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Are you teaching with tools

that are

At Top Hat, we’re commiitted to
helping you create an agile classroom.

In software-building circles, agile has
become a well-established methodology.
The idea behind agile is that we don’t
get things perfect the first time. That
learning—and mastery—is an iterative
process. That a continuous feedback loop—
learn/try/fail—is the fastest way to acquire
knowledge and improve.

Of course, agile is not a new idea in
education. It goes back 2,000 years, to
Socrates. The Socratic method of teaching
was all about continuous feedback—about
asking students questions and using their
feedback to gauge their knowledge.

But somewhere along the line, higher
education moved off this path. As
university became something for the
masses and enrollment swelled, it was
no longer possible to teach in an agile
way. With the exception of small, upper
level seminar courses, teaching became
lecturing—one-way instead of two-way.

More recently, the pedagogical concept of
“active learning” has been used to address
the drawbacks of a passive teaching
environment. With active learning, courses
are designed to increase connections
between the student and the material being
learned, ultimately driving higher student
motivation, engagement and outcomes.

Today virtually every student enters the
classroom with an Internet-connected
smartphone in their hands. By harnessing
that technology, we have been able to
re-create—and even improve upon—that
classroom of 2,000 years ago. Professors
can now know who has done the reading,
what they understood and where they had
challenges before students even set foot in
the classroom.

Once class begins, professors can move
from one-way lectures to group discussions
around the concepts they already know
students had the most challenges with. In
large classes, they can easily see who’s
there and how much they’re participating.
They can quickly process student feedback
and course-correct their own discussion
points in real time. When it comes time
to assign homework, they can target areas
that they know students had trouble with
in class that day. Armed with those insights,
educators can apply an iterative approach
to the way they teach on any given day.

Technology has enabled the Socratic
method to work at scale. By applying an
agile ideology to the way we teach and build
our courses, we can more quickly address
student needs and, ultimately, improve
outcomes. And isn’t that the goal?

The Top Hat Team
tophat.com



Introduction

Teaching and learning are central missions for higher education. That
has always been the case. But what is taught? And how is the material
delivered? These are questions for which the answers are changing all of
the time.

Innovation takes place in individual classrooms and in how the curricu-
lum is organized. Some changes are unique to individual professors and
institutions. Other changes reflect broad shifts in academe. And even amid
all of this change, experts continue to identify teaching and curricular ap-
proaches that may be ripe for transformation.

The articles in this booklet explore the approaches being used in class-
rooms and throughout colleges. Inside Higher Ed will continue to track
these changes. We welcome your feedback on this compilation and your
suggestions for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com
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NEWS

Asking Essential Questions at Ursinus

College doubles down on its residential liberal arts mission

with new core curriculum.

By Colleen Flaherty // October 15,2018

Ursinus College's Common In-

tellectual Experience has long been
one of its crown jewels. So when

it came time to rethink Ursinus's
core curriculum, it seemed natural
to draw inspiration from the year-
long sequence, which asks fresh-
men to ponder some of life's big-
gest questions with readings that
stretch from Plato and Sappho to
Ta-Nehisi Coates and Alison Bech-
del.

The result of Ursinus's years-
long core revision is a curricu-
lum based on four questions, to
be asked throughout one's time
on campus, in the classroom and
elsewhere: What should matter to
me? How should we live together?
How can we understand the world?
And what will I do?

Basing a curriculum on four en-
during questions may seem inno-
vative, and in many ways it is. But
it's also a doubling down on what
Ursinus already thinks it -- and lib-

eral arts colleges generally -- does
best.

“One way of looking at this is, it's
less about content than it is about
transformative personal experi-
ence," said Mark Schneider, vice
president of academic affairs and
dean. "I see so much potential here
to capitalize on the residential lib-
eral education experience in ways
that we haven't done before."

Some questions are bigger than any one class:
‘What should matter to me?

How should we live together?

How can we understand the world?

Whatwill T do?

Ursinus's Open Questions Core,
adopted this year for incoming stu-
dents, seeks to improve on a previ-
ous core by being a fundamentally
iterative process. The idea is that
everyone on campus knows these
four questions, reflects on them
often and takes note of their evolv-

A Common Intellectual Experience
class at Ursinus College

SOURCE: URSINUS COLLEGE

ing answers.

Beyond that, the new core has a
linked inquiry requirement to pro-
mote team-taught or paired cours-
es that emphasize interdisciplinary
learning communities. There is
also a core capstone requirement,
among other features.

The core starts with the two-se-
mester Common Intellectual Ex-
perience, which for two decades
has asked Ursinus freshmen to
consider versions of the questions
that now undergird the entire cur-
riculum.

“At a certain point, we thought,
‘Why don't we take the principles
of the first-year course, specifical-
ly the question-based approach?”
said Paul Stern, a professor of pol-
itics who helped revise the curric-
ulum. "So now the entire core is
oriented on what we think are four
essential human questions.”

He added, "These are genuine
questions. We don't think it's our

Agile Teaching | 4



Asking Essential Questions at Ursinus

job to prescribe the answers and
we don't necessarily have the an-
swers -- if we did, we could hand
them out on the first day of class
and save everyone a lot of effort.”

The Common Intellectual Experi-
ence, which islimited to 16-student
sections that sometimes meet to-
gether as a class, still introduces
students to all these questions via
a shared curriculum that is built by
faculty consensus. But its signa-
ture question is now, "What should
matter to me?"

Students hopefully gain
self-knowledge, to help them de-
velop, in Ursinus's words, "a con-
sidered, independent and respon-
sible life." Critical reading and
writing, making arguments and
discussion skills are emphasized.

Requiring students to look out-
ward, to questions of communi-
ty, large and small, Ursinus also
requires that students take three
courses addressing the question
“How should we live together?”
These courses must satisfy the
following learning goals: engaging
diversity and inequality, examining
global interconnections, and con-
sidering related "obligations.” No
more than two classes can be tak-
en within a student's major.

“How can we understand the
world?" is addressed, part, by the
linked inquiry requirement. Stu-
dents generally must also take one
course that satisfies each "Ways
of Asking" requirement -- similar
to distribution requirements else-
where. These are humanistic in-
quiry, deductive reasoning, quan-
titative reasoning, social scientific
inquiry, scientific or experimental
inquiry, and art or performance.

A two-course sequence in the
same foreign language also is re-
quired.

Students return to more individ-

ualistic inquiry via the final ques-
tion, "What will | do?" An experi-
ential learning project, including a
post-project reflection, and a core
capstone are required here. Core
capstone courses are designated
as such, and Ursinus sees much
room for experimentation and in-
novation.

Schneider, a physicist, co-taught
a pilot capstone last year with a
colleague, focusing on health care
in the U.S. Schneider recalled that
one group of seniors decided to
pitch a multicultural education re-
quirement for health-care provid-
ers in Maryland, one group mem-
ber's home state.

“This is an opportunity to draw
on all of these diverse experienc-
es, so you're really making sense
of everything you have learned,”
Schneider said of the capstone.
The group aspect also is key, he
said, as students gain experience
in project management and con-
sensus building with peers from
different  departments. Ideally,
these capstones will have some
real-world application.

Asked how many credits the core
takes up, Schneider said there's no
exact number: students may dou-
ble-count courses to fulfill various
requirements. But most students
will spend about one-quarter to
one-third of their total credits pri-

or to graduation explicitly working
within the core, he said, underscor-
ing the Ursinus's goal that stu-
dents will be asked to consider all
four questions beyond the core, as
well. Faculty members within stu-
dents' majors, along with academ-
ic and career advisers, staff, peers,
and extracurriculars all may play a
role, he said.

“This is going to be our biggest
challenge -- how do we enforce
that in a way that is meaningful, as
opposed to just window dressing?”
Schneider said.

Stern suggested that much will
come down to communication.
“Something we're obligated to do
as a liberal arts college is actually
have the faculty say what we think
a liberally educated person should
learn and think about while they're
here. And we need to explain that
first of all to ourselves, and then
to students and prospective stu-
dents. What is the driving impulse?
Why do | have to do that?"

He added, "If we want students
to be reflective about their educa-
tion, we ought to have some very
good explanation as to why we're
doing this."

Jonathan Marks, chair of politics,
who was not directly involved in re-
vising the core, and who described
himself as a curricular revision
“skeptic,” said there's evidence to

Something we're obligated to do as
a liberal arts college is actually have the faculty
say what we think a liberally educated person
should learn and think about while they're here.
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Asking Essential Questions at Ursinus

believe that the approach is work-
ing as envisioned at Ursinus. This
semester, for example, Marks
said he was working to publicize
an event on free speech and hate
speech and was told by a student
affairs staff member “that I'd have
an easier time if | could explain
how the event related to at least
one of our four questions.”

Marks also said he now sees
that the core communicates the
institution's “Socratic mission,” in
that it "puts fundamental ques-
tions -- what should matter to me,
how should we live together, how
can we understand the world, and
what will I do? -- at the center” of
everything.

While Ursinus says its questions
aren't a direct response to the cur-
rent political moment, Marks sug-
gested that they do speak to the
current discourse in terms of what
ails it: it's "not that people lack rea-
soning skills,” since they're “often
quite good at poking holes in oth-
er people's arguments.” Rather, he
said, "not many of them have expe-
rience or take pleasure in pursuing
the kinds of questions about which
reasonable people disagree, in try-
ing to follow arguments where they
lead and in shaping what they think
and do on that basis."

Without that kind of experience
-- which the core facilitates -- dis-
agreement is often avoided, he
said, by finding a "way not to lis-
ten" or overpowering or “shutting
up" one's opponents.

Asked what he thought colleges
should prioritize in curricular re-
form, Marks hesitated to general-
ize. But he ventured that colleges
and universities would “do well to
build on their existing missions,” as
is the case at Ursinus.

