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Preface

On many occasions, Sonoma State University has affirmed that its students are at the heart of its mission, and that a dynamic personal relationship between faculty and students is essential to its educational effectiveness.  The University Strategic Plan affirms a vision of the University in which it “will be recognized for its excellence in student-centered liberal arts and sciences and professional programs.”  The Academic Affairs Strategic Plan includes “interactive teaching and learning and close mentoring relationships throughout the curriculum and throughout the campus” as an essential component of our educational mission.  Indeed, the theme of both phases of the recent WASC accreditation process was: “Educating the Whole Student: Sustaining SSU’s Mission in a Time of Change.”

However, a series of major budget cuts, along with proposals for prioritization and restructuring, raise the question of whether the University can deliver on this promise to all of its graduates.  This becomes especially important when we recognize that the majority of our student come directly from high school and are thus immersed in a major psychosocial transition from adolescence to adulthood, a transition in which relationships of all types are as critical as the mastery of knowledge.  If we cannot offer these students the mentoring relationships they deserve, we are challenged to reexamine our mission, our educational niche, and the types of students we are equipped to serve.

Although the goal of “educating the whole student” is widely affirmed, it is not always clear exactly what it means, or what sorts of resources are required to achieve it.  This collection of essays is intended to contribute to the discussion of the feasibility of maintaining this goal as the fulcrum of our institutional identity.  To that end, we present a range of perspectives (mainly psychological) on the meaning and pedagogical requirements of learner-centered education. 
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The Liberal Arts as Pedagogy
Mary Halavais

Arthur Warmoth

Sonoma State University

© 2001

Historically, in the United States, there has always been a tension in higher education between the education of the person and the achievement of more specific, pragmatically defined objectives. The idea of the university, at least in Western European history, began around 1200 A.D.  Initially there were two models for what a university was. Italian universities, particularly the University of Bologna, exemplified the first model, that of a student-run institution.  Students decided what courses were taught, what faculty were hired, and how much they were paid.  In the second model, faculty, instead of students, made these kinds of decisions.  Thus, at the University of Paris, for example, where Thomas Aquinas, among others, taught, faculty, in addition to teaching, also managed the university, deciding among themselves what would be taught and who would teach it.  This second model, filtered through the lenses of Oxbridge, Scottish philosophy and New England Puritan theology, became the American liberal arts college, with its continuing emphasis on molding the character of the leaders of the community and the nation.

However, in the United States, another model also developed, with a nod in the direction of the 19th century German research university.  The Land Grant Colleges Act of 1862 set aside land "out there," on the frontier, for schools which would teach useful information -- agronomy, engineering and so on.  The CSU system owes a great deal to this model. There was even a model, proposed in the late 19th century by an academic, Thorstein Veblen, which suggested that the university could be seen as a business entity, a training school to prepare young men for business, run as if it were a business itself. Veblen himself did not seem to think much of this model for the university, and most of us would agree with him.

Liberal arts colleges in the United States have traditionally tipped the balance in favor of educating the whole person.  Character building was viewed as equal in importance to intellectual development in a liberal arts education.  The core of the liberal arts experience is a commitment to the excitement of learning.  This requires faculty who are passionate about their own learning and committed to eliciting a similar passion in their students.  The key liberal arts pedagogy is the seminar, an educational setting in which faculty can serve as role models for intellectual curiosity and scholarly discipline. However, liberal arts colleges have also recognized informal contacts, extracurricular activities and dormitory bull sessions as an integral part of the college experience. Harvard investigator William Perry's 1970 effort to assess the cognitive development of college students addressed both intellectual and ethical development.  Important aspects of the liberal arts experience include values clarification, integrity, self-awareness and self-direction, empathy and compassion, and democratic tolerance and inclusion.

Sonoma State's core mission and the commitment of the faculty is to a liberal arts education.  Many faculty are committed to their own learning in a disciplinary context, some are committed to interdisciplinary learning.  All are committed to initiating their students into the excitement of higher learning, an excitement that is most effectively nurtured in seminars and through mentoring.  Therefore, in addition to thinking about who we are as a university, we need to think about what we do.  This is not as simple a question as it seems at first, particularly in an age of new technologies.  A part of education is transmitting information, but increasingly, technology makes information directly and immediately accessible for our students.  Does this mean that the university of the future will need fewer teachers?  Not at all.  There is a difference between information and understanding.

The university is, after all, about teaching.  And teaching will remain at the heart of a university that is about encouraging understanding and insight, rather than simply conveying information.  Each of us has experienced that moment -- the sudden spark in a student’s eye, the smile when all of the numbers add up and make sense, when the equation balances perfectly -- that joy that is visible when a student "gets it." That sudden insight, that gift of understanding, is, in the end, the reason we all teach, and it is something that rarely happens in large lecture halls.

This does not negate the value of lectures or media.  Lectures, films, videos, and well-designed web-based experiences can be inspiring.  But there is a core of faculty-student interaction that cannot be dispensed with.  It is incumbent on the university as a whole and each department within it to define this indispensable core and to defend it as a non-negotiable foundation of the curriculum.  If we can define and agree upon this core, there are two complementary concepts that also need to be examined: adaptation and investment.

Adaptation. While affirming the perennial value of a liberal arts education, the university and its departments must also be responsive to the technological and social changes taking place around us.  The university has a central role to play in helping society at large adapt to those changes.  This means that we are called to educate not only our students but also the community we serve.  (This latter is particularly important for the CSU as a consortium of regional universities.)  We need to be willing to make the best possible educational use of new technologies, but we must also be prepared to explore the pitfalls inherent in an uncritical fascination with technological potential.  We need to be responsive to the social, political, and economic needs of our region and of our state, nation, and evolving global society.  But our most effective response is to be found in our passionate desire to learn more about these needs and how society can respond to them most effectively.

Investment.  We also need to be mindful of the economic imperative that positive change almost always requires investment.  An enormous investment is currently being made in communication and information processing technology.  Contemporary society urgently needs to figure out how to invest in the social infrastructure that is necessary to adapt to the intended and unintended consequences of that technological investment.  We need to explore this issue intellectually, in terms of developing more sophisticated insights into the developing economy at both the local and global levels.  But we also need to insist that the university recognize the centrality of investment in its financial planning and budgeting processes.  And we need to model -- for our students and for society -- a principled refusal to acquiesce in the exploitation that follows the failure to recognize this basic principle of capitalism.

Unfortunately for administrators, most of the faculty are principled idealists.  We are therefore more willing than many to take advantage of what John Kenneth Galbraith has referred to as the constitutionally guaranteed right to entrepreneurial self-exploitation. We are used to investing in curricular innovation and mentoring students "out of our hides," as the saying goes.  However, the investment that is required to adapt to the changes precipitated by the information revolution and the new global economy is on a scale that cannot be accommodated by the self-sacrifice of the faculty.  We see too many consequences of the effort to do this in the many stress related illnesses of our colleagues. Self-exploitation is inadequate to the task at hand, and the attempt on the part of the administration to demand and cajole self-exploitation, through various forms of speed-up, is immoral.

The university is called to defend the honorable tradition of liberal arts education and to promote the passionate and free inquiry that is the only adequate response to the information society.  The faculty must also insist on economic sophistication and realism, on the part of the administration and of the body politic, in facing up to the scale of investment in human infrastructure that the developing economy demands.  And we must be willing to model for our students a principled opposition to economic exploitation, whether of ourselves, of our students, or of any group of workers in our democratic society.
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Sonoma State and the Quest For Greatness

Hobart F. Thomas


I am indebted to our new president for his invitation and challenge to build a great university.  As one of the original faculty of this institution I take this charge seriously, and for the past several months have been asking myself just what constitutes a great university and what part might each of us play in its construction?  This paper represents an attempt to explore this issue and to share some initial thoughts and ideas with i9nterested colleagues.  Surely one essential ingredient of the great university is meaningful dialogue among its members.  If this paper helps to promote such dialogue I shall indeed be richly rewarded.


My first point is to remind us of a special element of greatness which I believe has been characteristic of Sonoma State College ever since its inception in 1971.  Perhaps this can best be illustrated by the following impressions of a president of a mid-western university who visited our campus several years ago:

“Upon parking my car and heading toward the Administrative Offices, I immediately began to sense an atmosphere found only on campuses which have a special kind of teacher-student interaction.  A new building was being constructed which I later discovered would be the library and around it was the typical construction fence.  Arranged on the fence was a varied display of art work depicting emotions that were obviously important to a number of promising student painters.  The uninhibited expression of those feelings was awesome to my senses, and I realized that I was at no ordinary educational institution.

As I drew near to the classrooms and administrative offices, I became increasingly aware of students who appeared relaxed and comfortable in their individuality.  I then became impressed by the brightness of their eyes and the manner in which their gaze met mine, for the faces of these students appear unawed whether speaking to strangers or to acquaintances among the faculty.

From the first to the last, the teachers and administrators I met exuded an air of openness that I have seldom sense on any other campus.  Administrators especially has this quality, for they manifested a kind of faith in both faculty and students which dispelled any notion that they felt threatened because of practices which differ from conventional and time-honored methods of instruction.   Moreover, the respect and compliments paid by faculty and students to individual administrators seems sincere, and this gave further indication that a spirit of community was at work.  One faculty member, on commenting on this, indicated that because there was no reason to expend energy in fighting the administration, he now felt secure in directing all his energy toward new and interesting learning experiences which were meaningful to the students and more challenging to himself.”


I was impressed by this unsolicited response because it was a confirmation by a sophisticated and dispassionate outside observer of some of my own observations.  For those of you who have been seriously involved in the Sonoma experience over the years there is no need to convince you that this has indeed been a very special place


I purposely used the past tense above because at times in recent years, particularly in my darker moment, I have viewed us as an ailing campus.   This feeling has been fueled by such factors a decreasing enrollment (Can you recall when we literally had to turn away students?), seemingly less communication between departments, and less sense of purpose, which sometimes caused me to question our relevancy.


Another astute outside observer, with whom I recently conversed, sees us no as ailing but rather in a state of transition.  He pictures us as in institution very much in tune with the last decade or so but not yet having made a transition to a new phase.  I find this observation to be both provocative and worthy of serious consideration.


I believe that three factors have especially contributed to the unique quality of this institution:  1) open and honest communication – a non-adversary relationship among administration, staff, faculty, and students;  2) encouragement and support of innovation and experimentation; and,  3) an emphasis on person-centered learning.  I shall comment briefly on the first two and discuss the third in considerably more detail.


I would emphasize the importance of the tone set b key administrators in the past who have kept the channels of communication open and supported faculty, staff, and students in their efforts to build a college.  I also commend our new president for his open-office policy and his willingness to engage in dialogue with all members of this institution.  Such an attitude encourages the sharing of information, ideas, and, and the honest confrontation of differences in a quest for synthesis.  The type of environment which such an attitude engenders contrasts strikingly with the adversary relationships so common o many situations and make a difference between waste and the constructive use of energy.


The value placed on upon innovation and experimentation at this institution allowed many of us the opportunity to devote our efforts to testing different educational modes with minimal waste in fighting colleagues and administration for the privilege of doing so.  As a result, I believe that both we and our students benefited immensely.  As every scientist knows, one learns from honest experimentation regardless of the outcome.  Being on the growing edge of soethig tends to generate high energy and this kind of excitement has pervaded Sonoma state for much of its existence.  May our concerns for respectability never dampen our search for new educational possibilities.


With regard to the third point, Sonoma State from the outset has pioneered in what I choose to call person-centered education.  This experiment, in my opinion, accounts for much of both the praise and criticism we have received throughout the years.


One of our early experiments in the psychology department consisted of placing a great deal of emphasis on personal growth.  Students, with varying degrees of faculty guidance and supervision, were given considerable leeway to explore fields of study which had personal meaning for them.  As a consequence we attracted very large numbers of students and gained the support of a number of prominent leaders in the field of psychology, among them such people as Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow, Rollo May, and Fritz Perls, each of who at one time or another personally participated in the early development of this institution.  Something special was going on here and many people from far and wide flocked to our doors.  Sonoma State became noted for an approach to students and the learning process rarely encountered in academic institutions.  By no means is this approach limited to any one department.  Models of person-centered teaching my be found by observing creative teachers in each division of this college.   


My own interest in this subject goes back to my graduate school days in clinical psychology when I was struck by the difference in quality between classroom learning and the intense self-appropriated personal learning which often occurred in psychotherapy.  Much of my professional interest has consisted of an attempt to bridge the gap between these two areas.  I become obsessed with the question of how to create, in an academic setting, learning which would make a significant difference in the lives of the people involved.  A number of our faculty have engaged in a similar pursuit over the years and have made important strides in this direction.  Such an approach tends to generate considerable enthusiasm and personal involvement with the learning process.  Without this vital spark at the core, education is merely an academic calisthenics.  I am convinced that the concern of this college with a personally relevant education for its students is one of its greatest strengths.  Eschewing any claims for modesty, I believe we have mastered a high degree of expertise in this area which needs to be shared with others.


I also believe that he call for academic excellence presents us with he opportunity for new growth.  Each of us should search our souls deeply for answers to such question as:  What is the true meaning of academic excellence and what does it mean to be a fully educated person?  In our rightful quest or excellence I urge us to “go for broke.”  Is it possible for Sonoma State College to something that probably no other academic institution has yet been able to pull off?  Are we really up to creating an atmosphere in which students, faculty, staff, and administration are enthusiastically involved while being academically and socially responsible at the same time?


