between 70 and 140
points for each of the three graded speech assignments. 70-100 points roughly
corresponds to a “C" grade, 101-120 to a “B”, and 121-140 to an “A"2

The grading procedure was designed to encourage student participation in the
cooperative learning activities. Students who earn more than 50 workshop points will
likely find their final grade enhanced as a result, particularly if their speech grade
points are not close to the maximum available for the grade desired (eg. a student
earning a 70 point “C" grade on one speech and a 101 point “B” grade on each of his
other two graded speeches could earn a 352 point total for a final grade of “B”, if he
earned the full 80 participation points). Earning less than 50 participation points is
likely to adversely affect the finai grade (eg. a student earning a 70 point “C" grade on

2 Brookdale Community College uses the designation "Credit". Credit Honors," and “Credit High Honors"
in place of the more traditional "C", "B", and "A".
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each of his 3 speeches would fall short of the 260 points needed to pass the course
unless he earned 50 workshop points). The 440 points required for a course grade of
“A" could not be earned without workshop points, even if the student had earned the
maximum points available on each graded speech.

Clearly the grading system devised could result in the group wo:k exceeding
10% of the final grade, as discouraged by Cooper (1995). Faculty raised the prevalent
concern that points earned for cooperative learning experiences constitute an
appropriate portion of the final grade. (Sego 1991).

The decision to adopt cooperative learning strategies was significantly
influenced by positive reports in the academic literature, according to a survey of the 4
full time faculty members involved in the course revision. Although none mentioned
- specific research when interviewed, all made reference to potential benefits of
cooperative learning strategies similar to those cited in recent articles supporting the
technique. Interviews with faculty revealed their recognition of the importance of
increasing our students’ capacity for working in groups at a time when the “team
approach” has become an integral component of the conterriporary workplace (Sego
1991). The active participation of students, increased cognitive skills, greater student .
satistaction and higher retention rates reported by Cooper (1995), were also listed as
expectations in response to the question: “What were your primary goals/expectations
in revising the basic public speaking course?” Courtney,Courtney, and Nicholson
(472) review many benefits of cooperative learning including reduced performance
anxiety (Ames 1984), the promotion of higher level problem solving skills (Thomas,
Iventosch and Rohwer 1986) and increased willingness to use feedback constructively
(Austin 1987), all mentioned by the faculty surveyed. Cooperative learning as a
means of encouraging an appreciation for cultural diversity was also mentioned
(Manning and Lucking 1993). Furthermore, faculty expected that increased group
activities would help combat the boredom that can result during the 3 hour class
period3 and help address the problem of our students’ shrinking attention span.

Several institutional factors seen as positive supports for adoption of the
cooperative learning model caused faculty to be optimistic. First, Brookdale
Community College has a non-competitive, non-punative grading system. Students
are graded according to mastery of predefined performance objectives. Only
successful completion of unit or course objectives is recorded. Students therefore do

3 Most classes at Brookdale Community College meet once a weex for 3 hours.
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not fail, but rather work at their own pace to do and redo work until they have
completed requirements for the particular grade level they seek (or until they
withdraw). This non-competitive institutional cuiture could enable our department to
avoid the problems encountered in other coliege environments where cooperative
learning is seen as a challenge to individualism and competition.

The excellent group management skills of the Speech Department regular and
adjunct faculty members was a second factor favoring successful adoption of
cooperative learning strategies. All teachers reported at least some experience with
the technique in response to the gquestion “How would you describe your prior
familiarity with the cooperative learning philosophy and methodology?” Most had
expressed interest in incorporating these strategies into the course.

The availability of excellent support services also encouraged the use of
cooperative learning. The Department had access to telecommunications services
which would aliow us to videotape our students’ performances for subsequent group
analysis. A media specialist was assigned by the Learning Resource Center to help
Speech Department faculty develop instructional materials and cooperative learning
activities designed to teach research skills utilizing current technology: The media
specialist also would become part of the teaching team for the research unit, allowing
for the more effective monitoring of student groups. Lastly, the Speech Department
learning assistant, a paraprofessional whose primary job responsibility is to provide
individual instructigr-fer those students in need of extra help, could be utilized to
monitor group out of class activity.

The fact that Brookdale Community College had been founded on the
Personalized System of Instruction Model was one constraint for adopting cooperative
learning. Aithough muitiple course sections of SPH 115 scheduled throughout the
week, during morning, afternoon and evening hours, could provide attendance options
for students who might miss a group activity because of lateness or absence, there
was still some concern that the student’s ability to work at his own pace, and to make
up work missed, would be compromised by the new model. Brookdale's students are
commuters; most work full or part-time, and they vary greatly in academic ability. All of
these factors. might suggest the appropriateness of a highly individualized curriculum
rather than a cooperative learning curriculum.