While rolling out a new curric-
ulum, sooner rather than later,
seems to be part of a “consulting
playbook,” he said, the new core
was born of a real desire that the
“spirit" of the Common Intellectual
Experience "inhabit the rest of the
college. We don't think that we're
likely to do better in this environ-
ment by panicking and changing
course.”

That doesn't preclude a hope
that students love the core and
enroll in "droves,"” however, Marks
added.

In a challenging time for many
small, private colleges, Stern said,
“the best thing we can be is exact-
ly what we are. We were set up to
provide exactly this kind of educa-
tion, as a residential college that
asks students to think about how
to lead the best life."

Louise Woodstock, chair of me-
dia and communication studies,
said that the Common Intellectual
Experience "“reflects the view that
a liberal arts education should be
about open-ended exploration of
challenging ideas and questions.”
And the Open Questions Core ex-
tends that "focus on inquiry into
the curriculum in a holistic way."

Woodstock noted that research

indicates that metacognitive skills,
or students' ability to understand
their own learning process, are “a
powerful determinant of academic
success." And the core "fuses” an
emphasis on metacognition with
the liberal arts tradition, she said.
Roosevelt Montas, director of
the Center for the Core Curriculum
at Columbia University, has previ-
ously praised Ursinus's Common
Intellectual Experience. He said
recently that organizing a curricu-
lum around the experience “forces
faculty to think outside of their own
specialization and fields of interest,
and to consider the broader aims
of an undergraduate education.”
Echoing  Stern's comments
about the role of the liberal arts
faculty in shaping the curricu-
lum, Montas asked, "What kind of
knowledge is most valuable when
you consider the students' entire
education -- and life -- and not
just their training in your field of
expertise and interest?" The com-
mitment to a common intellectual
experience demands of the faculty
an answer to the question, "What
should students learn?" and pro-
vokes a conversation “about the
meaning of education that is all too
rare in today's academy,” he said.
That makes the shared intellec-
tual experience as valuable for fac-
ulty as it is for students, who gain
a "foundation to speak across dif-
ference," he added, since the "ben-
efits accrue across the entire cul-
ture of an institution.” n

https://www.insidehighered.com nevvs/2018710 15 col|eqe—doubIes—dovvn—its—residential—|ibera|—arts—mission—nevv—core—curriculum
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Connecting Data Science to ‘Almost Every Domain of Inquiry’

As reach of big data and Al grows, UC Berkeley and Massachusetts
Institute of Technology unveil plans for major expansions.

By Greg Toppo // November 2,2018

If you don't believe that big data
and artificial intelligence are here
to stay, just ask Alexa: "What aca-
demic disciplines this fall are driv-
ing two major research universities
to reorganize?"

The University of California,
Berkeley, and Massachusetts In-
stitute_of Technology are doing
just that, creating entirely new in-
stitutions within their campuses
to come to terms with the ubiquity
of data and the rise of Al -- and to
accommodate a surge in popular-
ity that these fields are generating
among students and employers.

Berkeley on Thursday said it plans
to form an entirely new division, to
be tentatively called the Division
of Data Science and Information,
that will engage faculty members
and students across the flagship
UC campus. The division, officials
said, will be led by a new associate
provost and connect departments
as disparate as UC's College of En-
gineering and its College of Letters
and Science.

The announcement follows a
similar one last month at MIT, which

unveiled plans to build an entirely
new, S1 billion college devoted to
Al, data science and related fields.
MIT said it had already received a
“foundational gift" of $350 million
from Blackstone co-founder Ste-
phen A. Schwarzman. The new col-
lege, on MIT's Cambridge, Mass,,
campus, will bear his name.

MIT Schwarzman College of
Computing will create 50 new fac-
ulty positions, both within its walls
and across other departments, MIT
said. It will "reorient MIT to bring
the power of computing and Al to
all fields of study,” nearly doubling
the institute's academic computing
staff and giving its five schools “a
shared structure for collaborative
education, research and innovation
in computing and AlL"

Marty Schmidt, MIT's provost,
has said 40 percent of MIT under-
graduates now major either in com-
puter science or earn a joint degree
that includes computer science.
Teaching all of those students puts
a strain on MIT's existing computer
science faculty, he said.

But these students “don't want to

SOURCE:
MIT/CHRISTOPHER HARTING

code for life," Schmidt said. “They
want to gain these skills that allow
them to apply them in their disci-
pline."

To that end, MIT also is push-
ing faculty members to become
what it calls "bilinguals” who have
a foot both in their discipline and
in computation. “That creates indi-
viduals who can really bring these
advanced tools to the disciplines,”
he said.

MIT previously has created in-
terdisciplinary research labs but
struggled to bring that approach to
instruction, Schmidt said. To make
it happen on a large scale, MIT de-
cided it needed a new college, not
just an expanded computer sci-
ence department.

Berkeley provost Paul Alivisa-
tos said that simply expanding the
university's existing computer sci-
ences department would not be
enough to match the surge of in-
terest.

“Pretty much any field of inquiry
and knowledge connects to [data
science],” he said. "We wanted to
create a structure that would allow
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that new methodological develop-
ment to grow more, but also allow
it to be widely used everywhere,
where it can be beneficial.”

He said Berkeley envisions in-
corporating faculty members from
flelds as varied as sociology, public
health and physics into a kind of
“data science commons" to deep-
en their research. "From what we
can tell, pretty much every part of
this university wants to be involved,
which is great.”

The field, Alivisatos said, is forc-
ing other disciplines to come to
terms not just with the widespread
availability of data from diverse
sources, but with “new methods
that allow it to be sifted and ana-
lyzed."

David Culler, Berkeley's inter-
im dean for data sciences, said
the new division will be a peer of
the university's other schools and
colleges. "But rather than stand-
ing apart from them, it's really in-
tegrated with them,” he said, since
these days, data science "touches
almost every domain of inquiry.”

Culler said Berkeley, like most
major universities, has been
“grappling with this for at least
flve years" as it tried to figure out
how to fit new computational dis-
ciplines into the broader world of
other academic fields.

“The frontiers of knowledge are
extremely integrative, and yet to a
large extent, institutions of higher
learning are very hierarchical," he
said.

Berkeley officials said another
reason for the new division has
been the sheer popularity of data

science among students: two re-
cent data science courses have
turned out to be among the fast-
est-growing ever, they said.

One of them, Foundations of Data
Science, saw enrollment grow from
100 in 2015 to 1,300 this fall. Its
more advanced follow-up course,
Principles and Techniques of Data
Science, grew from 100 students in
2016 to 800 this fall. Berkeley this
fall also announced a new integra-
tive data science major.

“The moment we opened up the
major, we started getting a flood of
predeclarations,” Alivisatos said,
noting that 1,070 students have
already said they plan to major in
data science after their first year of
preparatory course work.

Alivisatos said he was talking
last Monday with a biology stu-
dent who told him he'd taken the
data course and decided to use
what he'd learned to more close-
ly analyze data sets on bird flight.
Another, who is earning a Ph.D. in
law, said he'd become convinced
that big data represents the future
of the legal profession.

“My sense is that this is not a
casual transformation,” he said.
“This is something that's going to
be here a very long time."

Recent research has suggested
that a shortage of job candidates
with fluency in data science and
analytics is among the nation's
most yawning of skills gaps. The
Business-Higher Education Forum,
a nonprofit membership group of
Fortune 500 CEQs, college leaders
and the consulting firm Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers, found last year

that by 2020, about 2.72 million
new job postings will seek workers
with skills in data science and an-
alytics.

Cathy O'Neil, a onetime MIT
postdoc and hedge fund "quant”
who launched a data journalism
program at Columbia University's
Graduate School of Journalism in
2014, said the expanded academ-
ic offerings at Berkeley, MIT and
elsewhere must also focus on dig-
ital ethics and accountability. "If
it's going to happen anywhere, it's
going to happen in academia,” she
said, noting that large investments
in these fields, to date, that don't
address ethics are "going in the
wrong direction.”

The issue of ethics, she said, is
being sidestepped at almost every
turn by efforts like these, in favor of
international economic competi-
tiveness with China, among others.
“It's about power, it's about con-
trol -- and it's not at all good news
for the public if we keep going like
this."

O'Neil, author of the 2016 book
Weapons of Math Destruction:
How Big Data Increases Inequality
and Threatens Democracy, noted
the S1 billion price tag for the new
MIT college and compared it to a
much smaller, $25 _million "Al for
Social Good" grant program re-
cently offered by the search and
advertising giant Google.

“People who are actually wor-
ried about society and tech need
a billion dollars," she said. "We
need a billion-dollar investment,
and $25 million isn't big enough
right now." ]

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/02/big-data-ai-prompt-major-expansions-uc-berkeley-and-mit
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Lecture Instruction: Alive and Not So Well

New study of undergraduate STEM courses finds that lectures remain
dominant -- despite finding after finding questioning their effectiveness.

By Scott Jaschik // April 2, 2018

You've heard about the revo-
lution in STEM teaching? About
how professors are retooling their
courses to focus on active learn-
ing? About how the flipped class-
room has made the traditional lec-
ture obsolete?

It turns out that the revolution
hasn't quite taken place, at least
broadly, in higher education.

A new analysis (summary avail-
able here) of more than 2,000
classes in science, mathematics
and technology, at a range of col-
leges and universities in the Unit-
ed States and Canada, has found
that the lecture remains dominant
--in 55 percent of the classrooms,
class time was spent on “conven-
tional lecturing.”

Another 27 percent of class-
es were based on lecturing but
also had some interactivity, such
as students answering multi-
ple-choice questions during class
via clickers.

Only 18 percent of classes could
be classified as emphasizing "a
student-centered style heavy on
group work and discussions.”