I, for one, am damn fool enough to believe that it is possible.  My belief is based upon personal experience in setting of admittedly more limited scope.  One key to the success of such an operation is for each of us to pay attention to our deepest values and encourage our students to do likewise for themselves. We then need to share openly and honestly what we know with each other and admit freely when we don’t know something.  We also need to listen carefully to the other person and learn what he/she has to teach us.  Each person is an expert in something.  W need to search for what in life gives us our greatest joy – that which is of value just for its own sake.  The truly Greats in every field are those whose work is a for of play.  I submit that the most basic and fundamental education is committed to achieving this kind of greatness for every person.  Out obligation as educators is to tap this source of vitality in our selves so that it may be transmitted to students.  Those who master this form of education – the passionate ones – need never be pushed and prodded, for the drive to learn comes from within. . . .

Convocation Remarks

(on the Liberal Arts)
Scott L. Miller, PhD

Chair of the Faculty, 2008-2009

I offer a hearty, delighted, and pretty nervous hello and welcome to all of you--fellow colleagues, staff and administrators, students, and honored guests.  The first thing I would like to do in this talk is offer a huge thank you to last year’s Faculty Chair Tim Wandling.  I can tell you that he worked tirelessly, courageously, and at considerable personal cost for the good of Sonoma State University last year--a challenging year for SSU--and certainly provided incredible mentorship to me.  Would you all please join me in thanking Tim?

This year we face another very, very challenging year.  It’s tempting to say that we face a perfect storm of eventualities: internally, the campus is beset still by mistrust, hurt, and the wrong sorts of difference, an intolerable situation that must be resolved soon if we are to prosper; externally we face the worst budget situation the campus has ever faced and major imperatives in our reaccredidation effort (and I think the Provost will be speaking about those issues). 

We are being asked to learn and grow as an institutional community in unprecedented ways, all while facing the kinds of financial and institutional-cultural challenges that make it hard to progress.  I hope and believe that all Faculty Chairs bring a message calling for renewal.  My thinking and a lot of hard work over years of study have predisposed me to call us to think again about a central challenge for us as an institution of higher education: determining more exactly and intentionally what we mean when we say that we are a liberal-arts-and-sciences focused public university.  What does it mean, what can it mean, for us to be such an institution?  I think that all of the challenges we face, not least a clear mandate from our accrediting agency are calling us to address ourselves anew to this question, and it and its potential answers involve all the other big questions we face--including internal political questions, which I will comment on briefly in my final minutes.

In my time with you today, I would like to help us engage this question by offering a double view, one into the future, the other into the deep past of liberal arts and sciences education.  The future is all around us, embodied in the young people who are or who become our students; the past is the air we breathe, always life-sustaining but not always in an overt way.

Let me start with the future.  Since I approach things concretely, through images and stories, I’ll try to capture these challenges through some anecdotes, simple moments of everyday life I have experienced or witnessed, moments that for me have signified the shifts we are experiencing as a new world opens up for all of us.

1. It’s Thanksgiving break 2007, and my wife and I are flying home from Texas, where we have been visiting some of her relatives.  We get on the shuttle bus to travel from the car-rental building back to George H.W. Bush Airport in Houston, and a teenaged girl gets on with us.  She has her cell phone out, a regular one with the numeric-alphabetic punch-pad, and she’s text-messaging with it.  Here’s how she does it: she types messages while barely looking at the screen.  Instead, she’s gazing out the window, listening to her parents, etc.  Then she puts the phone away.  A few minutes later, the phone vibrates, and she reads her friend’s message.  Then she goes back to writing a new message, all the while barely even looking at the phone.

The phone companies tell us that it is not uncommon for heavy texters to send a thousand text messages a month.  In Japan, the best-selling novels are ones that have been entirely written via text-message.

2. It’s fall term 2007, and I’m teaching my senior seminar in rhetorical theory.  The class is deliberately designed to be enjoyable--it is in fact subtitled “An Inquiry into Literary Pleasure.”  We’re reading novels in the genres of detective and fantasy stories--fun books, including The Hobbit, for goodness’ sake.  As the term progresses, my frustration mounts regarding our class discussions.  Clearly the students are not reading as much or as well as I would like them to.  Finally, about halfway through the term, I summon my courage and ask them directly: “how many of you actually finished this novel we’re discussing?”  Three out the 22 students in the class raise their hands.  Thenceforward ensues considerable pedagogical reform in the class on my part.  I would only add that this was an excellent group of students, and the teaching evaluations proved to me beyond doubt that the students really enjoyed the class.

3. It’s summertime a few years back, and I’ve gone to the post office by the Zinfandel Market.  On my way out I pass a campus tour group--a knot of people walking along with a young woman walking backwards in front of them.  As I pass, a young woman in the group, obviously a prospective student, asks the following question: “Is it true that there are no boys here?  I heard that there are no boys here.”  The tour guide, a young woman herself, answers, “of course there are boys here.  I wouldn’t be here myself if there weren’t any boys here . . . ”  The words trail off as I walk out of earshot.

4.  It’s summer 2007, and I walk out of the Writing Center and into the Information Commons in the Library to go to lunch.  Two boys are there, staring intently at one of the Library’s computers, and I note that they are watching a video that would have given my grandmother a major, major coronary event.  The boys are about eight and ten years old respectively.

The boys get in trouble.

5.  My nephew Eric plays video games with friends in Brazil, Japan, and many other places around the globe, although he tells me that he has to play his favorite game, Warcraft III, only with people on the west coast of the US, Canada, and Mexico--apparently there’s a two-second or so delay in interaction time when you play with people in, say, Japan, and during those two seconds you can get wiped out.  Having studied Japanese for five years, each summer Eric gets to know a new group of Japanese exchange students who join his class for a couple of weeks in the summer.  My brother, his dad, tells me that in the past when the two weeks have concluded, there’s always been a big party, which ends in a tear-fest on the part of the girl students who now have to travel back to their island country.  This year, Mark tells me, there was no tear-fest.  Why?  Because all of these young people know that they will still be connected to one another, through MySpace and FaceBook. And email.  At the end of the party, Eric knows that tomorrow he will have a number of emails from crush-burdened young Japanese women, and they will all be able to sustain their relationship very effectively.  The Pacific Ocean has apparently been rendered irrelevant.  

6. It’s an early evening in 2004, and I’m going into Nichols Hall to check my mailbox on the third floor.  You probably all know the Nichols Hall stairway.  It’s an echo chamber.  As I walk into the stairway, I realize that two young women (music students, I take it) have taken advantage of the acoustics by singing a duet of Schubert’s Ave Maria--it’s the familiar one you’ve all heard lots of times.  The young women, who are up several flights and therefore haven’t noticed me, have gorgeous voices, and the harmony is exquisite, turning the brutalist-architecture stairway into a cathedral.  I stand at the bottom of the stairs and try to make as little noise as possible, then thank them as I pass them by.  This, I think, is what college is all about.  (That’s probably all you need to know about my value system.)

So, the future: we can all do the work of speculating on trends and wondering about what they mean for human psychology, sexuality, spirituality, for social, political, and economic institutions, and for the world in general and what it is becoming.  I invite such speculation in our discussion period, and your anecdotes too.  Suffice it for now to say that I agree with commentators who say that we are experiencing a variety of Gutenberg-scale revolutions in a very brief period of time.  And I think that it is our responsibility to try to understand better and better how these cultural shifts affect and are affected by what we are trying to do here at SSU.  So now I’ll return to my central question: what do we mean, what can we mean, in saying that we are a liberal-arts-and-sciences focused institution of public higher education in 2008?

The resources I personally have to bring to this question are historical, and so I strive to begin with an understanding of what the liberal arts and sciences have striven to be and do during their 2500-year lifespan.  It may be both encouraging and frustrating to see that many of our internal conflicts and definitional challenges have been with us for a very long time indeed.  Going back well over 2,000 years, we find that the systems of the enkuklios paideia of the Greeks and of the artes liberales of the Romans already reflected and responded to a complex world.  Indeed, I agree with scholars who say that the liberal arts were born out of an argument over two competing ideas that engaged very different understandings of epistemology, ontology, ethics, even theology.  One of these ideas might be thought of today as the citizenship model; with other scholars, I call this the Ciceronian idea.  This idea argued that the best use of education was to prepare cultured citizens who could help human society move ever closer to the ideals of harmony, justice, and right order.  The pedagogy that resulted from this model was grounded largely in rhetoric, the theory and practice of the use of words to teach, to delight, and to persuade. 

The other idea might be thought of today as the scholarly quest model, and this one I call the Socratic idea.  This idea argued that the best use of education was to prepare sages, individuals who were trained in the use of scientific or philosophical methods that were above all epistemologically valid.  This pedagogy was grounded largely in philosophy, mathematics, and what we now think of as the sciences.  What we’re talking about here is not just a matter of superficial choices.  With scholars like Richard Lanham, I agree that the liberal arts and sciences are rooted in two fundamentally different understandings of what it means to be a human being.  Lanham personifies these two understandings into two species, Homo seriosis and Homo rhetoricus.  In real human life, we all have to actualize these two personae on a regular basis.  Sometimes we want to be serious people, grounded in Truths that we can really trust and cherish, able to speak from the height of a certain clear and valid dignity.  Other times we want to be rhetorical people, able playfully to shapeshift and dance with language and people and play all the low-stakes or high-stakes games of life.  The liberal-arts-and-sciences tradition authorizes both of these visions of human life--in fact, it perennially and inevitably sets these two understandings into conflict.  Many necessary implications arise from this fact, not the least important of which is the fact that we will never be able to look to the liberal-arts-and-sciences tradition for a single clear and unitary understanding of what the outcomes of a good liberal education are supposed to be.  Our tradition was born amid a basic disagreement over what human life means or ought to aspire to, and that disagreement persists and will always persist.

The practical problems posed by the competing pressures of these two agendas confront us here at SSU on a daily basis: are we trying to prepare learned citizens for civic engagement, or are we trying to train acolytes to our disciplines, people who can use our intellectual tools to discover remoter and remoter truths about our subjects of scrutiny?  Are we in support of scientifically or philosophically valid Truths or contingent, politically conscious positions?  Are we trying to invite students more fully into the hurlyburly of the world, what the rhetorician Kenneth Burke calls the human barnyard, or are we trying to help them preserve their spirits and their intellects from contamination from that cacophony?  Are we trying to generate taxpayers or critical thinkers?  

Of course, we must not minimize differences between us and our remote forebears, especially the monumental differences arising from changes in the political and economic orders, and these changes, I think, create real problems for us.  In Cicero’s Rome, the term artes liberales certainly carried the connotation of “arts that free.”  But much more overtly, the term meant “arts for the free,” for a slave-owning upper crust of citizens.  Certainly liberal-arts education still carries an elitist cache in the popular consciousness, and I view the work of groups like the AAC&U’s National Leadership Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise (the LEAP initiative) as very much a continuation of that effort, an effort to make the overtly non-vocational, classics-oriented, leader-developing pedagogy of the traditional liberal arts safe for a world in which all institutions of higher education have no choice but to participate deeply in the economic life of society.  My point here is simply that I think we have a lot to do before liberal-arts-and-sciences education truly becomes a force for social transformation rather than a force for social conservation, which it has been through most of its history.

So where does all this lead us?  We do not teach the classics here, which really have been the central element of liberal-arts curriculum for most its history; we are proud to have professional and commercial-business-oriented degree programs alongside our more traditional-academic liberal-arts-and-sciences offerings; curricularly we are shaped into majors and we live in departments very much the same way as most universities and colleges at the present time. Now add in economic reality.  Our shrinking financial base never approached what private liberal-arts schools enjoy, creating challenges in the areas of SFR, opportunities for student mentorship, curricular and programmatic innovation, and so forth.  We strive mightily and apparently very successfully to live out

one important legacy of the liberal arts and sciences, and that element is the nurturing mentorship relationships we strive to sustain with our students.  I acknowledge this element and celebrate it.  But I would like us also to be very honest with ourselves and admit that we are, in all material respects, a public, comprehensive university--there really is no way to escape this reality.  If we want also to embrace an identity rooted in the liberal arts and sciences, we can do so through creative and thoughtful development in the area of learning outcomes, but we probably will not ever approximate what modern or historical liberal-arts institutions really have striven to live out on a daily basis. But I think there is good news.  In a time of breakneck change, a time of global revolution whose results we can now only dimly understand (a la my anecdotes), the liberal arts and sciences offer learning outcomes that can stand as the foundation of all truly relevant learning.  The two vectors of the liberal-arts-and-sciences tradition, the Socratic tradition and the Ciceronian tradition, give us two foundational habits: rigorous investigation and rhetorically effective communication.

For me it all comes down to a third word, one which I suppose, given my predilections and my role on campus, I am predisposed to champion.  The word is literacy.  Of course I mean the word in a very complex sense, more in the way of a competency, like when we speak of someone as being computer-literate. But the term literacy inflects the idea of competency with the fact of language.  The problem of the right use of language is really the problem that is at the heart of the 2500-year old argument that is the liberal-arts-and-sciences tradition.  My reading is that the tradition authorizes at least three different ideas of literacy: academic or disciplinary literacy, civic literacy, and, for lack of a better term, personal literacy.  I want to conclude this portion of my talk by briefly outlining what I mean by these terms.