Facuity concerns regarding the incorporation of cooperative learning strategies
closely mirrored those raised in the literature. They questioned the ability to balance
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traditional classroom activities and cooperative activities. Other potential problems
mentioned were inadequate student group processing skills, lack of student
participation, interpersonal problems within student groups, including dissent, cliques,
and an unzue burden on gifted students, as reported by Matthews (1992). Cifficulty in
forming groups and inefficient delivery of course content were also cited.

Student and teacher attitudes toward the revised SPH 115 curriculum were
assessed during the last two months of the Winter 1996 semester through the
administration of two separate questionnaires. 151 students responded to the survey
out of a population 369 active enrollees (41%). 100% of the 9 SPH 115 teachers
responded. The teacher questionnaire focused on the degree to which expected
benefits and difficulties reported by the faculty at the outset of the project, and
discussed in the academic literature, actuaily materialized. The student survey
attempted to gauge student perceptions and attitudes relative tc the cooperative
learning strategies used in the course. Both questionnaires asked subjects to respond
to questions using a four point scale.

Teachers were asked the degree to which 9 specific benefits occurred following
the revision of SPH 115. Possible responses included: A - not at all (1 point), B -
slightly (2 points), C - significantly (3 points), or D - not sure (0 points). None of the
anticipated benefits were felt to have significantly accrued.

None of the teachers felt that the revision had increased course completion
rates more than slightly (average response was 1.57). It should be noted that no
comparison of actual student completion rates pre and post revision was made. No
teachers believed that the abseritee rate had decreased any more than slightly. Of the
9 teachers, 7 felt that there had been a slight improvement but 2 answered “not at all’
(1.78). Teachers did not believe that the cooperative learning strategies had
enhanced appreciation for cultural diversity (1.4), nor did they see a reduction in
performance anxiety (1.62).

Students, on the other hand, repeatedly mentioned the reduction of
performance anxiety as a perceived benefit of participation in their cooperative
learning groups. The following comments were typical: “You get to meet new people
and become comfortable with your audience.” “Becoming more comfortable with other
students lets you be more open and relaxed.”

Other benefits which teachers perceived as accruing slightly or better included
increased student problem solving skills (2.0), enhanced student ability to process
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feedback (2.14), improved student ability to work in groups (2.22), and increased
student attention in class (2.17).

Teachers also felt that the course revision contributed to improved student
grades (2.11). When asked whether grade infiation, a difficuity which had been
predicted prior to the course revision, had materialized, faculty response averaged
1.78, with 4 responding “not at all,” 3 “slightly,” and 2 “significantly.” Student
response to the question: “were you satisfied with the way your group activities
influenced the grade you received in this course?” were more than satisfied (3.27).4
Of the 147 respondents, only 8 were dissatisfied and 1 very dissatisfied. Students
responding tc the question: “What did you like about working in groups in this class?”
menticned “how it influenced my grade,” and “the extra points | earned.”

~ Teachers did not perceive any of the 9 potential difficulties in impiementation of
cooperative iearning, predicted at the outset of the course revision and reported in the
academic literature,, as materializing even slightly. Teacher response feil between
“not at all" and “slightly” when asked about the occurrence of inadequate student
group processing skills (1.75), difficulty in forming balanced groups (1.71), restriction
of student ability to work at his own pace (1,86), and the formation of cliques in class
(1.5).5

“Not at all,” was the unanimous response of the 9 teachers when asked whether
the use of cooperative learning strategies had led to inefficient delivery of course
content. This response was supported by their comments on the questionnaire, such
as: “[We had] more time to focus on the dynamics of speech making through class
exercises;” “l can spend more time evaluating each student,” and “scheduling allowed
more time for students to improve.”

Overall, instructors did not feel that there had been interpersonal problems
within student groups (1.78). However, instructors did make reference to interpersonal
difficulties in their survey comments (for example: “some groups did not mesh.” “One
student of mine requested that she not be grouped with a male classmate whom she
found intimidating.").

Although students also perceived their groups to have worked together
satisfactorily (3.49), with only one of the 150 respondents replying “poorly” to the

4 For this question possible respunses were: very satisfied (4 points), satisfied (3 points), dissatisfied (2
points), or very dissatisfied (1 point).

5 One student respondent asked to indicate what he disliked about the technique noted that “students
are already tamiliar with each other and form their own little groups.”