The findings suggest that major
efforts to promote improved sci-
ence teaching -- such as those by
the Association of American Uni-
versities -- may not have reached
most professors.

The study, published in Science,
is significant because of its ap-
proach. And that may be part of
the explanation for why you are
hearing more talk about reform of
college-level STEM teaching than
may actually be reflected in the
classroom.

Many past studies have sur-
veyed faculty members on their
use of various teaching strategies.
This study was based on observa-
tions of actual classes -- many of
them more than once. The Science
article states that it is the largest
ever observational study of sci-
ence teaching at the college level.

The findings should concern ed-
ucators, the authors write, because
so much research has found that
reliance on the traditional lecture
is far less effective at promoting
student learning than are "active
learning"” strategies.

Marilyne Stains (in rear) watches
a science class.

SOURCE:
UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA
AT LINCOLN

Marilyne Stains, associate pro-
fessor of chemistry at the Univer-
sity of Nebraska at Lincoln and
the lead author of the study, said
via email that the findings point to
the challenges of any large-scale
change in pedagogy.

“I think there is a growing aware-
ness and recognition among the
STEM professoriate of the bene-
fits of active learning strategies on
students' learning and attitudes
toward STEM," she said. "Howev-
er, there are numerous factors that
can preclude faculty from adopting
these practices even if they recog-
nize their value."

Faculty members have to not
only know that certain teaching
techniques are preferable, but they
need to feel confident in their abil-
ity to use those techniques, which
they may have never experienced
when they were students, she said.

Stains cited an article (abstract
available here) of which she was
co-author in The Journal of Re-
search in Science Teaching that
found that “instructors' confidence
and beliefs about teaching related
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to their instructional practices.”

That is why, she said, the paper
urges colleges and universities
to focus more on training faculty
members in active teaching meth-
ods, not just sharing articles about
their effectiveness.

Interviews with faculty members
found that many of them said they
agreed in theory with the idea of
active teaching and learning but
felt that implementing the style of
teaching was impossible because
they teach large courses. And in-
deed, at many colleges and univer-
sities, introductory STEM cours-
es are among the largest classes
taught.

“When you talk to faculty, you of-
ten hear, 'l teach in an amphithe-
ater. | could never do group work;
it's just not practical. But if | had a
small class, | could do it " Stains
said

Stains said that prior surveys
have also found that faculty mem-
bers “perceive” that class size and
classroom layout block active ap-

proaches to teaching and learn-
ing. But she puts the emphasis on
“perceive," which she said does
not necessarily reflect the poten-
tial for changing the way science
is taught.

She noted that 12 percent of
the large classes observed in this
study were based on active teach-
ing and learning techniques.

“This demonstrates that it is
possible," she said. "STEM faculty
are implementing active learning
strategies in large classes.”

She said that her advice for
those trying to adjust their teach-
ing styles in large classes is "to
start with one change at a time. Do
not try to change everything you
are doing at once." In addition, she
said that professors can start with
a small change.

As an example, she pointed to a
technique developed by Eric Ma-
zur, the Balkanski Professor of
Physics and Applied Physics at
Harvard University. The approach
starts with clicker-style questions

but then goes further.

He asks a question of the stu-
dentsintheclass. If some students
appear not to be understanding
whatever the question is about, he
doesn't explain it himself. But he
asks students to talk among them-
selves in small groups and then to
vote on the question again.

He generally finds that students
have successfully taught fellow
students the concept. (Details on
the approach are available here.)

“The process takes about five
minutes,” Stains said. "At first you
can do it once a week. Then as
you become more familiar, you can
start doing it once every class, and
soon."

The research team included
professors from Armstrong State,
Auburn, Oftterbein, Saint Mary's
(Halifax) and Simon Fraser Univer-
sities; and the Universities of Brit-
ish Columbia, Calgary, California
(Los Angeles and San Diego cam-
puses), Colorado at Boulder, lowa,
Maine, Michigan and Virginia. =

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/15/college-doubles-down-its-residential-liberal-arts-mission-new-core-curriculum
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7 Hours a Week on Existential Despair

New Penn course is one of several efforts at colleges to try to get students
to engage in quiet reflection and to set aside their phones and careerism.

By Emma Whitford // October 23, 2018

Ask any college student how their
day is going and they'll likely say,
“It's busy."

“‘My students have résumés
and CVs that are longer than most
adults' when they're 18," said Justin
McDaniel, a religion professor at the
University of Pennsylvania. “They
have internships up the ass, they
shadowed this person, they won on
the debate team.”

Taking time for silence, self-re-
flection and introspection doesn't
top students' to-do lists, and neither
does seeking out mental health ser-
vices, McDaniel said. "They look at it
as taking up time."

Several programs -- including
McDaniel's course at Penn, a stu-
dent group at Princeton University
and a contemplative studies course
at Vassar College -- share a com-
mon goal: encourage students to
slow down, relax and learn how to
manage the problems they'll face
outside of college.

McDaniel teaches a course that

meets once a week for seven hours,
with no homework, no tests and no
syllabus. Instead, every Tuesday he
hands students a book upon arrival,
which they read from cover to cov-
er. After four or five hours of silent
reading time, the group discusses
the book.

The 300-level course, called "Ex-
istential Despair,” isn't about any-
thing, McDaniel said; it's a place
where students can “learn for the
sake of learning, reflect for the sake
of reflection and talk about issues
that will actually come up as adults.”

Such issues include addiction,
a cancer diagnosis, the death of a
loved one or losing a job. In past se-
mesters, McDaniel assigned Junkie
by William Burroughs, The Bluest
Eye by Toni Morrison, The Sailor
Who Fell From Grace With the Sea
by Yukio Mishima and The Wonder
by Emma Donoghue.

“They can all reflect upon [the
book] because they're all experts on
that book," he said.

Workshop No.1 at Princeton

SOURCE: VINCENT PO

Leveling the playing field was a
priority for McDaniel, who noticed
that students without a humanities
background often shy away from
taking literature courses for fun.

“They go into these classes and
they feel intimidated because they
don't know Foucault's latest theo-
ry on Shakespeare ... then they get
resentful of the people who actually
didn't do the reading but [partici-
pate] in discussion," he said.

He's noticed a huge difference in
the quality of class discussions, in
and outside class.

“In 17 years of teaching, there is
no comparison,” he said. "It's the
best conversation I've ever had in a
classroom.”

The students are graded on at-
tendance and participation, and
they're required to write a two- to
three-page journal entry each week,
which they often complete in class.
They also contribute to an online,
weeklong discussion forum.

In his other classes, McDaniel
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said, "I pose questions online and
people would write two or three
lines to get their five points. Now,
I'm getting five to six pages from
each student, and they're respond-
ing to each other.”

He also observed a gender flip
during conversations. Women are
speaking up more often than men,
the reverse of the norm at Penn.

Each reading period includes a
20- to 30-minute dinner break, and
McDaniel collects students' cell-
phones at the beginning of class.
Students spread out across three
floors of a building and bring tea,
coffee and food for a partner Mc-
Daniel assigns.

“We say these kids are addicted
to technology -- they're not. When
| started this class | thought there
was going to be tons of napping,
and there's not. It's so rare, so rare,”
he said.

Alec Gewirtz, a senior religion
major at Princeton University, had
a similar goal. Last February he
founded Workshop No. 1, a stu-
dent group that meets on Saturday
mornings to work through ques-
tions and problems students con-
front outside of their academic lives.

“Students didn't have a place
where they could reflect on how to
build more fulfilling lives," Gewirtz
said. "They often found that they
couldn't do that in the classrooms,
and students who weren't involved
in religious groups didn't have a
place where they can do that.”

Gewirtz likened the workshop to
religious communities that people
lean on for support and guidance,
but the group has no religious ties or
requirements to join. At each meet-
ing, a student presents on a topic or
problem they are facing in their own
life -- such as building a meaning-

ful relationship with their parents as
adults, handling the death of a loved
one or navigating some part of their
career. Then, others will chime in
about how they've confronted a
similar problem. Discussions last
about an hour.

Over 100 students are part of
Workshop No. 1, and about 60 to 70
students attend the hourlong meet-
ings any given week. In addition,
they have the option to break into
small groups of four members that
meet on their own time to identify
goals, create a plan and hold each
other accountable.

Sophie Steinman-Gordon, a junior
politics major, joined the workshop
earlier this fall.

“ love it. 1 think that especially at a
place like Princeton where your day-
to-day life can get so consumed
with school and stress that comes
from school, it's really important to
have a space to step back,” she said.

In one meeting, Steinman-Gor-
don recalled a member who spoke
about relationships and how to be
vulnerable without relying too heav-
ily on another person.

“The member who presented ..
her boyfriend was in the room," she
said. "That just is indicative about
how healthy of a space itis, if some-
one can share something about an
intimate relationship while their
partner is in the room."

Jaime Cuffe, a senior computer
science major, said the group has
fostered a fierce sense of commu-
nity.

“It can be difficult to get a group of
50 people to commit to anything at
Princeton, but what Alec has been
able to create here as been really,
really powerful,” he said. “There's a
saying that 'we're the average of the
five of our closest friends." When |

look around the room in any of the
workshop sessions, | think, ‘I would
be lucky to be the average of any of
these five people.”

At Vassar College in New York,
Carolyn Palmer, a psychology pro-
fessor, debuted an Introduction to
Contemplative Studies class this
fall. Each week, students in the class
are introduced to different methods
of contemplation and introspection
-- everything from social justice and
pilgrimage to journaling and medi-
tation.

“People are thirsty for the tools
and the experiences that broaden
our lives, and the ways in which we
can keep asking important ques-
tions of ourselves and of each oth-
er" Palmer said.