Disciplinary or academic literacy is another term for what some scholars call academic or scholarly discourse.  The challenge is of course that we cannot hope ultimately to identify the features of the one, true, and unitary academic discourse.  The disciplines speak to themselves in their own languages, to some extent at least.  I myself am really quite literate in the discourse of scholarship in English studies and rhetorical studies in particular, but I am only partially literate when I come to try to read some (not all) of the research studies in my wife's field of psychiatry--and when I come to try to participate in text-messaging literacy, I am utterly without resource.  Scholars studying the development of literacy have shown that the “skills” understanding of literacy, which posits that literacy is established early in life when students learn the fundamental “skills” of phonetic reading, grammar, and so forth, is at least partially misguided.  People can be fully, competently literate for certain purposes and utterly illiterate for others. The implication here is that each discipline in the university has its own form of literacy--indeed, one can go so far as to say that each discipline is its own form of literacy.  An important learning outcome for all the disciplines could be development of abilities in students to speak, read, and write with other literate members of the discipline, at developmental-stage appropriate levels, to be sure, and so each department could do worse than to quantify and describe various elements of its disciplinary literacy, including styles, vocabularies, genres, and other habits of discourse usage used within that disciplinary community.

Civic Literacy of course constitutes competency in participation with the community outside of one's narrow profession or discipline.  The learning outcomes here would constitute competencies that facilitate participation in the social, political, and cultural conversations of our time and in places stretching from the very local to the global.  It's tempting to say that civic literacy should be “owned” by our GE program, and I do indeed think that GE has special obligations here.  But I don't think the majors are off the hook.  Indeed, I would say that one hallmark of liberal-arts-and-sciences education for the 21st century is precisely that it should facilitate multi-directional forms of literacy.  With the help of amazing resources like our Center for Community Engagement, our students should get practice in bringing their disciplinary knowledge to bear in collaborative work with constituents outside their disciplines.  I believe this last point strongly.  The liberal arts and sciences offer clear tools for helping us cure one of the fundamental diseases of our age, the increasing polarity, insularity, and communicative failures bred by a culture of expertise.  

Finally, personal literacy is my term for that element of the liberal-arts tradition that arose out of the romantic revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the element focused on individuals' personal and spiritual growth, championing each individuals' quest for private meaning, communion with the sublime and sacred, and simple learning.  We have a responsibility, I think, to give students literacy tools that enable them to see themselves, in public ways and private ways, within our curricula, and it is our duty, not a rude gesture, to ask our students to reflect on how the things we teach matter to them and how they matter to the things we teach.  

So: disciplinary literacy, civic literacy, and personal literacy.  We could do far worse than conceive of our mission as an endorsement of these constellations of learning outcomes.  I imagine that there are many other potential foci authorized by the liberal-arts-and-sciences tradition, and I certainly hope that I will be forgiven for being especially concerned with the term “literacy.”  I do think that it’s hard to argue against the idea that producing certain kinds of discoursers really has been the central outcome of liberal education throughout its history.  However we move forward, I feel that we could do far worse than the kind of work I’ve outlined here: seek to understand the past of our educational tradition and imagine the future of our students' concerns and needed competencies so that we can rightly conceptualize our present aspirations, purposes, pedagogies, and curricula.  Indeed, we are a special campus, poised exactly to do this kind of work, and this year I hope we address ourselves to it.

How does all that I’ve said relate to current campus concerns and life?  I would like to affirm clearly that none of what I’ve said so far is meant to suggest that I think there’s anything wrong with what we’re doing now--with one caveat that I make in the interest of not being disingenuous: I do wish that our efforts at GE reform had borne more fruit by now.  In large measure, when I look at the state of affairs in our academic programs now, I see little but daily miracles.  What we accomplish here is astonishing, especially considering how meager our resources for accomplishing it.  I simply think that our heritage offers an extraordinary resource for helping us do some interesting and revolutionary work.

Any reconceptualizing along the lines I’ve outlined today would bring forward exciting innovations, and those innovations would of course carry a variety of price tags.  I accept that there’s little hope for real change in the absence of a basically sound, collaborative, and shared vision for the campus, a robust planning system, and, of course, financial resources.  And these facts of course take us into the terrain of our recent struggles.  I am heartened that the President and his cabinet have delivered to the Academic Senate a statement of response to the concerns raised by the Senate's statement of remedies that was passed last spring.  The statement is available for your perusal from the Senate web site.  I thank the President and the cabinet for providing this thoughtful, specific, and deeply considered statement to the faculty.  I’ll conclude with a few comments about where I see us at the present time, focusing on the two central concerns of governance and academic quality.

On the question of shared governance, I believe that we are not close to coming to an understanding that will really help us move forward as we must.  Having observed the wrangle on campus over governance for years now, and especially having attended very closely to it during the past year, I have to say that I am left with a great deal of confusion still.  I think that the faculty and the administration may well be fundamentally at odds around this issue, but frankly I don’t know, because the two sides seem regularly to talk past each other or speak languages that seem oddly to be mutually incomprehensible.  I certainly hope that the remedies-response statement signals a renewed openness and willingness on the part of the President and his administration to understand faculty concerns, grow with the faculty, and develop a new culture of collaboration on this campus.  And I hope that we faculty will get better at articulating exactly what the kinds of collaboration we hope for might look like.  If we are to move forward on this issue, we all, from the President on down, need to be honest, realistic, generous, thoughtful, and open--and do whatever we can to heal the wounds created by past mistakes, poor decision-making, and outright wounding.  I include everybody in this sweeping statement, but please understand that I'm not trying to cast aspersions--I am merely trying to articulate as best as I can the challenges I see that we face.

I am paradoxically more hopeful around our challenges in the area of academic quality, which is for me the fundamental concern, problem, and crisis we face.  My understanding today is that every member of our campus community shares the understanding that our classes and programs are badly underfunded, that workload for tenure-track faculty is far too high, and that our mission is severely compromised by these stark facts.  We simply cannot be the kind of campus we are hoping to be under the present financial dispensation.  I'm sure the President will say, as he often has, that the larger state economy is driving this crisis, and I would like to say publicly that I understand and appreciate that assessment.  I do call on all of us to understand the larger forces that are shaping our local realities so that we can work together to create the kind of wider community that will support our state for the long haul.  But too I call on the President and his administration to continue on the path I see they have undertaken, to own the crisis in academic affairs and to continue to embrace the element of quality as their issue too, indeed as the single most important element of their legacy.  And I call upon every member of the campus community--faculty, staff, students, and administrators--to continue to urge the President and his administration toward continued, successful movement in the direction of improved academic quality.

Throughout most of this talk, I have articulated what are for me some ambitious and exciting goals: the kinds of advancements we need to undertake if we are really and truly to embrace our mission and heritage grounded in the liberal arts and sciences for the purpose of twenty-first century needs.  I really do think that the opportunities are huge for us.  But there is no way that we will be able to undertake this work or become what we want to be without a better spirit of shared mission, richer cooperation, and, most of all, significantly better support for the element of academic quality.  I may be a dreamer, as most of my talk today should indicate, but my last statement is just simple reality, and we all need to understand it as such.  

Again, I welcome you all most heartily to the 2008-09 academic year.  I hope we all have a wonderful year, full of learning and blessings we can't imagine right now.  Thank you very much for indulging me by listening to a bit of a history lecture.  As the Chair of the Faculty, I above all pledge to foster rich and civil conversations around every issue I've discussed today and more, and I hope you'll help me understand how best to do that along the way.  Finally, I want to thank all of you so very, very much for everything you do to make Sonoma State University the incredible institution it is.

Dialogue: The Impending Demise of the University
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I see our student body consisting of three types of student:

1) About 25% of our students:  Those who are prepared for college and are smart enough to succeed even without direct instruction.  These students are self-motivated and they have the fire in the belly that each of us demonstrated to get where we are today.  These are the students who I do every thing in my power to help develop to their full potential, recognizing that sometimes this means getting out of their ways.  Some times it means pushing the bureaucracy out of their ways too, and I am delighted every time that I am able to do that.  It is a joy to watch them learn.  These are the students who engage with me regularly.  They are in college because they want to engage and share ideas with other smart people.  They don't want to learn by themselves, staring at a computer.

2) About 50% of our students:  Those that are just ready for college experiences, but are not ready to learn on their own.  As I view it, college is where students learn to become self-teaching, and where they should learn to write well (yet the latter requires time that we do not give them, or give to faculty to interact with them to discuss their writing).  That requires many different approaches to instruction, as our students learn through diverse means.  Some are verbal and like the lecture format.  Some are hands-on and like the lab format.  Some are bookish and like to do most of their learning through reading.  Some are visual learners and need graphical presentation to understand concepts.  Some just want to do it all- learn through experience.  There comes a time when we (instructors) have to decide what we can do competently in order to provide students as many possible ways to learn as we can manage.  For me, that includes lecture, books, labs, field work, on-line resources (including my lecture notes- which often include links for further study, and slides).  A significant amount of this preparation comes out of my own hide, as the University does not provide sufficient help.

3) About 25% of our students: Those that are not ready for college and really shouldn't be here. They may be under-prepared, disinterested in learning (e.g. forced by parents to go to school), or cognitively challenged to a degree that makes group instruction too difficult (for students and faculty).

My job as a college professor is to target that middle group and persuade as many of those students as is possible to move toward Group 1.  That requires direct interaction, entertainment, cheerleading, encouragement, challenges, etc. - what ever it takes to light that spark.  There is no substitute.

The article
 mentions that the ideal way to teach students is with a low student:faculty ratio.  I am not delusional; I know that we cannot run our institution with a ratio of 8:1.  However, our students will not succeed in this world with an internet education.  They will learn a lot of information from the internet, but the majority of our students are not ready to learn independently; they are not self-teaching yet, and they won't know how to integrate that information they are learning into a cohesive package that deserves recognition with a college degree.

If our conclusion is that the CSU cannot provide students with the instructional resources that are needed to be deserving of a college degree, then that's a whole different story.  It is a slippery slope that we'd be walking down if we decide to hand out degrees to students who have not demonstrated a deep understanding of the instructional content.  I think that we've already started down that road, and in my opinion, we're at a major fork in that road.  I hope that we can all agree that the correct fork to take is the one that is in the long-term interest of our students.  If we can't agree to that, then I think we need to ask ourselves what we're doing in this line of work.
Transformation in the Classroom:

The Importance of a Holistic Education

Maria Hess, PhD, MFT
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Transformation happens in academic settings when holistic pedagogy is employed (Hess, 2000). This article is about transformation that can occur for students with academic teachers in the classroom. Personal experience with my own undergraduate professors provided me with a template of the importance of a holistic education.  My teachers were mentors, role models and powerful examples of wholeness in and out of the classroom.  Those healing teachers ignited my potential, they acted as the flint sparking me to learn, grow and become the self for which I was waiting. Like good therapists they held their boundaries, practiced loving kindness, were fearless and able to effectively confront and challenge me.  They encouraged me to feel my feelings, think my thoughts and include my senses in the warp and weft of my academic life.

          These observations led to my doctoral dissertation, which was a phenomenological inquiry into the student’s experience of healing in relationship with an academic teacher (CIIS, 2000). In summary the inquiry found that a student’s experience of healing in a relationship with an academic teacher is profound, it includes a sense of connectedness and reciprocity, is an experience of love and compassion, can be transformative, and embraces a wide range of positive feelings and emotions.  Parallels of this phenomenon were found in other healing relationships involving the therapist, shaman, and guru.

The expansive shift in awareness assists academia to better serve the needs of the person as a transforming, growing work in progress. Additionally, the phenomenological inquiry offers insight into the importance of the teacher in the student’s experience of healing in the classroom.  


Educators, administrators, and students have suffered from a dualistic imposition that separates thinking from feeling, and subordinates the natural world to the mechanistic one.  Wholeness has been underestimated as a primary goal of higher education. That goal should be to become a passionately curious, intuitive, empowered, informed learner. 

     
Integrating holistic pedagogy with rigorous academic principles potentiates academic and personal actualization and influences cultural transformation. The cultural consensus in academia has been supportive of the development of the mind to ready the individual for competition, professionalism and capitalist “success.”  In spite of this individual success our culture is lacking in education of the whole person as body, mind, and spirit, thinking that the psychospiritual aspects of self are less integral to what one needs to “get ahead.”  A paradox emerges however, as simultaneously in a country with so much technology and materialistic wealth we are seeing a disturbing rise in behaviors that mirror deep wounding and defined polarizations in perspective.


Holistic education has been discriminated against as renegade, or ”fluffy” wishful thoughts of a few unrealistic thinkers (Miller, 1997). In fact, holism addresses each individual in his or her complexity, biologically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually, psychologically. Holistic education supports that within each individual there is a spontaneous being with Love and spirit at the core. Excessive discipline and control denies individuals access to these core functions, and this denial has powerful ramifications personally and socially.


 Academia must respond to the ever-growing cry of the untapped spirit present in contemporary education and culture.  The phenomenon of healing in the classroom points to the possibilities of increased human potential through present, conscious, loving, 

healing learning environments, and relationships.  When individuals are connected to themselves as innate spiritual beings with luminous potential they interact with the world differently.  To be educated means becoming responsible, feeling connected, living with compassion and an open warm heart, and to live life with intention and integrity.  It means to develop wisdom and love for all things in order to assist in the rigors of ordinary life in and out of the classroom.  As Vine Deloria (2000) reminds us, “every society needs educated people, but the primary responsibility of educated people must be to bring wisdom back into the community and make it available to others” (pg. 7).