81




question “how weli did your groups work together,” student comsr:ants did indicate
interpersonal difficulties. In response to the question: “What did you dislike about
working in groups in this class,” students mentioned the fact that some neople could
not get along. They cited “bossiness”, some members of the group not doing their fair
share of the work, “difficult personalities,” and uncooperative group members among
the specific interpersonal probiems encountered.

Instructors did not believe that cooperative learning activities h‘ad placed an
undue burden on “gifted” students (1.33) One teacher wrote, “I observed that ‘gifted’
students often sought out tne weaker students in group activities in an attempt to help.
In the LRC [learning resource center] students who had prior knowledge were willing
to assist others, some of whom were visiting the LRC for the first time.”

Some student comments, however, did reveal resentment of underprepared
classmates who were perceived as not making meaningful contributions to the group.
One respondent wrote that he disliked “having to listen to opinions [of], or having to be
rated by people of marginal initiative and/or intelligence.”

Despite the difficulties noted, students overwhelmingly enjoyed working in
groups according to survey resuits. 132 students responded to the question: “How did
you feel about working in groups in this course?” Student response averaged 3.45,
between “I liked working in groups (3.0) and “I liked working in groups a great deal”
(4.0). 18 students were neutral, 5 answered “disliked”, and none responded “strongly
disliked”. These resuits parallel the findings of Courtney, Courtney, and Nicholson
(1994). Results of their survey of the graduate education students who had
participated in a cooperative format class as part of a study, indicated that “96% felt
positively about the cooperative learning methodology” (475).

“Working in groups made the ciass fun,” one SPH 115 student wrote. Another
wrote, “| enjoyed sharing with others and learning from them.” These comments were
fairly typical of the student survey response. Not only did students enjoy the learning
experience, but most of them felt that ccoperative learning strategies had helped them
master the course material (3.145). Only 9 of the respondents felt that the group work
had not been helpful.

Teachers surveyed made the following comments on specific strategies which
they felt worked particularly well in the course. Having clear objectives for each group
exercice helped keep groups on track and guarded against inefficient use of time.
Close monitoring of group work by the instructor also helped guard against wasted
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time and encouraged students to actively participate. Having students assume a
teaching role was beneficial in maximizing individual instruction for those in need of
special help and at the same time built student confidence. Having the group work
count toward the course grade encourage«! broader participation in the workshop
activities. Emphasizing process rather than product evaluation for a large part of the
course, seems to alleviate some student stress and gives the instructor a clearer idea
of exactly where a particular student may be having trouble with course material.

Techniques which did not work well, teachers felt, included the grading point
system, which can be confusing to the students. The speech department will be
working to simplify the point system. Teachers were also concerned that there was no
mechanism for students who were absent for legitimate reasons to make up the points
lost by failing to participate in the cooperative learning activity. Students who had
suffered an extended iliness found their ability to earn a good grade in the course
seriously compromised no matter how hard they might work to catch up.

It is interesting to note, that aithough the course was revised by the 4 full-time
faculty members without consuiting the adjunct facuity, there was no appreciable
difference in survey resulits for the regular versus the adjunct faculty members, nor
were there differences in the survey results of their respective students. In retrospect,
the speech department would have been well advised to invoive adjunct faculty in the
course revision process. Instructor enthusiasm for the cooperative learning
techniques can be a very important factor in the success of the methodology.

This paper has examined teacher attitudes prior to the decision to revise the
basic public speaking course to include cooperative learning strategies, and it has
examined teacher and student attitudes post course revision in an effort to assess how
closely their perceptions resembie published descriptions of the positive and negative
aspects of cooperative learning. While teacher/student perceptions, descriptive
analyses, and anecdotal evidence can be valuable, it would seem that objective
evidence as to the relative efficacy of these techniques can be highly instructive.
Future research which compares such outcomes as course completion rates, grade
distribution, subsequent enroliment in second level or advanced courses within the
discipline, for students enrolled in the traditional basic public speaking course and
those participating in a cooperative learning model, can serve as a reliable indicator of
the effectiveness of cooperative learning strategies. In the final analysis, based on the
subjective data presented herein, the Brookdale Community College Speech
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Department has found the use of cooperative learning strategies to be beneficial for
. our students, and we plan to continue these strategies in the: basic public speaking
course.
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Student Questionrniaire