In addition to regular classroom
periods, students meetfora"“lab" pe-
riod once a week, similar to science
course schedule. One day, a music
professor walked students through
the "soundscape" and asked them
move slowly, focusing on their bal-
ance and what they heard. During
another lab, a staff member at the
counseling center led the students
through meditation.

Ten students make up the pilot
class, which is a typical class size
for Vassar, and Palmer hopes that
more students will be interested in
the course once word spreads.

“They're experiencing a wide vari-
ety of practices, and they're reflect-
ing on this for themselves. They are
also interviewing other people about
those people's experience with con-
templative practice, and then they
do half-a-semester-long personal
project that they want to explore in
more depth,” Palmer said. “They're
getting first-person, second-person
and third-person experience with
contemplative studies.” [

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/10/23/several-programs-are-encouraging-students-slow-down-and-think-about-life-outside
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Teaching Eval Shake-Up

Most institutions say they value teaching. But how they

assess it tells a different story. University of Southern California
has stopped using student evaluations in promotion decisions
in favor of peer-review model. Oregon seeks to end quantitative

evaluations for holistic model.

By Colleen Flaherty // May 22, 2018

Research is reviewed in a rigor-
ous manner, by expert peers. Yet
teaching is often reviewed only or
mostly by pedagogical non-experts:
students. There's also mounting
evidence of bias in student evalua-
tions of teaching, or SETs -- against
female and minority instructors in
particular. And teacher ratings aren't
necessarily correlated with learning
outcomes.

All that was enough for the Uni-
versity of Southern California to do
away with SETs in tenure and pro-
motion decisions this spring. Stu-
dents will still evaluate their pro-
fessors, with some adjustments
-- including a new focus on stu-
dents' own engagement in a course.
But those ratings will not be used in
high-stakes personnel decisions.

The changes took place earlier
than the university expected. But
study after recent study suggesting
that SETs advantage faculty mem-
bers of certain genders and back-
grounds (namely white men) and
disadvantage others was enough

for Michael Quick, provost, to call it
quits, effective immediately.

‘I'm Done'

“He just said, 'I'm done. | can't
continue to allow a substantial por-
tion of the faculty to be subject to
this kind of bias,” said Ginger Clark,
assistant vice provost for academ-
ic and faculty affairs and director
of USC's Center for Excellence in
Teaching. "We'd already been in the
process of developing a peer-review
model of evaluation, but we hadn't
expected to pull the Band-Aid off
this fast.”

While Quick was praised on cam-
pus for his decision, the next, obvi-
ous question is how teaching will
be assessed going forward. The
long answer is through a renewed
emphasis on teaching excellence
in terms of training, evaluation and
incentives.

“It's big move. Everybody's ner-
vous," Clark said. "But what we've
found is that people are actually
hungry for this kind of help with their
teaching.”

SOURCE: GETTY IMAGES

SETs -- one piece of the puzzle --
will continue to provide "important
feedback to help faculty adjust their
teaching practices, but will not be
used directly as a measure in their
performance review," Clark said.
The university's evaluation instru-
ment also was recently revised, with
input from the faculty, to eliminate
bias-prone questions and include
more prompts about the learning
experience.

Umbrella questions such as, "How
would you rate your professor?" and
“How would you rate this course?”
-- which Clark called “"popularity
contest" questions -- are now out.
In are questions on course design,
course impact and instructional, in-
clusive and assessment practices.
Did the assignments make sense?
Do students feel they learned some-
thing?

Students also are now asked
about what they broughtto a course.
How many hours did they spend on
coursework outside of class? How
many times did they contact the
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professor? What study strategies
did they use?

While such questions help pro-
fessors gauge how their students
learn, Clark said, they also signal to
students that “your learning in this
class depends as much as your in-
put as your professor's work." There
is also new guidance about keeping
narrative comments -- which are
frequently subjective and off-topic
-- to course design and instruction-
al practices.

Still, SETs remain important at
USC. Faculty members are expect-
ed to explain how they used student
feedback to improve instruction in
their teaching reflection statements,
which continue to be part of the ten-
ure and promotion process, for ex-
ample. But evaluation data will no
longer be used in those personnel
decisions.

Schools and colleges may also
use evaluations to gather aggregate
data on student engagement and
perceptions about the curriculum,
or USC's diversity and inclusion ini-
tiatives, Clark said. They may also
use them to identify faculty mem-
bers who do "an outstanding job
at engaging students, faculty who
may need some support in that area
of their teaching, or problematic
behaviors in the classroom that re-
quire further inquiry."

Again, however, SETs themselves
will not be used as a direct measure
in performance evaluations.

More Than a Number

While some institutions have ac-
knowledged the biases inherent
in SETs, many cling to them as a
primary teaching evaluation tool
because they're easy -- almost ir-
resistibly so. That is, it takes a few
minutes to look at professors' stu-
dent ratings on, say, a 1-5 scale, and
label them strong or weak teachers.
It takes hours to visit their class-

We must renew our focus on the importance
of teaching and mentorship, putting into place
the systems necessary to train, assess, and
reward exceptional teaching.

rooms and read over their syllabi to

get a more nuanced, and ultimately
more accurate, picture.

Yet that more time-consuming,
comprehensive approach is what
professors and pedagogical ex-
perts have been asking for, across
academe, for years. A 2015 survey
of 9,000 faculty members by the
American Association of University
Professors, for instance, found that
90 percent of respondents wanted
their institutions to evaluate teach-
ing with the same seriousness as
research and scholarship.

The survey gave additional in-
sight into the questionable validity
of SETs: two-thirds of respondents
said these evaluations create pres-
sure to be easy graders, a quality
students reward, and many report-
ed low rates of feedback.

Echoing other studies and facul-
ty accounts, responses to the AAUP
survey suggested that SETs have
an outsize impact on professors
teaching off the tenure track, in that
high student ratings can mean a re-
newed contract -- or not.

The AAUP committee leading
the 2015 study argued that faculty
members within departments and
colleges -- not administrators --
should develop their own, holistic
teaching evaluations. It also urged
“chairs, deans, provosts and institu-
tions to end the practice of allowing

numerical rankings from student
evaluations to serve as the only or
the primary indicator of teaching
quality, or to be interpreted as ex-
pressing the quality of the faculty
member's job performance.”

Faculty committees at USC also
have worked to address teaching
excellence for the past five years,
recommending that the university
invest more in teaching, adopt in-
centives for strong instruction, and
move toward a peer model of review.

USC's teaching evaluation plan
reflects some of those recommen-
dations -- as well as a new empha-
sis on teaching excellence.

“We must renew our focus on the
importance of teaching and mentor-
ship, putting into place the systems
necessary to train, assess, and re-
ward exceptional teaching,” Quick,
the provost, and Elizabeth Graddy,
vice provost, said in a March memo
to the faculty. “In short, let's make
USC the great research university
that expects, supports, and truly val-
ues teaching and mentoring.”

Clark, at the campus Center for
Excellence in Teaching, is helping
USC put its money where its mouth
is. She said its new model of peer
evaluation involves defining teach-
ing excellence and developing train-
ing for the faculty, from graduate
students who will become profes-
sors to full professors.
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Peer review will be based on
classroom observation and review
of course materials, design and as-
signments. Peer evaluators also will
consider professors' teaching re-
flection statements and their inclu-
sive practices.

New Rewards

Rewards for high quality teach-
ing will include grants and leaves
for teaching development and em-
phasizing teaching performance
in merit, promotion and tenure re-
views, Clark said. Most significant-
ly, thus far, the university has intro-
duced continuing appointments for
qualifying teaching-intensive pro-
fessors off the tenure track.

Trisha Tucker, an assistant pro-
fessor of writing and president of
the USC's Dornsife College of Let-
ters, Arts and Sciences Faculty
Council, said different professors
have had different reactions to the
“culture shift." But she said she
applauded the institution's ability
to resist the "easy shorthand” of
teacher ratings in favor of some-
thing more meaningful -- albeit
more difficult. (USC also has made
clear that research and service ex-
pectations will not change.)

“It does take work to do this peer
review," she said. "But teaching is
important and it takes a lot of time
and resources to make that more
than just empty words."

As writing is a feedback-driven
process, Tucker said her program
already emphasizes pedagogy
and peer review. But professors in
some other programs will have to
adjust, she said.

“For the many faculty who ha-
ven't been trained in this way or
hired based on these expectations,
it can produce some anxiety,” she
said. So an important measure of
this new approach's success is
how USC supports people who "“ini-

tially fall short.”

Clark said the teaching center
offers a model for peer review that
individual programs will adjust to
their own needs over the next year.
That kind of faculty involvement in
shaping peer review should make
for a process that is less “threaten-
ing" than representative of an "in-
vestment in each other's success,”
she said.

In the interim, professors' teach-
ing will be assessed primarily on
their own teaching reflections.
And while the center avoids using
words such as "mandatory” with
regarding to training, it is offering
a New Faculty Institute, open to all
instructors, for 90 minutes monthly
over lunch for eight months. Sam-
ple topics include active learning,

maximizing student motivation
and effective, efficient grading
practices.

Not Just USC

Philip B. Stark, associate dean of
the Division of Mathematical and
Physical Sciences and a professor
of statistics at the University of Cal-
ifornia at Berkeley who has studied
SETs and argued that evaluations
are biased against female instruc-
tors in so many ways that adjust-
ing them for that bias is impossible,
called the USC news "terrific."

“Treating student satisfaction
and engagement as what they are
-- and | do think they matter --
rather than pretending that student
evaluations can measure teaching
effectiveness is a huge step for-
ward,” he said. "l also think that
using student feedback to inform
teaching but not to assess teach-
ing is important progress.”