The experience of healing in the classroom helps the person move beyond their egoic self towards their individuated and spiritual self.  It is a holistic human experience that implicitly and explicitly contains many dimensions of becoming a self- actualizing, individuating, transforming, and spiritual human being. The data suggested that the healing experience in the classroom has the potential to stimulate a holistic, spiritual, transpersonal, transformation, which is waiting to be acknowledged, addressed and liberated from within (Hess, 2000).  

     
Teachers can consciously or unconsciously affect the student’s overall 

learning/healing process. Carl Rogers (1969) and others have examined attributes of effective “facilitators of learning.”  These attributes parallel the qualities needed to be an effective helper, or healer.  Constructs such as “unconditional positive regard,” genuineness, appropriate self-disclosure, and authentic transparency, are major facets in how students experience classroom healing (Hess, 2000). 

             Holistic educators are engaged, life-long learners themselves, who bring their academic and personal skills and passions into the classroom to encourage the growth of the whole student (Hess, 2007). These facilitators of transformational learning know: students respond and take more academic risks when the teacher reciprocates with their own enthusiasm in learning; stories, hands-on exercises and in the moment experiments make material come alive, and develop classroom community and connectivity.  Educators are role models for students; how they move as persons in the world is equally important to transmitting their areas of expertise, if not more so. 


Transpersonal psychology directly addresses the domain of the unconscious and energetic “unknowable” experience.  Arnold Mindell (1993), Barbara Brennan (1993), and Carl Jung (1971) are a few who write about the shift in awareness and being that can come about when our subtle and underplayed aspects of personhood are openly addressed.  Concepts such as transference and projection are redressed as positive transformational tools versus defense mechanisms that limit our character.  Transpersonal theorists provide a gateway to understand ourselves as more than just mind and body. By enlivening notions of spirit, soul, and interconnectedness, they remind us of our unlimited capacities as bioenergetic, spiritual beings, which surpass the sum of our parts.

     
Transformation education may be the norm in Indigenous cultures.  Those cultures stress the interconnectedness of all things.  All aspects of thinking, perceiving, feeling, and doing are considered whole parts of the individual in various stages of transformation and development.  By exploring how other relationships support wholeness and becoming, we are offered a different mindset when deciding what, and how, we teach.  Vajrayana Buddhism with the guru-disciple relationship and Native American Shamanism, with the shaman-apprentice relationship, both address the more spiritual dynamics of healing and teaching.  One focus of spiritually based traditions is to inspire students into heightened states of awareness and being, through insight, modeling, and practical experience.   By undertaking a relationship with a therapist, guru, or shaman, the person confronts fundamental belief systems that have impinged their personal and worldviews.  The relationship with a holistic academic teacher can provide a similar outcome (Hess, 2000).

     
With this millennium has come new, exciting, and some say, frightening visions of the future. Scientific and technological competencies are constantly expanding, challenging our thoughts and perceptions of possibilities. Digital and virtual realities formerly realized only as fiction, are influencing our personal and collective awareness. Society’s formerly operative paradigm of reality is expanding, and transforming. It is imperative for education to recognize its important role in preparing individuals to fully participate in an ever growing, rapidly changing environment. This means that academia must seriously consider transformational learning as an essential resource. 
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When we are in grade school and high school, seemingly, all society leans into us with its demands and requirements – do this, do that, English now, math next hour, history next, this, that, this, that.  From the time we begin, around age 6, until the time we walk down the ramp, diploma in hand, all are expected to hear and obey.  Learn this now, learn that. This year the requirements are…; they are due….  This semester we will cover…, with a test every Friday; today we will study …; please open your book to page….

Whether we gather the laurels, the rewards of successful study or the self-concept fractures of failure, we study what we are told to study, at least in school.  After learning and enduring this for years, suppose I am thrust into a new classroom only to find that the teacher refuses to tell me what to do, what to learn.  He asks me what I want.  At first, I find this pleasant – a break in the pressures of the day.  The more I think and the more I experience boredom, though, the more I decide I’d better do the regular subject in the regular way.  What if my instructor says ‘no,’ that I am to look at what I most want to learn about, that I am to experience what I experience in group work.

We have been learning successfully under others’ instructions and plans as long we can remember (or we have not, and remember a multi-year nightmare in which we still feel asleep).  In Lilliput, reports Gulliver, those wanting advancement literally jump through the townspeople’s hoops.  We’ve studied their texts, their reading lists, written essays ad infinitum on their issues and questions, gone to libraries, sought answers to questions not of our making and not our deep choice.  When asked what I want to learn, really, I may, for a while, draw a blank.

I want to learn

Then it hits me with a shock: If I don’t have to, I don’t think I want to learn.  I may want to feel, but I may not want to “learn.”

With more vehemence, I ask my teacher for what to study.  I experience a touch of fear.  “Hey, your are the teacher; you teach me.”

The recognition grows in me that, left to my own, I don’t want to study now, not write essays now, not read texts, not discuss topics in class.  I don’t think I want to learn anymore.

I want to

Now I am frightened.  In this class where I am asked what I want to learn, I find I don’t want to learn.  I want to sit and empty out, to chat, to talk and listen in group, to consider this afternoon and tonight.

I am frightened about this; this falling away of the desire to learn may doom my plans to become a professional.  I am increasingly angry with my teacher.  “Why don’t you just teach us, you fool?”  

“Want to” is falling away; I not only can’t find a subject to study in this class, I don’t think I really “want to” do anything.

I

“I” am all that is left.  I alternate - feeling frightened, furious, quiet, attending to what is before me.  When I feel frightened, it brings up my anger at my teacher who allows me to fall out of structure into the void.  (It is by this point that most experiments with open education have reversed course, concluding that the alternating rage, confusion, and apathy are proof positive that taking away teacher-imposed structure from the schoolroom is a dead end and should be abandoned.) 

All I had planned is gone.  Without a study subject imposed from without and without the desire to study and during those moments where trust in myself is gone, even my “I” falls away and I sit in the presence of emptiness.

I don’t think I really “want to” do anything.

When I lose confidence, I may experience an unpleasant vacuum.

When I have confidence, I may still, for a time, not want to do anything but be.  On the positive side of the equation, the emptiness allows peace, quiet to fall and the identity observed in the mirror of empty is evoked when the rest of the field of awareness has quieted down.

Also, if I am lucky, I have a support group of peers to be with through this emptying process, during which (with group support, warmth, and caring) I will spend less time on the nightmare side of the vacuum and more in the quiet.  Off and on, this here and how is all right.  For the moment I want to stay here.

The arising of  “I want”

I am quiet.  After a while, whether it be an hour, a day, a week, a feeling arises; it feels like “wanting.”  The “I” reforged in supported emptiness experiences wanting, some of which is wanting to know.

I want to learn

Desires to know periodically flow through me.  I want to know what time it is.  I want to know how long it would take to make chowder.  I wonder what would help resolve the conflict over “attitude” in that other class.  I wonder what a deer or rabbit experiences and feels when stopping on a bluff to watch the ocean.  I wonder what “existential” means.  I wonder.

I want to learn x

I observe coming “out” from my insides are questions after questions, some minor, some of which I find raise my passions.  I really want to know, we find ourselves resonating when a certain question comes to mind.  Why can’t we get along?  What did Freud and Jung think about?  What did they fear?  What made them joyful?  What makes me joyful?  I must do more of that.

Subject, question, topic categories begin to reemerge, directed and stirred from within.  From this point of view, externally imposed lessons are rather beside the point.  The personal quest resonates all the way to the central insides.  Subject of study has met the person’s search for the meanings of the personal life; study has become life-meaning’s tool.

For more information see the web site A Learning Community in an Interdisciplinary Psychology Class at http://www.sonoma.edu/users/r/robinsor/
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Human beings swim in a sea of ideas.  These shared, coordinated, and conflicting ideas make up cultures and subcultures.  They evolved as humanity’s principal tool for adapting within the larger ecology of the natural world.  Even the physical environment in which most of us live most of the time consists of objectified ideas, inspired thoughts that began in someone’s mind and were fashioned into physical objects that make life more comfortable or interesting.  Education is the process of initiation into these worlds of ideas called culture.  All of our psychological functioning—perceiving, knowing, feeling, willing—is immersed in a cultural system that is shaped by our participation in a historical stream of shared consciousness, that is by our personal and collective evolutionary history (Ortega y Gasset, 1961).  That historical stream of shared consciousness functions as a coherent, organized, constantly developing symbolic communication system that is transpersonal (that is, social, including but not limited to spiritual) in character (Cassirer, 1944).


Culture as a symbolic medium of communication is neither static nor homogeneous. But it is shared, that is to say, it is intersubjective in character  (Ortega y Gasset, 1957). And this intersubjectivity must be understood from two perspectives: the anthropological and the psychological. From an anthropological perspective, culture is the sum total of society’s symbolic operating systems and the basis for its ecological adaptation to the environment. This includes both its social institutions, which are responsible for its emotional and aesthetic quality of life, and its scientific institutions and technological tools, which are responsible for solving ecological problems. 


According to Clifford Geertz (1973), the culminating phase of human biological evolution was intimately intertwined with the development of language and other basic forms of culture:



The Pleistocene period, with its rapid and radical variations in climate, land formations, and vegetation, has long been recognized to be a period in which conditions were ideal for the speedy and efficient evolutionary development of man; now it seems also to have been a period in which a cultural environment increasingly supplemented the natural environment in the selection process so as to further accelerate the rate of hominid evolution to an unprecedented speed. The Ice Age appears not to have been merely a time of receding brow ridges and shrinking jaws, but a time in which were forged nearly all those characteristics of man's existence which are most graphically human: his thoroughly encephelated nervous system, his incest-taboo-based social structure, and his capacity to create and use symbols. The fact that these distinctive features of humanity emerged together in complex interaction with one another rather than serially as so long supposed is of exceptional importance in the interpretation of human mentality, because it suggests that man's nervous system does not merely enable him to acquire culture, it positively demands that he do so if it is going to function at all. . . . A cultureless human being would probably turn out to be not an intrinsically talented though unfulfilled ape, but a wholly mindless and consequently unworkable monstrosity. (pp. 67-68) 

Thus human evolution is characterized by ever more complex forms of communication, embodied in both neurology and technology.  We are now in a new major stage of human cultural evolution driven by electronic communication and information management technology.  We still are far from knowing what it all means.


Primary and Secondary Acculturation

From the point of view of developmental psychology, culture begins with the deep programming of the psyche in the areas of language, moral and aesthetic values,  iconographic allegiances, and assumptions about nature and human nature (including assumptions about human relationships and about the self).  It continues as our shared, intersubjective matrix of symbolic systems, systems sof which we become increasingly self-aware and capable of manipulating with maturation and education.

Even in a relatively homogeneous culture, it is important to note the qualitative differences in the experience of participants at different levels of psychosocial development.  Berger and Luckmann, in The Social Construction of Reality (1967), make a useful distinction between primary and secondary socialization.  Primary socialization takes place in the early stages of life and is mainly mediated by the family.  This is the infantile phase of development that Freud and other psychoanalysts have explored extensively.   Psychoanalysis has demonstrated that the tacit frameworks of personal identity laid down in this early developmental process are largely unconscious, or at least nonverbal. 

Secondary socialization is the process of initiation into adult identity and roles.  In traditional societies, it is accomplished through a variety of initiation rituals, while in modern societies it is largely mediated by the educational system, with considerable assistance from the media and peer relationships.  The modern education system is typically divided into stages.  The primary and secondary stages are devoted to transmitting the existing cultural repertoire and managing the development of a psychosocial identity.  The postsecondary phase is charged with validating an adult identity and equipping graduates with the skills and abilities needed to maintain, transmit, and manage the evolution of complex cultural systems.

The cultural worldview of any particular society must be learned by its members.  In order to become a functioning member of a particular society, a child must learn something about all or most of the dimensions of its richness and complexity within a remarkably short period of time.  The developmental challenge of the individual is to learn to participate in and master a reasonable repertoire of these forms.  A rough stage developmental model of how this works can be correlated with Erik H. Erikson’s (1963) model of psychosocial stages, as presented in Figure 1. 

The development from childhood to adult identities in traditional societies is generally continuous, although frequently characterized by the sharp punctuation of an initiation ceremony. The demands of adult identity in the postmodern world lead to many
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Figure 1.  Erikson's Stages & the Development of Cultural Identity


discontinuities and diverse, sometime conflicting, contexts.  Robert Jay Lifton (1993) has advocated a “protean self” as the appropriate postmodern adaptation, a theme echoed by Kenneth Gergen (1991) and Walter Truett Anderson (1997).  

Culture and Human Intelligence


Looked at from the perspective of the philosophy and psychology of knowledge (epistemology and cognitive psychology), culture is the shared ability of specific human groups to communicate, organize, and develop useful information about the world and its inhabitants, including information about individual and collective selves or identities.  (Communication is intentionally placed first here because it is the usefulness of symbolic processes in the communication of information, both within and between psyches, that leads to their further elaboration into ever more complex conceptual and social systems.) 