Topic 4

Topic 3
B
Topic 2 -
Oec
d
Topic 1

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE

1. How did you feel about working in groups in this course? (circle the response that most closely
describes your attitude)
a. | liked working in groups a great deal.
b. 1liked working in groups.
¢. i neither liked nor disliked working in groups
d. | disliked working in groups.
e. | strongly disliked working in groups.
2. How well did your groups work together?
a. Very well
b. Satisfactory
¢. Some problems
d. Poorly
3. Were you satistied with the way your group activities influenced the grade you received in this course?
a. Very satistied
b. Satisfied
¢. Dissatisfied
d. Very dissatisfied
4. . >n well did the group activities in Speech 115 help you master the material
studied in the course?
a. Very heiptul
b. helptul
c. Slighiy helpful
d. Not helpful




|
\
r
\
|

Teacher Questionnaire

Please answer the following questions concerning your attitudes prior to the
1995 revision of Speech 115.

1. What was your primary motivation for revising the basic public speaking course?

2. To what degree was your decision to incorporate cooperative learning strategies
influenced by positive reports in the academic literature?

a. Notat all

b. Slightly

c. Significantly

d. Mostly

3. To what degree did your dissatisfaction with the traditional public speaking course
motivate your decision to revise the basic course?

a. Not at all

b. Slightly

c¢. Significantly

d. Mostly

4. What were your primary areas of dissatisfaction with the non-collaborative model?

5. What were your primary goals/expectations in revising the basic public speaking
course?

6. What areas of difficulty, if any, did you predict

7. How would you describe your prior familiarity with the cooperative learning
philosophy and methodology?
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Teacher Post-Revision Questionnaire

Please answer the following questions concerning your attitudes toward the
1995 revision of Speech 115. The results of this survey will be used to
structure subsequent interviews and are not meant to be used as a
statistical sample of teacher attitude.

1.To what degree did the following benefits occur following the revision of Speech
11572
A. increased course completion rates
a. Notat ali
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
B. reduced performance anxiety
a. Notatall
b. Siightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
C. Enhanced student ability to process feedback
a. Notat all
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
D. Improved student ability to work in groups
a. Notatall
b. Slightly
¢. Significantly
d. Not Sure
E. Enhanced student appreciation for cultural diversity
a. Not atalil
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
F. Increased student probiem solving skills
a. Not at all
b. Siightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
G. Decreased absentee rate
a. Notatall
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure

87




'H. Increased Student Attention In Class
a. Not at all
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure

I. Improved Student Grades
a. Not at all
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure

2. Please list any additional benefits which you feel accrued from the course revision.

3. What do you feel were the difficulties in using cooperative learning strategies in
Speech 115?

4. To what degree did the difficulties predicted at the outset of the Speech 115 course
revision process materialize?
A. Lack Of Student Participation?
a. Notatall
b. Slightly
c. Significantiy
d. Not Sure
B. Interpersonal Problems Within Student Groups
a. Not at all
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
C. Grade Inflation
a. Not at all
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
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D. Inadequate Group Processing Skills
a. Notatali
b. Slightly
¢. Significantly
d. Not Sure
E. Difficulty In Forming “Balanced” Groups?
a. Notatall
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
F. Restriction Of Student Ability To Work At His Own Pace
a. Notat ali
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
G. Formation Of Cliques in The Class
a. Not at all
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
H. Inefficient Delivery Of Course Content
a. Not at ail
b. Slightly
c. Significantly
d. Not Sure
I. Placement Of An Undue Burden On “Gifted” Students
a. Motatall
b. Slightly
c¢. Significantly
d. Not Sure

5. What specific strategies worked particularly well in this course?

6. What specific strategies did not work well in this course?
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Pat Kalata

History 530
Generational clash in the Academy: Whose culture is it anyway.

*Knowledge and ignorance are questions of degree, of territory, not matters of

‘ absoluteness” (Diller, 141). 4

The current crop of college students has a culture of its own, as any
generation does. They have cultural icons and skills we never dreamed of. For
them there was no life before television and the internet. They have yet to
experience a major watershed event, such as a war or major politican tragedy.
They see education differently than prior generations. The question is then:
How can we make connections between their culture and the culture we, as
college instructors, value and would like to see them adopt? The beginning:-
lies in understanding more about this group: their experiences and their
expectations as they relate to this group's time in college. When discussing
current colege students, | am aware that many of our students are older,
retumning aclults but they are seldom included when college faculty share tales
of woe and inadequate preparation, motivation and academic ability. The
students under discussion in this paper are those identified as members of
Generation X, also called the 13rd generation, or the Sesame Street
generation: the age group between 18 and 29. These are the people who fill the
bulk ¢f seats in college classroorns and, as such, are the very people coliege
administrators and faculty seek to understand. Itis to these p