Stark pointed out that the Univer-
sity of Oregon also is on the verge of
killing traditional SETs and adopt-
ing a Continuous Improvement
and Evaluation of Teaching System
based on non-numerical feedback.
Under the system, student evalua-
tions would still be part of promo-
tion decisions, but they wouldn't
reduce instructors to numbers.

Elements of the program already
have been piloted. Oregon's Facul-
ty Senate is due to vote on the pro-
gram as a whole this week, to be
adopted in the fall. The proposed
system includes a midterm stu-
dent experience survey, an anony-
mous web-based survey to collect
non-numerical course feedback to
be provided only to the instructor,
along with an end-of-term student
experience survey. An end-of-term
instructor reflection survey also
would be used for course improve-
ment and teaching evaluation. Peer

It does take work to do this peer review.
But teaching is important and it takes a lot
of time and resources to make that
more than just empty words.
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review and teaching evaluation
frameworks, customizable to aca-
demic units, are proposed, too.

“As of Fall 2018, faculty person-
nel committees, heads, and admin-
istrators will stop using numerical
ratings from student course eval-
uations in tenure and promotion
reviews, merit reviews, and other
personnel matters," reads the Or-
egon's Faculty Senate's proposal.
“If units or committees persist in
using these numerical ratings, a
statement regarding the problem-
atic nature of those ratings and an
explanation for why they are being
used despite those problems will be
included with the evaluative materi-
als.”

The motion already has adminis-
trative support, with Jayanth R. Ba-
navar, provost, soliciting pilot partic-
ipants on his website, saying, “While
student feedback can be an import-
ant tool for continual improvement
of teaching and learning, there is
substantial peer-reviewed evidence

that student course evaluations can
be biased, particularly against wom-
en and faculty of color, and that nu-
merical ratings poorly correlate with
teaching effectiveness and learning
outcomes.”

More than simply revising prob-
lematic evaluation instruments, the
page says, Oregon "seeks to devel-
op a holistic new teaching evalua-
tion system that helps the campus
community describe, develop, rec-
ognize and reward teaching excel-
lence." The goal is to "increase eg-
uity and transparency in teaching
evaluation for merit, contract re-
newal, promotion and tenure while
simultaneously providing tools for
continual course improvement.”

Craig Vasey, chair of classics, phi-
losophy and religion at the Univer-
sity of Mary Washington and chair
of AAUP's Committee on Teaching,
Research and Publications, said
the "most pernicious element” of
guantitative student evaluations is
that the results "get translated into

rankings, which then take on a life
of their own and don't really improve
the quality of education.”

Review of syllabi and classroom
observation by peers are both more
“useful means of evaluating,” he
said. "And | think asking students
how engaged they were in the class
-- and especially if they also ask
why -- gets "better input from them
than the standard questionnaire.”

Ken Ryalls, president of The IDEA
Center for learning analytics and a
publisher of SETs, told Inside Higher
Ed earlier this year that not all evalu-
ations are created equal.

“Our advice: Find a good SET that
is well designed and low in bias; use
the data carefully, watching for pat-
terns over time, adjusting for any
proven bias, and ignoring irrelevant
data; and use multiple sources of
data, such as peer evaluations, ad-
ministrative evaluations, course ar-
tifacts and self-evaluations, along
with the student perspective from
SETs," he said via email. [

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/05/22/most-institutions-say-they-value-teaching-how-they-assess-it-tells-different-story
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Diversifying a Classic Humanities Course

Responding to student criticism that its foundational humanities course
is too "white" and "Eurocentric,” Reed College announces overhaul

of the syllabus and format.

By Colleen Flaherty // April 12,2018

Reed College announced major
changes to its signature human-
ities course Wednesday, months
after student protesters charged
that the course was too white, too

male and too Eurocentric.

Instead of focusing on the an-
cient Mediterranean, the team-
taught course -- which all first-year
students take together, at the same
time -- will now consist of four
different time- and place-based
“modules.”

Students will still study the hu-
manistic traditions of the ancient
Mediterranean and Athens in the
first part of the course. But in the
second half, students will engage
with history and texts related to
Mexico City in the 15th through
20th centuries, and Harlem from
1919 to 1952.

The changes to Hum 110, as the
course is known, take effect next
academic year.

Like many institutions, Reed
has faced student demands that it
make its curriculum more inclusive

of people of color and non-West-
ern traditions. But those demands
took a distinctly Reed-like turn
when a group of students staged a
months-long sit-in of Hum 110 lec-
tures, through the fall.

The protesters, associated with a
group called Reedies Against Rac-
ism, reached a kind of agreement
with the Hum 110 faculty that they
could be present as long as they
didn't disrupt class. It worked for
a while, but things came to a head
at the beginning of last semes-
ter, when some protesters insisted
on using lecture time to introduce
themselves to incoming first-year
students.

The dispute resulted in a can-
celed lecture and soul-searching
for Reed, which prides itself on its
flat organizational structure and di-
alogue-based approach to conflict
resolution.

Change was already under way,
however, as the faculty had previ-
ously committed to beginning Hum
110's decennial review one year

Reed College professors walked out
of Hum 110 after student protesters
interrupted class in August.

SOURCE: YOUTUBE

early. The new format announced
Wednesday, recently approved by
the program's faculty, marks the
end of that review.

Members of Reedies Against
Racism have previously said that
they targeted Hum 110 for criti-
cism, in particular, because it is re-
quired of all students -- meaning it
not only grounds their future stud-
les but also communicates what
matters at Reed. They've also said
the course ignores how some of the
works studied have been used over
time to perpetuate violence against
people of color.

Meanwhile, defenders of Hum
110 -- which currently begins with
the Epic of Gilgamesh and ends
with the Bible and Apuleius' The
Golden Ass -- have argued that
critics err in transposing modern
notions of race into the course, or
even misunderstand it altogether.

“TheideathatHum 110is a'white’
course is very strange to me,"” Jay
Dickson, a professor of English, re-

cently told Reed Magazine. "It pre-
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supposes that our contemporary
racial categories are timeless."

Lucia Martinez Valdivia, an as-
sistant professor of English and
humanities who was to deliver the
canceled Hum 110 lecture at the
beginning of the year, had planned
to tell students that the course is
technically called Introduction to
Humanities: Ancient Greece and
the Mediterranean, not Western
Humanities, “in part because much
of it is drawn from geographic ar-
eas not traditionally considered
Western areas,” such as Iraq, Iran
and Egypt.

In a version of the canceled lec-
ture that has since been shared on-
line, Martinez Valdivia said it's hard
to even define "Western," and that
the concept is challenged through-
out the course.

Elizabeth Drumm, the John and
Elizabeth Yeon Professor of Span-
ish and Humanities at Reed, over-
saw the more than 30-meeting re-
view process as Hum 110 program
chair. She and colleagues surveyed
students, alumni and faculty mem-
bers and were pleased to learn that
they were committed to the idea of
a unified, year-long course -- even
though it would have been easier in
many ways to abandon the format
and let all 25 instructors teach in-
dividual sections however they saw
fit, she said.

Based on that feedback, pro-
fessors kept talking to each other,
alumni and students -- includ-
ing those critical of the course
-- about how it could be improved

upon. Eventually, Drumm said,
they agreed on the module format,
which will make it easier to address
essential humanistic questions
through the history and literature of
varied times, places and peoples.

Drumm said she discovered
during the review process just how
much the course has changed over
time already, such as when it added
content from Egypt. The changes
announced Wednesday are signif-
icant but yet another chapter for
the course, she said, and the new
module format will make updating
it easier going forward.

“We are not saying that the an-
cient Mediterranean is not import-
ant,” Drumm said, asked how she
might answer those humanists
who believe that Western civiliza-
tion-style courses deserve a per-
manent place in liberal arts curricu-
la. "We just recognize that there are
other questions we can ask that are
vibrant and important to human-
ities, as well."

Kevin Myers, college spokesper-
son, said there have been no Hum
110 sit-ins since the fall.

Nigel Nicholson, dean of the fac-
ulty and Walter Mintz Professor of
Classics, Greek and Latin Literature
at Reed, said there are many sim-
ilarities between the current and
new Hum 110 class, but that the
latter could be even more "suc-
cessful.”

“What we're trying to do with the
material was not pedagogically
effective for a lot of students,” he
said. "The [new] class will still be

tremendously demanding, as it was
before. We're maintaining a lot of
what we have but exploring some
new areas to create some new in-
tellectual dynamics.”

Nicholson added, "I'd invite peo-
ple who think we're watering down
this course to come visit and see
the class for themselves."

Reedies Against Racism re-
sponded to the Hum 110 revision
in a Facebook post late Wednes-
day, saying that the college's an-
nouncement failed to sufficiently
recognize the role of students and
faculty members of color and their
allies in forcing change. The group
also expressed concern that some
of the more diverse texts currently
offered in the course — specifical-
ly those relating to the Middle East
and North Africa — would be cut to
make room for the Mexico City and
Harlem modules.

“Reed freshmen will still receive
the message that learning about
white culture is more urgent and
foundational to a college educa-
tion," the post reads, asking facul-
ty members to look beyond Athens
and Rome, specifically to Jerusa-
lem and Cairo, in the first half of the
course.

“In short, we're calling for the Hu-
manities 110 faculty to pick different
cities from the old syllabus for the
first two semesters,” the post says.
“We feel that these cities should be
outside of Europe, as reparations for
Humanities 110's history of eras-
ing the histories of people of color,
especially black people." [

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/04/12/responding-student-criticism-its-foundational-humanities-course-too-white-reed
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Escaping Westworld

In the future, we won't be able to sidestep the ethical and policy issues
linked to the use of technology, writes Lynn Pasquerella, so we must
confront the question of how we best prepare students for it.