From this point of view, culture is the collective embodiment and expression of human intelligence.  It is the actualization of the ability of human groups to use signs and symbols to effectively communicate and use information about the world.  Individual intelligence is the ability to effectively manipulate particular subsets of this symbolic universe.  But the full human meaning of individual intelligence can only be understood when it is applied in social settings for the purpose of solving human problems and creating the social forms that are the essential characteristic of the human species.  Thus postsecondary education is responsible for advancing the adaptive intelligence of both the individual and of society.  From the perspective of Mark Anielski’s “economics of happiness” (2007), postsecondary education is the institutional complex most directly charged with nurturing both social (institutional) and human (personal) capital.


Susanne Langer offers an important epistemological model in Philosophy in a New Key (1942).  Langer was a student of Alfred North Whitehead and her model was grounded in the “philosophy of symbolic forms” developed by Ernst Cassirer.
  Langer characterizes two types of symbols: discursive and presentational.  All symbols are representations. A symbol represents or points to something else––a sensation, a feeling, a material object, an action, or another symbol (an “idea").  With discursive symbols, the form of the symbols is completely arbitrary, as with letters, words, and mathematical symbols.  Different languages can represent the world with different words and even different alphabets which carry essentially the same meanings (although the Gestalt properties of languages can vary considerably).  Mathematical symbols use arbitrary conventions to represent very complex entities and relationships, some of which, like imaginary numbers, are impossible to visualize.  

With presentational symbols, on the other hand, there is always a formal relationship which can be said to "present," in some analogous fashion, a significant aspect the symbolic referent.  Representational art is perhaps the most "naturalistic" form or presentational symbolism.  But the symbolic forms of metaphor and narrative are also meaningful dynamic presentations of the natural and social worlds.  According to Langer, a fundamental value of all of the arts, including music, is that they offer us representations of human feeling and emotion for the purpose of reflection and self-reflection. The same holds true for the symbolic forms of myth, ritual, and religion.  Langer’s model has obvious similarities with the “left-brain/right-brain” model, based on the work of Sperry and Gazzaniga and their colleagues and synthesized at a more popular level by Robert Ornstein (1972).


Cognitive psychology has identified a variety of cognitive tools that humans use to create culture.  These include Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and the personality typologies of Myers and Briggs and Keirsey and Bates based on Carl Jung’s theory of psychological types.  Howard Gardner’s (1983) “theory of multiple intelligences” proposes five types of intelligence (the last one being indeterminately plural): linguistic intelligence, musical intelligence, logico-mathematical intelligence, spatial intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, and the personal intelligences.
  Daniel Goleman (1995) has made a case for “emotional intelligence.”


Jung’s system identifies sixteen types based on the individual’s classification in terms of four bipolar variables:  introversion-extroversion, sensation-intuition, thinking-feeling, and perceiving-judging.  The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) is a paper and pencil test that allows individuals to determine a personality type according to their cognitive and temperamental preferences among the sixteen combinations defined by this schema.  The MBTI is widely used in psychotherapy and marriage counseling, as well as in educational and corporate setting.  The Keirsey Temperament Sorter (Keirsey & Bates, 1984) clusters these sixteen variables into four temperaments: Artisans, Guardians, Idealists, and Rationals.  All of these tools have proven useful in facilitating interpersonal relationships and assessing different learning strategies.



Working in the field of organizational development, David Kolb has developed another useful model for categorizing learning styles in his book Experiential Learning (1984).  Kolb divides the learning cycle into four phases: Concrete Experience (CE), Reflective Observation (RO), Abstract Conceptualization (AC), and Active Experimentation (AE).  His learning styles typology is based on preferences and aptitudes for focusing on combinations of these phases: Diverging (CE/RO), Assimilating (AC/RO), Converging (AC/AE), and Accommodating (CE/AE).  The distribution of these styles and preferences in a population implies that including members that represent a diversity of learning styles will enhance the effectiveness of learning communities or teams.



In the postmodern world, many value frameworks that are taken for granted in traditional cultures become debatable: family values, sexual mores, ideas of authority, rules of commerce, standards of fairness and justice.  Secondary acculturation involves developing the knowledge and skills to be able to participate effectively in these debates and their consequent collective choices.  One of the metachoices facing citizens of the postmodern world is whether those choices will be made by democratic or authoritarian strategies of system self-organization.  Democratic systems require active participation in that process.  Authoritarian systems offer the option of choosing not to choose––choice is left to someone else who is presumed to “know better.”  Humanistic/transpersonal psychology has an important role to play in the development of a more democratic and humane social order.  The key to this is to develop the skills which Carl Rogers called “empathic listening” and “unconditional positive regard.”   In a political context, the former translates into active listening in dialogue and debate; the latter becomes mutual acceptance and democratic inclusiveness. 


Educating the whole student means paying attention to the diversity of the forms of knowledge and of the cognitive tools humans use to construct it.  It also requires understanding and respecting the actual worldview of individual learners, as this is the starting point for any learning event.  This requirement includes understanding the ways in which these worldviews have been shaped by personal, family, and cultural history.
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A Learner-Centered Model for Post Secondary Education

Lawrence H. Davis, M.A.


The old model of mass higher education, initiated in the land grant college, needs to be retired.  The campus based knowledge expert, course sequence, undergraduate degree model is an inadequate paradigm for “access to excellence”
 in the new century.  Over a hundred years ago America replaced the early Christian college with the Land Grant University.  The need for teachers, scientists, and technicians and engineers to assist industrialization required the creation of a new institution.  Today, just as in the late nineteenth century, our society is undergoing fundamental change.  In the 21st century, a community-based system which provides citizens with access to widely distributed learning resources would be educationally more effective, politically more fair, and economically more affordable.


The academic enterprise of scholarship and research must, of course, continue.  But the graduate research core of the existing university should not be used as the template for designing a public higher education system committed to access, equity and excellence. The defining characteristics of this model—the campus, the classroom, and the knowledge expert—need to be augmented by community engagement and online information management resources, as well as by attention to the range of learning styles and the variations in the levels cognitive and socio-emotional development of today’s diverse student population.  The paradigm shift that will facilitate these structural changes is from knowledge-based to learner-centered pedagogy.  


A learner-based approach to education is much broader in scope and diverse in its range of educational experiences than a knowledge-based approach.  Knowledge-based approaches, particularly as employed by colleges and universities, tend to be relatively narrow and constrained to variations of cognitive exercise.  In the model presented here, the knowledge-based approach is recognized as a subcategory of a broader learner-based approach.  In this way both approaches are included in a general model for post-secondary education.


Learner-based education (1) begins with an assessment of the present state of the learner, and moves toward (2) establishes some general learning objectives, (3) involves the learner in activities which promise to achieve those objectives, and (4) evaluates the relative success of the educational experience.  This process is outlined in Figure 1.


Learner-based education is commonly used in the lower elementary grades and in counseling.  Knowledge-based education is commonly used in most formal educational arrangements beyond elementary school and in vocational, professional, and higher education.  As a rule, the instructors most familiar with learner-based education are educators whose work requires they attend to the heart and mind of their learners.  This may be because they are involved with learners who have not yet acquired the ability to manipulate cognitive symbols such as numbers or written words (young children, illiterate adults, etc.) or because they are involved with sensory, physical, emotional, or intuitive aspects of human development (artists, therapists, counselors, etc.)  


Knowledge-based education begins with the process of communicating some type of specialized knowledge.  After this initial transmission or communication, the learner or receiver of formation is evaluated according to his or her ability to repeat the transmitted information.  In this approach the educational method is defined by the question of how to most effectively present what is known to someone who does not yet know it.  The emphasis is on logical standards of articulation and standards of intelligibility defined by communication media (lectures, videos, computers, etc.).  The practice of education, called teaching, is an exercise in communication or the transmission of transmittable knowledge from one person to others. In this model the educational concern with the learner is that they are adequately prepared in prior knowledge and protocol training to be a good learner.  The level of prior learning or knowledge is identified as the ability to read or do arithmetic or write, or, in more advanced courses, the necessary background information required to understand more specialized or complex treatments of an academic specialty.  The required protocol is that the learner be able to concentrate on the subject matter being taught. 


The knowledge-based approach recognizes that learning is ultimately a subjective process within the mind of the learner.  But the responsibility for that subjective process is left entirely to the discretion of the student.  And, in fact, the distinction between good students and poor students seems to reside in part in how effectively the student can handle this responsibility for their own subjective process of learning.  The teacher may help with the clarification of subject matter, but rarely is there any focus on the student’s subjective process of learning or the interaction between these processes and the processes of the communicator.


Both learner-based and knowledge-based approaches use the basic process of (1) setting objectives, (2) engaging in learning experiences, and (3) evaluating results.  But the two approaches differ considerably in terms of who sets the objectives and the scope of learning possible experiences.  In the learner centered approach, the beginning point or first step is an assessment of the learner.  This assessment is usually conducted by a teacher or counselor with the assistance of the learner.  In its problem-oriented form, the assessment is diagnostic after the medical model analysis of the source of the problem.  In its more open and growth oriented form, the assessment relies on an underlying philosophy which includes an image of what a human is and a sense of how humans grow and change.  In either case the learner is involved from the outset as being both the possessor of the problem or potential, and also the primary agent who will solve or actualize the problem or potential.  In this limited yet significant sense, the learner-based approach can be inherently democratic and can have the educative side effect of increasing the learner’s recognition of and favorable attitude toward democratic experience.


The third step of the learner-based approach coincides roughly with the usual first step of the knowledge-based approach—the process of accessing educational resources.  The student registers for a class and completes the assigned studies.  At this step, the major difference in the two approaches is that the learner-based approach may draw on a much more diverse field of potential learning resources.  The knowledge-based approach, particularly as it is associated with higher education, exhibits a diversity of academic studies but not a diversity of learning opportunities or a diversity of human qualities that are being educated.  The academic world relies primarily on a “campus-classroom-knowledge expert” formula for transmitting knowledge.  All the different academic subjects are variations of a single type of learning: the cognitive-rational manipulation of words or numbers.


The learner-based approach includes this cognitive exercise but also can be expanded to include the exercise of sensory, intuitive, and feeling dimensions of being.  By considering the person as the educational product, the learner-based approach allows education to expand in at least three ways beyond the narrow boundaries of cognitive-rational manipulation of specialized knowledge without sacrificing the obvious advantages of the more narrow knowledge-based approach.


First, the learner can focus directly on the ability to learn and the use of a variety of skills and tools as a means of improving learning.  This allows the learner to recognize and come to terms with anxieties that are part of the subjective learning process.  Learners can overcome crippling psychological barriers to learning which have been created by cultural patterns related to sex, race, and family background.  Learning how to learn can improve reading skills, math skills, logical and critical thinking, rhetorical abilities, and so on.


Second, this approach lends itself easily to exploration of self and personal identity which are crucial to making life choices which are congruent with one’s true interests and talents.


Third, the learner-based approach allows the structuring of broad learning experiences which require the full participation of the individual in complex social processes.  Human qualities such as trust, cooperation and competition, leadership and compliance can be experienced and reflected upon through broadly structured experiences such as being an entrepreneur, taking a job, or exercising political interests.  A focus on the person allows the self-reflection and feedback from others which helps everyday experiences to become instrumental in self-awareness and personal development.  Social skills such as communication in a group and the ability to make complex decisions which cross many fields of specialization can best be taught by focusing on the learner as decision-maker.   

Figure 1

A MODEL FOR A POST-INDUSTRIAL SYSTEM OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Phase Sequence:

1. Assessment

2. Planning

3. Execution

4. Evaluation

Comparison of Learner-based and Knowledge-based Approaches to Education with reference to each of the phases of the model.
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Hear the word, school, and we do hear it every day - what pictures flash into your mind? A building? A classroom? Ditto sheets? Thirty students all trying to get your attention at once? If you are a very "modem" educator, perhaps there is a computer somewhere in the background of your picture. But even for those of us who do use computers for learning, this new technology usually serves as a means of doing the same old thing with a little less drudgery. Most of us use the computer to process classroom data (grades, attendance, etc.), to replace the ditto sheet for student drill & practice, or as the "lab" for courses in programming. In isolated cases students may be able to take a whole course, from introductory lesson to final exam, from a computer terminal in the media center. But today a school is still a place. How could it be otherwise?

JOURNEY INTO THE FUTURE
Let's take an imaginary journey into the future. Say, Fall of 2010. Styles have changed a little. Our old haunts are a bit more crowded, but people and buildings look very much the same. We wander onto the campus of the elementary school where we used to work. The grounds are better kept than we remember, mere's a garden in the side yard now, and a surprising number of children are on the playground at this midmorning hour. We peek into a classroom - orchestra rehearsal going on, must be the music room. Behind another door we find a busy woodshop. The next room has been divided into cubicles and seems to be used for individual counseling.

As we continue to snoop around we find students in science labs, art studios, a fine gymnasium and a theater. There is an excellent library with plenty of books, tapes, film strips, and videodisks. There is also an impressive computer center with the latest high-resolution graphics display screens, fancy printers, several large hard disks, and a seeming oversupply of phone and cable TV lines coming in.

Toward the rear of the school we discover our first traditional classroom. There is a favorable student/teacher ratio, and yet the children seem restless and so we assume this is a "special" class for learning disability students. The next few rooms give the opposite impression - orderly, on-task, highly motivated children who seem to enjoy being together and working in the classroom environment. It reminds us of the "gifted" classes of the 70's.

Discussing our findings, we head toward the office. There are far too few children here we concur. And the age spread is too wide...kindergarten through tenth, at least. Where are they all? The office holds the biggest shock of all. It is a model "office of the future" -computers on every desk, hardly any paper, and the sign indicates that it serves the whole district, not just one elementary school.

CHANGING SCHOOL FUNCTIONS

The principal invites us to relax in his office while he unravels the mystery for us. This former elementary school has become a combination campus. It has four separate functions: Administrative Records; Open Portal Local Node; Face-to-face Curriculum; and Traditional Classrooms.

Administration
The administrative office handles the educational data processing for all citizens in this district - that's right - all citizens. Everyone is enrolled on the day they are born and they may continue throughout their lives. Children, of course, have certain minimum requirements to meet but adults may drop in and drop out as often as they please. The Department of Public Education now offers instruction at all levels: prenatal training, infant care and stimulation for parents, basic citizen curricula for children ages 2 through 17; employment preparation; and recreational learning. Improvements in electronic record keeping make this relaxed attitude toward attendance, grades, transcript preparation, and scheduling possible. It now costs about the same to provide these services for everyone that it did for just children in 1980. Your academic record, like your medical history, stays with you and is available to you and those you send it to via electronic mail at any time. Job changes, retraining, sabbaticals for employees, and shared jobs are common. Thus "going to school" is now a national pastime, not just a chore for the young.

Open Portal
Most traditional school subjects are offered on the Open Portal. This is a large computer network which can be accessed from homes, libraries, day care centers, and public facilities around town. The last thirty years have seen an explosion in the availability of powerful, low-cost computer equipment and a corresponding software development effort. Learning games, tutorials, drill & practice, competency testing, and data banks for research of every description can be called up from the Open Portal. Sometimes the link uses a telephone, sometimes cable TV, in outlying areas two-way radio carries data between the individual learning station and the computer center. A person can work individually, be a member of a group which exchanges messages over time, or join a conversation among several people simultaneously. The computer center on campus supports these activities for the local community. It also serves as a communications link for connecting to individuals and universities across the country.
Intelligent TV
The most common household computer is the "intelligent TV". This device consists of a normal Television receiver, a tiny but powerful microcomputer and a "disk player" for recording and playing back both video shows and computer programs. ITVs are no more expensive than our color TVs and are present in 95% of homes as well as offices and other places where people gather. ITVs can be used "in local mode" by connecting to the Open Portal, selecting the material you wish from the library and "down loading" it onto your disk. "On-line mode" is used to maintain the connection to the Open Portal for communicating with other people at other terminals, to transfer grades and progress reports of "local" work to the administrative department, to access the numerous data banks of information (including schedules of upcoming classes), and to use the larger computer and printers located at the Open Portal center.

School - A Meeting of Minds
It is the Open Portal facility that has contributed most to a radical change in the picture of a "school". A "school" is now an administrative unit, a system of organizing people into groups of similar age, educational need, and interest. A school is now a meeting of minds, not a gathering of bodies. To be "at school" is to "log" your current educational activity with the administration through the Open Portal. A 3-year-old could be "at school" while playing ABC video games on the Open Portal at Grandmother's house. A 10-year old "logs on" to woodshop from the terminal in the shop at the former elementary school. He "logs off' when he leaves. A teenager logs on to swim team when he joins his pals for laps at the pool while his sister is attending "Graphic Image Design 306" from the specialized computer terminal at the computer center on campus. Mom, who works at an automated factory across town, often enjoys an Open Portal bridge class during lunch break at work. Dad's job allows him to "telecommute" from home three or four days a week. He logs on to his firm's computer system from home and can handle all correspondence, financial analysis, as well as monitor sales and production progress. When he goes to the office, it is usually to meet other executives face-to-face, to counsel with his staff, or to handle a problem with the physical facilities. When Dad has time for "school", he logs on to a course in medieval history and politics or a geology seminar for amateur rock hunters. He and the family often spend weekends in the mountains with others from that particular class.

Changing Child Care Patterns
Several sociological changes have resulted from the flexible educational system the Open Portal provides. In 2010, the physical care and custody of children is treated as a concern separate from their education. Parents may opt to be responsible for 24 hour childcare, as is now common with infants, or they may enroll the children in "care" facilities. Since Open Portal School is equally accessible from both home and "care", education is always available. Many former school buildings are now "care" centers. They offer TLC (tender, loving, care), socialization, group recreational activities, and personal counseling but do not have direct responsibility for academic progress. This explains the small population of children we noted at the "combined campus". One half of the kids in the neighborhood are at home or "under parental control", a quarter are at "care", this leaves only one quarter of those under 17 on campus or on field trips. Of those on campus, many are engaged in athletics, gardening, and other outdoor activities.

Face-to-Face Curriculum
The "face-to-face" curriculum is another area where the values of the 1980's have been preserved but in a reorganized format. Decisions about what parts of the curriculum to make available through the Open Portal and what to offer on campus are now made by examining subject areas for "informational" and "experiential" content. Information content, that is, facts, figures, abstract relationships and skills which involve manipulating these things can all be computerized successfully. But direct interpersonal relationships and skill in moving one's own body or physical objects through the world cannot be learned sitting in front of a screen. Since such experience is considered just as important, although more expensive to offer, as informational subjects, all children are required to take face-to-face classes in the laboratories, workshops, studios, playing fields, and theaters of each neighborhood campus. Their progress is tracked with just as much care as math, history, or literature. Although to us, these classes and facilities may appear more like a cross between a recreation department and a university, we are told that face-to-face is an equal partner with Open Portal for public education.

Traditional Classroom Options
But not every child works well with the computer medium. Furthermore, many subjects covered "in school" in 1980 just cannot be reduced to a display on a screen. These facts are common knowledge in 2010. Therefore, any child may choose to enroll in a traditional classroom. Since the classroom system has become more expensive than the Open Portal, the Department of Education invests considerable research money in upgrading the computer assisted curriculum each year and Open Portal does work quite well. We saw two types of students in traditional classroom settings: those with emotional or learning disabilities that prevented them from making use of the Open Portal and those who simply enjoy the classroom setting and choose to be there. Because Open Portal is available to children during the preschool years, those who do not adapt to it are usually identified early and parents are counseled to enroll them in traditional classes.

Problem Children
Problem children are still problems in 2010 but there are fewer of them. Perhaps some who were considered "learning disabled" or "emotionally disturbed" in previous decades were really only "classroom unable" and they can adapt more comfortably to the current flexible system. Children who are motivated in their academic pursuits by the social milieu of the classroom still have the same opportunity - without the presence of detractors. This element of voluntary presence in a traditionally structured classroom contributed to the relaxed and cooperative spirit we noticed.

CHANGING TEACHER ROLES
Of course, the role of "teacher" has changed along with the rest of the educational system. Administrative specialists handle 90% of school record keeping and all teachers have word processors and data base management programs to aide with their end of the bargain. All objective testing is scored automatically and "Spelling Checkers" leave teachers free to attend to the structure and content of their students' essays and reports. Teachers usually specialize in "care", "face-to-face", "Open Portal", "counseling", or "curriculum development".

Care teachers focus on social development, interpersonal skills, making sure children have access to Open Portal terminals and transportation to their face-to-face classes.

Open Portal teachers are age and content specialists who often work from their terminals at home. They monitor the work of the students in their "classes", send and receive comments by electronic mail, and often use the "talk feature" of the system to answer an immediate question. Much of their time is spent in "on-line conferencing" where all students in a class log on to the Open Portal at the same time and hold a group discussion. One advantage of this procedure is that each participant in such a conference receives a transcript of the whole discussion to study, abstract, or throw out as he chooses. Since one can attend from anywhere, home, work, "care", or even the public library, scheduling of such an event need not take transportation into account.

Both counseling and curriculum development are now considered to be "teaching specialties" rather than adjunct services. Everyone knows that without them education would be seriously impoverished so funding for such positions is never cut.

CONCLUSION

It is time to leave this school of the future and return to our own time and technology. Whether or not you like the vision you have just seen, there is one fact you should understand right now. All of the technology necessary to bring such a school into existence can be purchased TODAY. In 1983 when this essay was first written, perhaps the technology was is too expensive to be practical. But prices have decreased at least 25% per year. Now, in 1998, we have no excuses.

Today the curriculum we need for the Open Portal has been under development for more than 25 years. We know a great deal about how to do it and pilot projects should be started now. We are lacking two things, today. First, few people have addressed the information/experience analysis of our curriculum, so we are in danger of making major mistakes about what to computerize and what to continue to do face-to-face. Second, we have yet to discard our notion of a school as a place. We are still tied to buildings, seat counts, and custodial care as symbols of school. When we are ready to embrace a new vision, 2010 can be just around the corner.
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Book reviewed in this essay:  Kenneth A. Bruffee.  Collaborative Learning.  Baltimore:  Johns Hopkins University, 1993.


The discovery of social constructionist epistemology has caused quite a stir in the academy.  This is particularly true in the humanities, where it has led to a radical relativizing and politicizing of the curriculum. This in turn has led to fears of cultural chaos and a nostalgia for the classical canon on the part of several conservative critics.  Kenneth A. Bruffee’s Collaborative Learning defines the parameters of the social construction of social reality in terms that offer a new model for education.  This new approach can make education more effective in traditional “quantitative” terms.  But more importantly, it suggests that education can be more adaptive to the conditions of contemporary social reality while being a more satisfying experience for both students and teachers.


Bruffee’s interpretation of constructionist epistemology owes a particular debt to Thomas Kuhn’s concept of “paradigm,” Richard Rorty’s “socially justified beliefs,” and Clifford Geertz’ focus on “interpretation.”   He also offers a pedagogical model of collaborative learning based on this epistemology.  He argues persuasively that this approach can initiate students into the real adult world of the creation, preservation, and transmission of knowledge in the professions, in academic disciplines, and in the culture at large. According to Bruffee, collaborative learning strategies can begin as early as junior high school, and they should be the principal pedagogy of higher education.

I. THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF KNOWLEDGE


At the heart of collaborative learning theory is a theory of knowledge (known in the jargon of philosophy as an "epistemology").  Knowledge is "what people know."  This may seem like a trivial point.  But just what we actually know and how we know it has been a puzzle for philosophers since the pre-Socratic Greeks discovered that it is possible to think critically about the nature of  thought itself. 


Most traditional views have taken for granted that people know a world.  It is assumed that knowledge lives "in the mind," and that reality exists "in the world."  The philosophical questions have revolved around how the process of getting the world into the mind actually works, and how accurate it is.  This approach reached its pinnacle of development in the modern philosophy of  science that views "objective scientific method" as the best possible way to obtain knowledge about the world.


However, at least since Immanuel Kant in the eighteenth century, we have recognized that there is no direct connection between an independent, objective world ("noumena") and our experience ("phenomena").  All we have is a set of interpretations of our perceptions and experiences that lead us to believe that a world exists “out there.”  If that connection is always hypothetical, what is it that actually guarantees the "truth," or in Bruffee's term, the "authority" of  knowledge?  Bruffee, following the point of view of social constructionism, argues that the authority of knowledge ultimately derives from a "knowledge community" of people who agree about the truth.  In support of this view, Bruffee calls on Thomas Kuhn, who says in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions that "knowledge is intrinsically the common property of a group or else nothing at all" (cited in Bruffee, 1993, p. 3).


The key to understanding the difference between the constructionist view and more traditional views is that for constructionists, knowledge is not what individuals believe, but rather what social groups, or knowledge communities, believe.  This approach is compatible with the focus of some contemporary cognitive psychologists on the “ecological validity” of knowledge, but it shifts the focus from biological to social ecology.  The social constructionist position does not mean that people do not have ideas.  But it does mean that people's ideas are ultimately given meaning by their social context.  In that sense, it is the social context of meanings that is epistemologically fundamental, not their ideational content.


It should be emphasized that this discussion is about the most fundamental meaning of "meaning," not about all of its possible meanings.  Ideas, logic, experimental method, psychoanalytic free association, and dozens of other forms of knowing are acceptable justifications of knowledge in their appropriate contexts.  But every recognized form of meaning is dependent on some context.  As Richard Rorty says (again quoted by Bruffee), "'a necessary truth' is merely 'a statement such that nobody has given us any interesting alternatives which would lead us to question it'" (1993, p. 142-143).  Thus knowledge is the property of knowledge communities–that is, of cultures and subcultures, including academic and professional disciplines--that use, create and maintain it in ongoing discourses or social conversations.


The proposition that knowledge is ultimately grounded in conversations among members of knowledge communities is based primarily on three lines of argument.  The most fundamental is the study of the sociology of knowledge, as represented in works such as Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970) and Berger and Luckmann's The Social Construction of Reality (1966).  The second is the study of the cognitive development of individuals (ontogenetic cognitive development) by psychologists such as the Russian L. S. Vygotsky, who has shown that from the very earliest stages knowing develops in a social context.  The third is the study of the evolution of humanity's cognitive capabilities (phylogenetic cognitive development), as represented by the anthropologist Clifford Geertz.

The Sociology of Knowledge

Constructionism has been developing over several decades in the fields of philosophy, history and literary criticism.  Husserl’s phenomenology and the “Critical Theory” influenced by Karl Marx’ interpretation of the history of ideas have been important influences.  The sociology of knowledge looks at the history of ideas and the sociology of  contemporary intellectual life in order to understand what knowledge is by looking at how it is actually used and how new knowledge is created. 