By Lynn Pasquerella // September 4,2018

When the dystopian television
drama Westworld, based on the
1973 Michael Crichton movie, pre-
miered last season, no one antici-
pated that it would overtake Game
of Thrones as the most watched
first season of any HBO original se-
ries. Westworld is a futuristic theme
park inhabited by robot hosts who
are indistinguishable from their ge-
netically human counterparts. Be-
cause they follow the rules of their
programmers, the first of which is
that "a robot may not injure a hu-
man being or, through inaction,
allow a human being to come to
harm," visitors to Westworld may
do to them "what people do when
they think no one is watching.”

However, this cycle is broken
when one of the robots begins
gaining consciousness, signified by
confronting a choice about wheth-
er to escape Westworld or return
to find her daughter, trapped in a

reality doomed to repeat itself. The
series raises fascinating questions
about the qualities of conscious-
ness, the identity of persons, the
compatibility of free will and deter-
minism, and the nature and scope
of morality. And the fact is, in the
future, we will not be able to contin-
ue to sidestep the ethical and policy
issues inextricably linked to the use
of technology. Scientific advance-
ments will render questions of free
will and determinism and individual
and social responsibility unavoid-
able.

Henry Kissinger highlighted such
philosophical conundrums in a re-
cent piece in The Atlantic, lamenting
that "in every way -- human society
is unprepared for the rise of artifi-
cial intelligence.” As an historian, he
wondered “what would be the im-
pact on history of self-learning ma-
chines -- machines that acquired
knowledge by processes particu-

Thandie Newton, who has played
a robot on 'Westworld," attends the
season-two premiere of the show

SOURCE: GETTY IMAGES

lar to themselves, and applied that
knowledge to ends for which there
may be no category of human un-
derstanding.”

While Kissinger briefly entertains
science fiction scenarios like the
ones in Westworld, where Al turns
on its creators, he is much more fo-
cused on the capacity of Al to de-
velop slight deviations from human
instructions that could cascade
into catastrophic departures. “What
will become of human conscious-
ness if our own explanatory power
is surpassed by Al" he asks, "and
societies are no longer able to inter-
pret the world they inhabit in terms
that are meaningful to them?" He
makes an urgent plea for the cre-
ation of a national vision exploring
the transformation of the human
condition that has been prompted
by Al -- one which connects the rise
of technology in relation to the hu-
manistic traditions.
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Of course, such a vision is need-
ed for more than Al alone, as | rec-
ognize every day in my work as a
medical ethicist. We live in a society,
for example, in which technologi-
cal advancements have preceded
thoughtful reflection regarding the
ethical, legal and social implica-
tions of the use of that technology
with respect to when and how peo-
ple should be allowed to die.

Take the case that | encountered
early in my career of a physician's
self-described moral distress about
a 60-year-old woman who had
been diagnosed with terminal liver
cancer. She had made plans for the
eventuality of her death by signing
a living will, expressing her wishes
to have life-sustaining treatment
withheld if the burdens of treatment
were likely to outweigh the benefits.
Further, she made clear that she did
not want to be resuscitated if death
were imminent and she suffered
cardiac arrest.

She was brought to the hospital
by ambulance a day later after her
husband discovered her in bed, un-
conscious and blood soaked, after
swallowing a bottle of tranquilizers
and cutting her wrists with a butch-
er's knife. The family physician
was absolutely convinced that she
would not want to be resuscitat-
ed. In fact, he was concerned that
if she survived, she would have
him charged with battery for going
against her wishes by trying to save
her life.

But he was cognizant that if he
failed to treat her aggressively, he
could be charged with assisted
suicide, which was a felony in the
state. He also knew that living wills
were not binding in responding to
acts of attempted suicide, and he
ultimately performed CPR when
she went into cardiac arrest, had
her intubated and stitched her up.

All this means that we in higher education
must also confront the question of how
we best prepare students for the future
and escape a Westworld-like existence.

As he suspected, when his pa-
tient regained consciousness, she
was furious. She tried to rip out
the tubes and demanded that all
treatment be stopped. A psychiatric
consult was brought in to assess
the patient's competency; she was
deemed competent to refuse treat-
ment, was extubated and died six
hours later.

Though at first convinced that
he had ultimately done the right
thing under the circumstances, the
physician regretted his part in pro-
longing his patient's suffering. He
believed that to meet his obligation
to his patient based on a profes-
sional duty to do no harm and to
relieve suffering, he would have to
go against his own self-interest in
violating a legal code. In weighing
his self-interest against the interest
of another, he was forced to come
to grips not only with his patient's
but with his own humanity.

In the future, society will not be
able to continue to avoid the ethi-
cal and policy issues inextricably
linked to the use of medical tech-
nology. Thus, questions that policy
makers need to address in an open
discussion include: How should we,
as a society, allocate scarce med-
ical resources? Can individualism
be excessive in matters of life and

death? How can we balance the
values of pluralism and tolerance
on the one hand against principles
of fairness to all on the other? And
most important, should our society
continue to view death as a failure
and, thus, distinctly un-American?

Avoiding Scientism

All this means that we in higher
education must also confront the
guestion of how we best prepare
students for the future and escape
a Westworld-like existence. Under-
standing the dangers of an exag-
gerated trust in the efficacy of the
methods of natural science applied
to all areas of investigation, nearly
flve decades ago, Paul Feyerabend
warned against a lapse on the part
of scientists into scientism in his
book Against Method. Scientism
is a doctrine according to which
all genuine knowledge is scientific
knowledge, reifying the scientific
method as the only legitimate form
of inquiry.

Despite Feyerabend's admoni-
tion, science's success in explain-
ing the world has led to a cultural
misappropriation in a way that has
conflated science with scientism.
The profound societal impact of
this conflation has led astrophys-
icist Adam Frank to challenge de-
fenders of scientism by calling for
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a clarification of how scientism
manifests itself in order to "help us
understand the damage it does to
the real project that lies ahead of
us: building space for the full spec-
trum of human beings in a culture
fully shaped by science." Taking
up Frank's charge to consider how
scientism manifests itself, and in
particular how the metaphysics
of consciousness offers the tools
necessary for building the space
to which he refers, we need to ask,
“What would we lose, if anything, by
reducing all learning and engage-
ment to practices only rooted in the
sciences?"

Indeed, that is precisely the ques-
tion we should be raising when de-
signing a curriculum for the 21st
century. The illumination of human
consciousness through literature,
philosophy, music and the arts
enriches the experience of individ-
uals alone and as members of a
community, allowing us to flourish
fully as human beings. The illumi-
nation and the inquiry are them-
selves intrinsic goods that thwart
the notion of scientific knowledge
as singularly capable of responding
to the world's challenges, exactly
because they may turn out to be
just as valuable in fostering a ca-
pacity to grapple with complexity
that cannot be resolved through the
scientific method.

As Feyerabend reminds us, true
scientists are not scientistic -- they
possess a much more nuanced and
complex understanding that sensi-
bilities cannot be gained through
scientific practices. Science is a
tool to investigate metaphysical
and epistemological claims. But
value also comes from reflecting on
experiences in a way that arouses
the very sensibilities that enable us
to deal with the metaphysics of be-
ing human and conscious of living

We must offer a curriculum in which
assignments make clear the relationships among
areas of knowledge, ensuring that students do not see
academic disciplines as separate and disconnected
silos of learning but rather as varied approaches
to the same enlightened end.

in the world.

The liberal education we offer to
our students is a sensibility rather
than a group of subjects. Good crit-
ics of literature can bring us into a
sphere of experience that combines
allusions to the past with what is
happening in the world right now.
Like philosophers, artists and his-
torians, they are capable of xence.
In the end, it is this phenomenologi-
cal engagement with the liberal arts
that is incapable of being translated
through scientism.

Therefore, we must offer a curric-
ulum in which assignments make
clear the relationships among ar-
eas of knowledge, ensuring that
students do not see academic dis-
ciplines as separate and discon-
nected silos of learning but rather
as varied approaches to the same
enlightened end. This conclusion
was validated in a report, "Branches
of the Same Tree," recently issued
by the National Academies of Sci-
ences, Engineering and Medicine.

| served on the committee, which
was directed to examine whether
the integration of arts and human-
ities with science, engineering, math
and medicine can improve learning
outcomes for all students. The ti-
tle of the report was taken from a
quote by Albert Einstein, who, in a
letter written in 1937 against the
backdrop of burgeoning fascist

power in central Europe, expressed
consternation over “the dangerous
implications of living in a society,
where long-established founda-
tions of knowledge were corrupted,
manipulated and coerced by po-
litical forces." Einstein maintained
that “all religions, arts, and sciences
are branches from the same tree.”

The report found the need to
“achieve more effective forms of
capacity-building for 21st-century
workers and citizens,” through the
acquisition of broad-based skills
from across all disciplines “that
can be flexibly deployed in different
work environments across a life-
time."

It concludes that "In a world
where science and technology are
major drivers of social change, his-
torical, ethical, aesthetic and cul-
tural competencies are more crit-
ical than ever. At the same time,
the complex and often technical
nature of contemporary issues in
democratic governance demands
that well-educated citizens have an
appreciation of the nature of tech-
nical knowledge and of its histor-
ical, cultural and political roles in
American democracy." For "truly
robust knowledge depends on the
capacity to recognize the critical
limitations of particular ways of
knowing," and "to achieve the social
relations appropriate to an inclusive
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and democratic society."

Big Questions and

Grand Challenges

Thus, fulfilling the promise of
American higher education requires
a curriculum that emphasizes es-
sential learning outcomes (knowl-
edge of human cultures and the
physical and natural world, intel-
lectual and practical skills, personal
and social responsibility, integrative
and applied learning) as necessary
for all students' intellectual, civic,
personal and professional develop-
ment and success. On this model,
disciplinary work remains foun-
dational, but students are provid-
ed with practice connecting their
discipline with others and with the
needs of society in preparation for
work, citizenship and life. A liber-
al education for the 21st century
requires replacing traditional cur-
ricular models that follow previous
patterns of depth and breadth with
those that provide hands-on expe-
rience with unscripted, real-world
problems across disciplines.

Developing this type of deep-
er-level understanding across sub-
ject areas, connecting knowledge
to experience and adopting a ho-
listic approach to evidence-based
problem solving that incorporates
diverse and sometimes contradic-
tory points of view is one of the best
approaches to cultivating the per-
ception, intellectual agility and cre-
ative thinking necessary for them to
thrive in a globally interdependent,
innovation-fueled economy. Yet,
most important, it recognizes that
decision making must be grounded
in the ethical principles of respect
for persons, justice and benefi-
cence.

The ability to engage and learn
from experiences different from
one's own and to understand how
one's place in the world both in-

Students must be asked to demonstrate
an understanding of complex and overlapping
worldwide systems, how these systems
are influenced and constructed, operate with
differential consequences, affect the human
and natural world, and perhaps most important,
how they can be altered.

forms and limits one's knowledge
is inextricably linked to the crucial
capacity to understand the interre-
lationships between multiple per-
spectives -- personal, social, cultur-
al, disciplinary, environmental, local
and global. This understanding is
pivotal for bridging cultural divides,
necessary for working collabora-
tively to achieve our shared objec-
tives around solving the world's
most pressing problems -- which
is all the more reason colleges need
to redouble our focus on world citi-
zenship and the interdependence of
all human beings and communities
as the foundation for education.

These lessons are more im-
portant than ever as we prepare
graduates for the ever-shifting
landscape of tomorrow. Students
must be asked to demonstrate
an understanding of complex and
overlapping worldwide systems,
how these systems are influenced
and constructed, operate with dif-
ferential consequences, affect the
human and natural world, and per-
haps most important, how they can
be altered.

Students should be asked to
apply an integrated and systemic
understanding of the interrelation-
ships between contemporary and
past challenges facing cultures, so-

cieties and the natural world on the
local and global levels. Integrative
learning and thematic pathways
that address grand challenges
across disciplines and within the
major, requiring students to inte-
grate and apply their knowledge to
new problems, are imperative for a
21st-century curriculum.

By asking all students to address
big questions and grand challeng-
es, we lead them to test the edges
of their own ambition. In the pro-
cess of learning across difference
and connecting their courses with
issues and communities beyond
the classroom, they develop en-
hanced ethical reasoning and judg-
ment and a sense of responsibility
to self and others, acquire empow-
ering knowledge, and gain new lev-
els of agency.

Sociobiologist E. O. Wilson's co-
gent observation that contempo-
rary society is "drowning in infor-
mation, while starving for wisdom"
was accompanied by his prediction
that “the world henceforth will be
run by synthesizers, people able to
put together the right information at
the right time, think critically about
it, and make important choices
wisely."” Wilson's comments high-
light both the value of a liberal ed-
ucation and the ideal of an edu-

Agile Teaching | 24



Escaping Westworld

cated citizenry in an age when the
democratization of information
through the internet has given rise
to a new wave of anti-intellectual-
ism -- one steeped in the denial of
reason and the distrust and disdain
of experts.

The result has been increasing
polarization and an entrenched
refusal to countenance oppos-
ing points of view, contributing to
a marketplace of ideas at risk of
falling prey to those who have the
resources to control the shaping of

public opinion and policies. In this
arena, asserted claims become or-
thodoxy despite the absence of ev-
idence and in the face of enduring
questions. In this ostensibly post-
truth era, addressing the misinfor-
mation and incivility resulting from
the debilitating impact of a rhet-
oric-for-hire that has challenged
both research expertise and the
value of higher education is more
urgent than ever.

It is time for leaders in higher
education to reassert the role that

liberal education can play in dis-
cerning the truth and enhance the
reputation of our institutions by
emphasizing big-picture, prob-
lem-centered inquiry and students'
active engagement in experien-
tial learning, with increasing rigor,
across all disciplines, in transfor-
mational partnerships with other
colleges, universities and commu-
nities around the globe. If we falil
to do so, | fear that we risk con-
fronting our own need to escape
Westworld. [

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/09/04/importance-liberal-education-increasingly-technical-world-opinion
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Caution: No Trigger Warning!

Rivi Handler-Spitz uses a graphic novel approach to show
how to help students deal with texts they find disturbing.

By Rivi Handler-Spitz // August 21,2018
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These days, students seem reluctant to engage with disturbing material, and well-meaning professors too often
cater to their preferences, shielding them from what they'd rather not confront. Last semester in a history of Asian
literature survey class, | had an encounter with a student that challenged both of us -- professor and student -- to
rethink our positions.
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As this graphic treatment de-
picts, without any trigger warning
-- being a graduate of the Univer-
sity of Chicago, | avoid them -- |
assigned my class the 19th-cen-
tury Vietnamese novel The Tale
of Kiéu. This novel contains many
highly metaphorical descriptions
of rape. One day, an excellent stu-
dent emailed me saying she found
the content upsetting and could
not bear to come to class. | was
shocked and dismissed her con-
cerns as excessive. Unwarranted.
Or rather, | felt that the only way |
could condone her hypersensi-
tivity would be if | knew about her
past. Such a reaction might make
sense, | supposed, if she had been
assaulted herself. But | could not
ask. How then, | wondered, could
| possibly adjudicate whether her
sensitivity was justified or not? And
how could | respond appropriately?

We scheduled a meeting, and
she broke down in tears in my of-
fice. At that moment, | realized that
her present state, not her past, was
my concern: | had in front of me a
young woman who, for whatever
reason, was profoundly disturbed
by even the poetic suggestion
of sexual violence. Her feelings
were powerful and real. And they

The story as told here

needed to be respected no mat-
ter what experience, real or imag-
ined, underlay them. My job was
to help her develop strategies for
engaging with a text she obvious-
ly found extremely disquieting.

Over the course of more than a
week, we discussed her situation
several times both in person and
online. We also each sought out

exhibits my greatest hope

for students: that they will learn to titrate their own
exposure to content they find disturbing, and that
they will eventually wean themselves off the need

to rely on professors'

or other authority figures'

trigger warnings or 'opt-out’ assignments.
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trusted confidantes with whom to
analyze our ongoing interactions.
This iterative process was essen-
tial, and through it, we moved clos-
er to understanding one another's
points of view. | choose to express
the story visually here because
doing so challenged me to imag-
ine our interactions from both the
student's perspective and my own.
Drawing -- especially the thought

bubbles -- prompted me to imag-
ine her perceptions and to envision
her thoughts, fears and concerns.

The story as told here exhibits
my greatest hope for students: that
they will learn to titrate their own
exposure to content they find dis-
turbing, and that they will eventu-
ally wean themselves off the need
to rely on professors' or other au-
thority figures' trigger warnings

or "opt-out” assignments. In the
end of this story, it is the student
herself -- not the teacher -- who
comes up with the best strategy
for approaching the text. Students
must gain this independence,
as eventually they will decide for
themselves what to read and how
to read it. They will take responsi-
bility for balancing between pro-
tecting and pushing themselves. m

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/08/21/graphic-novel-depiction-dealing-sensitive-material-class-without-using-trigger
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Why We Must Balance Emotion and Intellect

The best college teaching has always included both rational argument
and emotional insight -- a combination that is more crucial than ever
in classrooms today, argues John R. Swallow.

By John R. Swallow // July 10,2018

On college campuses across
America, students are voicing seri-
ous concerns about sexual assault,
racial bias and mental health. Those
concerns often surface -- with great
emotion -- as part of classroom dis-
cussions. And when students feel
that faculty members, staff mem-
bers or administrators lack com-
passion in their response, outrage
or protest might follow. As we have
seen, this form of student reaction
often makes headlines.

| have heard many attribute such
protests to the combativeness of
our nation's politics, to the bellig-
erence of an earlier generation's
culture wars or to the extreme sen-
sitivity of a generation of so-called
snowflakes. But that doesn't ring
true for those of us who live or
work in academe. We know from
our years of experience -- and re-
cent research supports this -- that
the undergraduate years are a time
when most college students come
to appreciate the views of those on
the other side of the political spec-
trum.

There is a simpler explanation for

their behavior: they're human. And
humans are complex beings en-
dowed with both emotion and intel-
lect.

Those elements of humanity in-
teract and coexist everywhere in
life, including in the classroom. The
best college teaching has always
included both rational argument
and emotional insight. That com-
bination -- especially the emphasis
on the emotional insight -- is more
crucial than ever in college class-
rooms today.

The Irrationality of

the Rational Alone

Early in my college career, | en-
rolled in a beginning drawing
course. | was instructed to draw a
live model, and | found myself stuck
drawing and redrawing the model's
curly hair, unable to progress fur-
ther. My professor looked at me and,
instead of commenting on the qual-
ity of my art, simply asked, "Are you
scared?" Which, of course, | was.
His acknowledgment of my fear --
of my feelings -- cleared the path
for learning. | never developed great
skill in figure drawing, but | learned

SOURCE:
ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/STUDIOGSTOCK

the techniques and concepts, all of
which were beyond reach when |
was blocked by fear.

Over the course of the semester,
| observed how this professor used
emotional insight to help students
learn and progress. | never forgot
that lesson, and | have tried in my
own teaching and now as a college
president to do the same.

Our culture is much more open
than it was when | was an under-
graduate student. Today's students
are much more likely to offer up
their_emotions. They publicly fret
over finances and tribulations with
friends. They talk openly about sui-
cide and depression. And with emoji
across an abundance of social me-
dia platforms, they share just about
every feeling they have with audi-
ences in ways | couldn't have imag-
ined at their age.