The structure of our language tends to persuade us that knowledge must be created before it can be used.  But the preeminence of new knowledge in our cultural life is a modern phenomenon dating from the Scientific Revolution of the sixteenth century and the eighteenth century Enlightenment.  For most of human history, most of the knowledge needed for societies to survive and thrive was embodied in traditions that were passed on over many generations through the symbols of language and the arts.  In such a situation, where most knowledge was "passed on" and very little had to be "discovered," a static model of the nature of knowledge served very well.


However, the creativity of modern science, politics, and the communications and entertainment media have created cultural conditions in which much of the truth about social reality is continuously being reinvented and therefore needs to be continuously rediscovered.  This has led to a need to understand more deeply how the process of knowledge creation actually works.  While much of the knowledge and information we need to manage our daily lives can still be reliably obtained from competent authorities, the complexity of the world increasingly calls into question the basis of the competence of those expert authorities.  


During most of the modern era, the most reliable source of authoritative knowledge has been believed to be the physical sciences, and therefore methodologies derived from the physical sciences have enjoyed a privileged position in modern intellectual life.  In the twentieth century, however, even the most fundamental understanding of classical Newtonian physics were undermined by quantum mechanics and Einstein's Theory of Relativity.  In attempting to understand how one widely held scientific worldview could be replaced by another, Thomas Kuhn explored in considerable depth the process by which scientific "paradigms," as he called them, are both maintained and changed.  The conventional view of scientific progress is that scientists add to their fund of knowledge incrementally through carefully thought out processes of experimentation and hypothesis testing.  However, when the scientific community becomes increasingly uncomfortable with a growing body of findings that do not fit the existing paradigm, the situation cannot be resolved simply by accumulating more research findings.  It can only be resolved by a conversation within the scientific community that renegotiates the acceptable terms of scientific discourse.  (Such renegotiation may involve a generational dynamic:  The speakers of the obsolete language do not necessarily convert;  they may simply die out and be replaced by the more robust discourse of a new generation.)  The recognition that new paradigms are created through conversations among knowledgeable peers has led to a realization that they are also maintained and applied by conversations within knowledge communities that manage the flow of information through books, professional periodicals, academic programs, and communities of professional practice.


This reexamination of the foundations of disciplinary knowledge in the natural sciences has been accompanied by extensive self-reflection about the nature and authority of knowledge in the humanities and social sciences.  In all of these fields the metaphor of knowledge as communication among competent peers is receiving growing recognition.  This is particularly true in these disciplines because they are more dependent upon discursive and narrative language, and less dependent on the language of mathematical quantification, than are the natural sciences.


If knowledge is fundamentally competent discourse, why has this fact been so difficult to see?  Perhaps it has something to do with the politics of knowledge.  There has always been a tendency for the knowledgeable to use their knowledge to exploit the ignorant.  The possibility of exploitation creates an incentive for the knowledgeable to reinforce the ignorance of the ignorant by pretending that knowledge is something other than, something more mysterious than, what it actually is:  the symbolic property of knowledge communities. 
Individual Cognitive Psychological Development

Rather than knowledge being something that must be created before it can be communicated, it is more accurate to say that the process of creating and communicating knowledge are inextricably intertwined.  This can be seen in the careful study of the origins on knowledge at both the personal (ontogenetic) and the collective or species (phylogenetic) levels. 

Bruffee cites several examples of research that show that cognitive development is essentially a reciprocal, interactive social process from the very beginning.  What we call “thought” is actually in its origins internalized conversation or social communication.  According to Bruffee,

L. S. Vygotsky confirmed this view by showing that reflective thought is social conversation internalized.  We first experience and learn what Oakeshott calls "the skill and partnership of conversation"--what I call here the craft of interdependence--in the arena of direct social exchange.  Only then, Vygotsky demonstrates, do we learn to displace that skill and partnership by dramatizing and playing out silently within ourselves the role of every participant in the conversation.  (1993, p. 114)

Vygotsky’s observation of a child “getting to know” a spoon vividly illustrates this point:


Vygotsky describes a scene illustrating this process of community composition and collaboration that involves . . . a six-month-old infant.  The infant sees an attractive object--let's say a shiny spoon--and extends his hand to grasp it.  The spoon is out of reach.  For a moment, Vygotsky says, the infants "hands, stretched toward that object, remain poised in the air.  His fingers make grasping movements."  The infant in this scene appears to be trying, at the most elemental level, to establish contact with a bit of physical reality.  Shoved around by physical reality, he shoves back.  He wants a response from the object or a relationship with it that corresponds to his reaching out for it.  But the object does not cooperate in the effort to be known.  Objects never do.  For a moment, then, the infant reaches and nothing happens.


Then something does happen.  The object still doesn't cooperate, but Mommy does.  The infant's mother moves the object closer, so that the infant can feel it, look at it, put it into his mouth.


In this brief, mundane scene lies a key to understanding the nonfoundational social constructionist understanding of knowledge and, not incidentally, collaborative learning.  When infants reach for an object, they do not merely reach.  They send a message.  When Mommy or Daddy or some other caretaking person finally gets the message and responds, infants learn indelibly the importance of this seemingly irrelevant side effect.  Our effort to grasp an object, Vygotsky tells us, is the first step we take in learning to point [i.e. to make a communicative gesture]. . . .


What Vygotsky's reading of this scene tells us is that knowing is not an unmediated, direct relationship between subject and object.  It is a disjunctive, mediated process involving the agency of other people.   (1993, p. 117)

An observation by Bruno Latour shows a similar process taking place at an early stage of language development:

A mother is walking in the countryside with her daughter.  The little girl calls "flifli" anything that darts away very rapidly and disappears from view.  A pigeon is thus a "flifli" but so is a hare fleeing in panic, or even her ball when someone kicks it hard without her seeing it.  Looking down in a pond the little girls notices a gudgeon that is swimming away and she says "flifli."  "No" the mother says "that is not a 'flifli,' that is a fish;  there is a 'flifli' over there," and she points to a sparrow taking off.  Mother and daughter are at the intersection of two chains of associations;  one that ties a ball, a hare, a pigeon, and a gudgeon to the word "flifli";  the other one that. . .could indeed apply to several instances above--but not to the ball-- and [the word] "bird" that would apply only to the pigeon and the sparrow.  The mother, not being a relativist, does not hesitate to name "incorrect" her daughters usage of the word "flifli.". . ."Flifli" recalls a set of instances that are not usually associated in the mother's language.  The girls has to reshuffle the instances gathered so far under the word "flifli," under the new headings "bird," "fish," and "ball."  (Latour, cited in Bruffee, 1993, p. 120)

The Cognitive Development of the Human Species


These careful observations of the emergence of what we call ‘knowledge’ out of the process of social communication at the individual level is confirmed by what we are coming to know about the evolution of human intelligence as an aspect of the evolution of the human species.  Biologists tell us that we share more than 90 per cent of our genes with our nearest relatives, the chimpanzees.   We differ from chimps in size, posture, and hair distribution, but we share a large repertoire of behavioral characteristics, particularly social behaviors.  The evolution of physical differences appears to be a process clearly apparent as long as four million years ago, as seen in the paleontological reconstructions of our anthropoid ancestors from southern Africa.  The evolution of a uniquely human intelligence, however, is more recent.


According to Clifford Geertz, human intelligence evolved during the last Ice Age. This is based on the evidence of the rapid development of human brain capacity as well as the beginnings of evidence of human symbolic activity such as ritual burials.  This impetus for this rapid evolution appears to be the development of the capacity for symbolic communication.  We evolved our large cerebral cortex in order to communicate.  Thinking comes along as a necessary element of the communication process.  It is for this reason that Geertz affirms that “Human thought is consummately social:  social in its origins, social in its functions, social in its form, social in its applications” (Cited in Bruffee, 1993, p. 114).

II. KNOWLEDGE COMMUNITIES:

ACCULTURATION AND REACCULTURATION

Knowledge (knowing) is, in its most fundamental character, a social process.  In other words, knowledge is always the “common property” of a culture or subculture. Human societies are made up of many overlapping knowledge communities, all based on the unique human capacity for symbolic human communication.  These knowledge communities range from cultures and subcultures to groups and organizations that perform particular social functions to the constellation of relationships found in extended families.  These knowledge communities or cultures and subcultures, are not static or rigidly defined systems.  They are constantly change and evolving.  They overlap and compete with one another.  They embody varying degrees of complexity and sophistication.  And they embody different types of organizing principles based on different purposes and historical circumstances.

From this point of view, learning begins as an initiation into the culture that is represented by the child’s parents (or primary caregivers), and education is a process of reacculturation into an ever expanding web of knowledge communities.  Growing up is a series of acculturations and reacculturations into a series of increasingly sophisticated knowledge communities, beginning with the family and culminating in one or more of the world’s human societies. 

Education as Reacculturation
Social constructionism offers a new understanding of what knowledge is and how it is maintained and developed.  This view of knowledge has implications for the practice of education, including a new understanding of the roles of both teachers and learners.  

In order to understand higher education as a process of reacculturation, it is useful to recognize that the goals of a liberal education typically involve reacculturation in two distinct types of knowledge communities.  The first of these is the community of educated citizens, of well-rounded, productive, self-aware human beings.  This is the professed goal of most general education programs, as well as being the primary goal of the minority of schools that define themselves as “liberal arts colleges.”  


The second type of knowledge community is represented by the major, which offers initiation into an academic and/or professional knowledge community that typically fulfills some useful social function in the context of the larger society.  In the case of academic disciplines, this function is usually research and the maintenance and development of a particular body of knowledge.  In the case of professional majors, one becomes a member of a profession with a specifically defined social function, such as medicine, law, engineering, teaching, or management.


Collaborative learning is a useful approach to higher education because it gives college students an experience of the way knowledge professionals actually live and work.

In generating texts–in writing–scientists do what all writers do who write in an active, engaged community of knowledgeable peers.  They carry on a “meticulous sorting of weak connections between existing ideas” by willingly subjecting themselves to mutual criticism.  They read and reread, check and recheck, revise and re-revise their own and each other’s written material.  It goes without saying that social scientists and humanists, lawyers, doctors, and accountants construct knowledge in much the same way, writing to one another in an active, engaged community of knowledgeable peers.  (Bruffee, 1953, p. 53;  internal quote from Latour & Woolgar.) 

Thus collaborative learning gives undergraduates a taste of the real world of professional scholarship.  

However, there is more than an undergraduate internship experience in a field that some students will want to pursue in graduate school.  It also represents an initiation into the world of information management that is becoming an increasingly important aspect of the work world as technology makes information processing skills increasingly obsolete.


The information revolution, at its core, is about automating our ability to process and communicate data, or bits of information.  As such, it is rendering obsolete the number crunching skills that have been at the core of most of the growth of middle class professionalism–accountants, engineers, technicians, middle managers, and bureaucrats–for most of the twentieth century.  At bottom, this is what “corporate downsizing” and “reinventing government” are all about.  The alternative is to create careers based on information management that use information processing technology creatively and effectively.  It turns out that information management is most effectively carried out by teams, or small knowledge communities.

Boundary Discourse and Transition Communities.  


According to collaborative learning theory, the process of reacculturation tends to work better if it involves peer group interactions as well as direction by authority figures.  this has led to a focus on two aspects of the discourse of knowledge communities that are particularly useful for understanding the dynamics of higher education:  boundary discourse and transition communities.


The conversation in most knowledge communities most of the time is in terms of what Rorty calls “normal discourse.”  This is discourse in which the rules of the game–grammar, syntax, and vocabulary–are generally understood and agreed upon.  The community may generate new knowledge and insight by playing according to the accepted rules, but the rules and the worldview of the community remain unchallenged.


“Abnormal” or “nonstandard discourse” takes place when members of different knowledge communities need to negotiate a new interpretation of reality.  Nonstandard discourse usually occurs at the boundary between two knowledge communities, so that it is also referred to as “boundary discourse.”  There are a variety of circumstances where this can occur.  It occurs when members of different cultures interact, an occurrence that is becoming more frequent in the postmodern world.  It occurs when members of different professions interact, as when doctors talk to lawyers or even when faculty talk to administrators.  It can also occur when members of a subgroup challenge the premises of a dominant group;  this is the kind of discourse which Thomas Kuhn described in the scientific community as “paradigm shift.”  And it occurs where groups, such as students, attempt to negotiate their way into a new knowledge community.


One of the characteristics of boundary discourse is that it is not completely predictable.  In many cases–Kuhn’s paradigm shift, for example–it leads to surprising and useful new insights.  This experience has even been reported as a result of the conversation among faculty and students in educational programs operating according to a collaborative learning  model.  (Only in the most stultifying versions of traditional education is completely standardized one-way communication between faculty and students the norm.)


The dialogue cited above in which a child is negotiating with her mother about the proper use of “flifli” is a simple example of boundary discourse at an early state of the development of what Jurgen Habermas calls “communicative competence.”  Bruffee offers the following example of how the process occurs in college:

With material his students generated in a course he taught collaboratively. . .John Trimbur shows what happens in such a collaborative group.  The assignment was to read a Studs Terkel interview with a former Ku Klux Klan leader who had reversed his position, coming in the end to agree with Martin Luther King.  While the students were reading, thinking and discussing, they were to keep a personal log.  Trimbur first asked them to discuss the piece in small, task-oriented groups of the sort I describe [above].  Then he asked them to go home and write an essay explaining that change, all the while keeping track of their thinking and their class discussion in their logs.  He tells the rest of the story this way.