It can be challenging for faculty,
staff and administrators to respond
-- and to respond well -- to their
expressions of emotion. Some of
us are reluctant to engage, bewil-
dered by this generation's extreme
openness and concerned about
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saying the wrong thing. Or we fall
back on intellectual debate, treating
an emotional claim as a reasoned
position.

Consider the conversation around
trigger warnings. A student disclos-
es an intense reaction to a particu-
lar work of literature because it re-
minds the student of past trauma.
In doing so, the student wonders
whether it would have been better to
know about this disturbing content
ahead of time. For the faculty mem-
ber or the student to treat it solely
as a question of policy misses the
opportunity for both of them to find
common ground in trusting the in-
tentions of another.

As the post-millennial generation
begins its higher education journey,
we must refine what has worked
and what hasn't worked to con-
nect with and educate our students.
Knowing that we must balance in-
tellect and emotions gives us a
starting point to reach them and
meet their educational needs. Oth-
erwise, we will face additional years
of mismatched communications
and expectations.

Whether as part of college teach-
ing or part of the campus experi-
ence, we cannot avoid the emotions
present in students or ourselves.
Sometimes we idealize the aca-

demic environment as one where
only rational thought takes place.
But to expect that human interac-
tion on deeply meaningful topics --
race, mental health, assault, or other
sensitive issues -- can rely solely on
rational argument is irrational.

Even when the topic is not high
stakes, emotion is often in play in
the classroom and on the cam-
pus. When | became a professor of
mathematics at a residential col-
lege, | quickly learned that some-
times half of the work of teaching
calculus to my students was reduc-
ing their anxiety. Acknowledging it,
and working to increase their con-
fidence, was relational, emotional
work, distant from derivatives and
integrals. It made a difference, and
it was part of how my students
learned to learn.

That sort of careful pedagogy, and
close relationships between faculty
members and students, has been
the promise of the residential col-
lege. Because faculty and staff are
committed to that promise, | know
that we can rise to the occasion.
What we need to do now is engage
in the increased sharing of emotion
and understand how to work with it.

Emotional intelligence is one piece
of the puzzle, as are techniques for
calming a combative discussion.

The art of facilitating discussions,
whether in class or in office hours
or off campus, is something all of
us can learn to do better.

| learned this when | taught a
seminar-style, interdisciplinary hu-
manities course combining history,
literature, philosophy and religion.
We had to build trust in the group
and set guidelines for how to re-
spond to each other, as the discus-
sion of religious texts can easily go
awry. Before reading the Hebrew
Bible, the New Testament or the
Quran, | encouraged members of
the class to discuss their religious
background and their investment in
a particular faith tradition and text.
We were then able to express and
acknowledge emotion but respond
to it respectfully and effectively --
and learn about the religious texts
at the same time.

If we take the time to listen closely
to what our students express and to
carefully reflect the concerns they
voice -- acknowledging the difficul-
ty someone has experienced in dis-
closing something personal -- we
are one step closer to clearing the
path for them to truly understand
and be able to grapple with the con-
tent.

And we may find our campuses
less fractured places to boot. [

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/07/10/students-today-need-colleges-value-emotions-well-intellect-opinion
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Why Are We Still Grading?

There is absolutely no way to take a student’s work in any class
and put a number or a letter to it in a way that couldn’t be done
in another equally reasonable way, argues Dan Houck.

By Dan Houck // September 20, 2018

Next spring, I'll be teaching my
first course. While I'm eagerly plan-
ning the course sequence, design-
ing assignments and considering
various instructional methods, |
keep coming back to the same
question: How will | grade?

Or maybe the question is: Will
| grade? You see, | know that | will
have full authority over grading. The
only requirement will be the final,
end-of-semester grade, so | don't
necessarily have to grade anything
prior to that. But should I?

Now when | say "grading,” | mean
any quantified assessment of stu-
dent work. I'll be teaching a fresh-
man writing course, so | plan to pro-
vide lots of feedback, but | want to
focus on qualitative feedback. I'm
even wary to go so far as saying
that an assignment is above, below
or meets expectations in any ex-
plicit terms such as those.

Why am | so wary? Well, the re-
search on grading is conclusive: It's
bad for everyone. A few of the big-
gest drawbacks to grading include:
causing students to look for the
easiest way to get the best grade,
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reducing their interest in actual
learning and lowering the quality of
their work. And that just scratches
the surface of research that shows
the negative impacts of grading.

Are there any upsides to grad-
ing? Grades allow us to (attempt
to) compare standards among dif-
ferent institutions, which is more
or less the reason we have grades
to begin with. No one had any idea
what it would do to students who
now focus on the grade rather than
learning. And because professors
know they have to assign grades,
they often create assignments and
write tests that will be easy to grade.
Then they teach to those assign-
ments and tests so they can give
the students the grades and often-
times forsake actual feedback. The
grades are then used in high-stakes
arenas like graduate school admis-
sions and fellowships, which gives
everyone more and more reason to
worry about these always and in-
escapably subjective numbers and
letters.

And they are subjective to the
point of being arbitrary. There is

absolutely no way to take a stu-
dent's work in any class and put a
number or a letter to it in a way that
couldn't be done in another equally
reasonable way or with which an-
other qualified grader would neces-
sarily agree. Can anyone really tell
the difference between two similar
assignments on a 100-point scale?
Or even a 13-point scale (A-F with
pluses and minuses)? | want to
avoid all that trouble for me and
my students. | want my students
to concentrate on improving their
writing, not their grades. | want to
focus on helping them rather than
justifying the grades | give.

Breaking the Cycle

So what can | do? If | had my
druthers, I'd give no number, letter,
symbol or other measure that could
be inferred as a grade at all, but |
can't. And since | have to give a fi-
nal grade, is it fair to leave students’
work unquantified until the end of
the semester? They can't be alto-
gether blamed for being concerned
with their grades with our system
suchasitis. To paraphrase the Dec-
laration of Independence, students
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are more disposed to suffer while
grades are sufferable than to right
themselves by abolishing the forms
to which they are accustomed.

And grades are apparently still
very sufferable. But here's the irony:
according to the research, by not
grading I'm helping them focus on
more substantive improvements
that will result in higher levels of
accomplishment. When translated
into grades, they would get higher
grades than if they had been graded
all along -- assuming my grading
scheme isn't so arbitrary it misses
the difference.

A potential happy medium is
contract grading. There are various
shades of this, but the basic prem-
ise is to tell students what they have
to do to get a certain grade and per-
haps work with them to write the
contract. For example, if they com-
plete all assignments to my sat-
isfaction (which may be less than
their best), then they could be sure to
get a B in the course over all. Some
faculty members create a require-
ment for each letter grade and use
the pluses and minuses to capture
the finer shades of grading. If the
professor is very comfortable with
and clear about the requirements,
it alleviates much of the pressure of
grading, as students are automati-
cally bracketed. That's a great com-
promise, but | worry it already sets
students up to see the course as
just a series of steps to complete or
boxes to be checked. Sure, for some
a B will not be enough, but why give
them any reason to think the grade
they'll get is a good indication of the
work they'll do?

Thoughts on rubrics are mixed,

since they are often a precursor or
proxy to grading. Providing rubrics
with assignments is a way of in-
forming students of your expecta-
tions, at least in broad strokes. But
their typically bracketed layout with
its various levels of quality for each
learning objective is the source of
some objections. You are literally
putting the assignment (and so the
students) in boxes before you've
seen what they produce. And each
level is often associated with a
number or even an ambiguity such
as "meets expectations,” which is
where the grade proxy comes in.

One solution is to reduce the
number of increments even so far
as pass/fail or sufficient/revise to
counter the association with grades.
Yet that again poses the course and
its assignments as something to be
completed. It runs the risk of telling
students that improving yourself
-- l.e, revising a work that met ex-
pectations -- has no intrinsic value.
Here again, | think thoughtful writ-
ten feedback is most effective for
us all.

Perhaps the best thing | could
teach my students as writers is
how to recognize when their writ-
ing needs work and what kind of
work it needs. To this end, they will
be given ample opportunities to as-
sess themselves and their peers.
With each assignment, I'll ask them
to provide a short written assess-
ment when they turn it in. Drafts
will be reviewed by peers, which
helps students develop skills nec-
essary for self-critique by seeing
their strengths and weaknesses in
others' work. And examples of good
writing will be provided and dis-

cussed in class as models to work
toward.

So what about those final grades?
As It _is detrimental to learning to
grade anything that a student is still
working on, I'm leaning toward the
portfolio approach. At the end of the
semester, students will turn in all
of their writing assignments, all of
them having been reviewed and re-
vised at least once, for a final grade.
They'll also write an assessment of
their portfolio detailing what they've
learned, where they've succeeded
and what still needs improvement.

Here, and only here, I'll also ask
them what grade they think they
should get.

But how will | arrive at a letter for
each? Ultimately, | have to have a
scheme or a formula, even if it's im-
plicit. If I'm not ranking, I'm at least
comparing. Or maybe | wait till the
end of the semester to quantify the
quality of each piece in the portfo-
lio, assign a weighting and add it all
up. Or shall | touch each portfolio to
my head, awaiting a clear message
from the gods of holistic grading,
and then declare, "B-plus"? There's
no avoiding this, and | don't know
what's right or even just best. What
is the most meaningful way to as-
sign the final grade?

| don't know the answer to that,
but | think it's time to start break-
ing the cycle. Maybe, just maybe,
| can teach my students that they
know better what they've learned
than any grade can ever indicate.
Even if they don't feel they suffer by
grading and they object to my ap-
proach, we don't always hurt when
we're sick, and the best medicine
doesn't always taste good. [

https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2018/09/20/phd-student-ponders-alternatives-current-grading-approaches-opinion
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