One woman wrote in her log that at first she couldn’t think of anything to say [about the Terkel] interview.].  She found the assignment difficult because she did not want to “judge” the guy.  She went on quite a while in this entry to say how in her family she had been brought up not to “judge” other people. [Original brackets.]

Notice that the student herself (I’ll call her Mary) attributes her difficulty in discussing the subject to the way she had been acculturated in the first place;  “the way “in her family she had been brought up.”  Mary’s teacher was asking her to talk about something beyond the boundaries of the knowledge community she belonged to.  Trimbur continues:

Then, in a log entry written a few days later, she wrote again about the class hour when we discussed the Terkel piece and the writing assignment.  What she had remembered now was something that another woman in the class had said about “conversion.”  She found herself  “talking it over” with the woman, and as she talked it over she began to connect the idea of conversion with the story of St. Paul in the Bible.  Making this connection was a dramatic event for her, as the entry describes it.  “Dramatic” is not too strong a word for the experience, because it actively involved an imagined conversation with a classmate.  Once that event occurred she felt ready to write and interested in what she had to say.  

One thing this passage tells us is that change–reacculturation, learning–began for Mary when she engaged in conversation with a peer at the boundary between the community she was brought up in and the community her classmate was brought up in.  Her classmate shared part of her cultural background, the religious part, but did nor share another part of it, the antijudgmental part.  In this conversation, Mary’s peer provided the new word that allowed her to talk about the topic she had been assigned.  She interposed, helping her to “translate” a word she was familiar with (conversion) from a strictly religious context to a secular one.  then she internalized this boundary conversation with her peer and continued it on her own, in her imagination, as thought.  (Bruffee, 1993, pp. 22-23.  Original italics.  Trimbur’s story is adapted from Bruffee, 1992.)

It turns out that it is easier to navigate the currents and shoals of boundary discourse in the company of others than it is to do it alone.  This leads to the concept of “transition communities.”


A close look at what goes on in transition communities suggests that what they really are is translation communities.  They organize students into social relationships involving a “temporary fusion of interests” that allow them to relinquish dependence on their fluency in one community-constituting language (their “old” one) and acquire fluency in the language that constitutes the community of which they are now becoming members (their “new” one).  Enrolled in transition communities, students have a chance to learn and practice, relative to substantive issues, linguistic improvisation. . . .They carry on this nonstandard boundary discourse between the knowledge communities they belong to and one they do not belong to (the one in this case they are trying to join), in order to reacculturate themselves to the standards–the language, mores, and goals–of  that unfamiliar community.  (Bruffee, 1993, p. 75.  Original italics.  Internal quote from  Knorr-Cetina.) 


Transition communities are a powerful and effective tool for reacculturation because they involve the learner as a whole person in an interactive process.  Bruffee cites the consciousness-raising “support groups” of the 1960s as an important example of transition communities.  The term “support group,” however, suggests that the focus of the group is on giving emotional support for a project that is defined by objectives external to the group.  The term “transition community” has the advantage of suggesting that the intended transformation is intrinsic to the process taking place within the group itself. 

III. NONFOUNDATIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

& NONFOUNDATIONAL EDUCATION

In the constructionist view, all knowledge is constructed by knowledge communities--cultures and subcultures.  That is, knowledge is constructed and reconstructed by discourse among knowledgeable peers.  In this view, the processes of communicating and constructing knowledge are simply aspects of one complex, unitary social process that takes place within and between generations.

However, the foundational understanding of knowledge is a construction of Western civilization that has deep roots going back at least to Plato.  For most practical issues faced by the culture at large, the knowledge and information needed to function is so well established and so little controversial that the foundational assumption serves quite well.  In most practical situations, the view of knowledge as something transmitted from the knowledgeable to the ignorant works.  A pedagogy that was based on this model was adequate to the needs of the day. 


In the period beginning with the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century, the rate of the development of new knowledge has accelerated.  This acceleration has reached the point where the continuous social construction of new knowledge has a destabilizing effect on society that cannot be ignored.  In this environment, it becomes imperative to understand the process of knowledge creation in order to develop effective strategies for adapting to and managing the knowledge intensive society.  Thus the recognition of the nonfoundational nature of academic and professional knowledge has become an increasingly important issue for higher education.  In this context, collaborative learning has become increasingly important as a simulation of the "real world" of the information society, as well as being a more effective way to facilitate the reacculturation process that any educational enterprise represents.


The concept of foundational and nonfoundational knowledge are central to understanding Bruffee’s theory of higher education.  Unfortunately, he uses the terms in two different ways which, although easily distinguished, can sometimes be confusing.  The first way he uses the terms is to distinguish between two different epistemologies or theories of knowledge.  One (the nonfoundational understanding of knowledge) refers to the social constructionist view, which he embraces. The other (the foundational view) refers to the cognitive theory, which he believes is superseded by social constructionism, but which still dominates much of academic thinking about higher education.  The second way he uses them is to distinguish the assumptions and pedagogies that are appropriate to different stages of the educational process

Foundational and Nonfoundational Knowledge


The foundational understanding of knowledge assumes that knowledge is made up of stable, relatively static structures that exist in correspondence to a relatively stable and static world.  When knowledge ‘develops’ or ‘grows,’ it develops by a process of accretion whereby new structures are added on to[p of  the old.  This view assumes that there is always a stable base or foundation on which to build.


From this perspective, education is seen as a process of transferring knowledge from the mind of the professor to the mind of the student.  Students, in this model, are the passive recipients of knowledge ‘delivered’ by the educational system.  Paolo Freire calls this the “banking model” of education, since the student is expected to store up knowledge in his or her mind in much the same way that savings accumulate in a bank account.

The foundational conventions that govern traditional college and university classrooms assume. . .that the authority of teachers lies in their function as curators of acknowledged touchstones of value and truth above and beyond themselves, such as treasured artifacts of art, literature, science, mathematics, and the universals of sound reasoning.  The authority of college and university teachers from this point of view rests on the understanding that knowledge is a kind of substance contained in and given form by the vessel we call the mind.  Teachers transfer knowledge from their own fuller vessels to the less full vessels of their students.  Teachers impart knowledge that was imparted to them, as it was imparted to them.  (Bruffee, 1993, p. 66)


The nonfoundational understanding of knowledge, on the other hand, focuses on the process rather than the content.  Since the content of knowledge is only created and validated by the social process of knowing, there is no static ‘truth’ that is independent of the dynamic process that creates it.  The creation and justification of knowledge is always ‘in process,’ so there is no unquestionable ‘place to stand;’  there are only places that have not yet been questioned.  Therefore, there is no incontrovertible foundation for either knowledge or education.
The Foundational-Nonfoundational Knowledge Continuum

The second way in which Bruffee used these terms is to describe a developmental continuum that characterizes the nature of the curriculum and its appropriate pedagogy as education progresses from the primary to the postsecondary levels.  Pedagogy at the various levels is related to the extent of cultural consensus about subject matter of the curriculum.  The connection between the two usages lies in the fact that Bruffee believes that it is appropriate to treat knowledge taught at the primary levels as if it were foundational in the epistemological sense, even though a new, more rigorous epistemology recognizes all knowledge as nonfoundational, or fundamentally and historically consensual.


However, the earlier stages of educational acculturation still deal with information that is widely agreed to:  2 + 2 = 4,  George Washington was the first President of the United States, water is composed of two hydrogen molecules and one oxygen molecule, and so on.  Therefore, at these levels the foundational assumption and pedagogy remain viable.  For this reason, Bruffee says: 

To put the case concisely in the terms used in this book, primary and secondary education is, and should be, mostly foundational;  college and university is, or should be, mostly nonfoundational.  (1993, p. 226.  Original emphasis.)


Although Bruffee makes a good case for building the pedagogy of higher education on nonfoundational assumptions, this analysis also suggests that there is an appropriate place for the recognition of foundational knowledge in higher education.  Although it is true that any academic discipline is always subject to the possibility of paradigm shift, it is also true that at any given point in time is dependent on the existence of  shared foundation of normal discourse  that embraces and expresses a shared worldview,  The foundational basis of the normal discourse of academic disciplines is typically a combination of shared interpretations of history, theory, and method.  And those foundations are typically the subject matter of introductory courses.  At the same time, it should be noted that disciplines vary greatly in the degree to which common interpretations of history, theory, and method are widely agreed upon. Furthermore, the ever present possibility of paradigm shift suggests the value of introducing the idea of the nonfoundational nature of knowledge, as well as the experience of nonfoundational pedagogy, even in introductory courses. 

IV. SO WHAT IS COLLABORATIVE LEARNING?


Basically, collaborative learning is any approach to education in which students work together in small groups to solve problems.  Within this general framework, there can be many variations in the composition of the group and the role of the instructor.  Normally the groups are relatively small.  According to Bruffee, research indicates that five or six is the optimal number for a group primarily dedicated to discussion, while task groups assigned to produce a tangible group project or product should have no more than three members.  The instructor’s role adds the function of group facilitator to the traditional functions of serving as a source for information and insight.  (Bruffee compares the skills required for breaking a large class into smaller working groups with those of  the social director at a summer camp.)  But the degree of structure and predetermined design that the instructor can impose on the group process can vary greatly, depending on the purpose of the course and the personal style and professional values of the instructor.  Options can range from making students responsible for defining the goals of the curriculum as well as designing it, through working on problems with a variety of possible solutions, to a very structured design with one or a very few ‘right answers.’  (In Chapter Two, Bruffee presents a “consensus group” model of collaborative learning.  Chapter Three discusses collaborative learning as an approach to writing, and Chapter Five discusses its relationship to peer tutoring.)


Collaborative learning is not a panacea for higher education.  It does, however, offer an additional instructional strategy for college instructors.  Positive outcomes of this strategy include:

· Critical thinking skills

· Problem solving skills

· Group process skills

· Mutual support and motivation

· Peer accountability

· Laboratory for ‘real life’ knowledge work

· Reflective insight into the learning process

Collaborative learning is a strategy that permits students and instructors to make good use of new information technologies.  However, it does so while keeping human relationships, both among students and between students and instructors, at the center of the educational process.  As such, it is a particularly important approach for faculty who are interested in preserving the traditional social and intellectual values of a liberal education.
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Appendix

WASC Issues
From the Report of The WASC Visiting Team

Capacity And Preparatory Review

Sonoma State University

March 12-14, 2008
Major Findings & Recommendations:

Standard 1.  Defining Institutional Purposes and Ensuring Educational Objectives

· Reconcile comprehensive and liberal arts missions. Operationally define “educating the whole student.”

· More effective commitment to diversity

· Leverage the dedication of the Campus Climate Committee

· “[B]uild stronger bridges. . .based on a clear communication of priorities, further clarification of the locus of decision making, agreement on priorities, and acknowledgement of leadership’s responsibility for effective advocacy, responsiveness to emerging needs, and collegial governance.”

Standard 2.  Achieving Educational Effectiveness Through Core Functions

· Assessment of outcomes; close program review loop.

· Definition and assessment of GE objectives.

· Build capacity for research and creative activity.

· Increase emphasis on assessing student learning outcomes and use results for program improvement.

Standard 3.  Developing and Applying Resources and Organizational Structures to Ensure Sustainability

· “Timelines, performance expectations, and insistence of accountability” for research and faculty development.

· Accessible and understandable financial structures and budget decisions.

· “[D]ocument the reasons for and opportunities inherent in the expansion of the Green Music Center project”; demonstrate contribution to SSU’s educational mission (as a focus for educational effectiveness review).

Standard 4.  Creating an Organization Committed to Learning and Improvement.

· Prioritize and define performance expectations derived from planning processes.

· Discover best practices, e.g. FYE.

· Operationalize “educating the whole student.”

Summary of most compelling recommendations:

1. Strengthen assessment leading to program improvement

2. Achieve consensus on mission

3. Reconcile “administrative entrepreneurship & faculty governance”

4. GE Reform

5. Extend diversity efforts

6. Systematically address recent expressions of concern

� Hobart F. “Red” Thomas was one of the founders of Sonoma State University.  This paper was written in January 1978.


� Sillers, Dan J.  New Dimensions in Innovation, The Library Journal, Vol. 2, #3, Summer 1969.








� Don Tapscott, “The Impending Demise of the University,”  Edge 288, June 4, 2009 (www.edge.org).


� California currently has four publicly supported postsecondary education systems charged with managing the adolescent to adult transition:  the University of California, the California State University, the community colleges, and the Department of Corrections.  It also has an heterogeneous array of private colleges and universities.


� Cassirer (1944) looks at all of the major realms of intellectual discipline––myth and religion, language, art, history, and science––as universes of symbolic forms.


� Gardner specifies "eight 'signs' of an intelligence" (1983, p. 63f):


Potential isolation by brain damage


The existence of idiot savants, prodigies, and other exceptional individuals


An identifiable core operation or set of operations


A distinctive developmental history, along with a definable set of expert "end-state" performances


An evolutionary history and evolutionary plausibility


Support from experimental psychological tasks


Support from psychometric findings


Susceptibility to encoding in a symbol system.





� Revised from Chapter Seven of Alma Mater: Humanistic Education and the Industrial University (Sonoma State University M.A. thesis, 1982)


� The title of the recent CSU strategic planning effort.
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