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 Examining the more immediate context of social 
dynamics within the classroom, Priscilla Elsass and Bar-
bara Bigelow evaluate the use of “dialogue” as a power-
ful approach to student learning in “Learning to engage 
with multiple perspectives: The use of dialogue in the 
classroom.”  Distinct from other forms of class partic-
ipation such as debate, discussion, and case analysis, 
dialogue, as they define it, is characterized by “equality 
and absence of coercive influences, listening with empa-
thy, and bringing assumptions into the open.” As such, 
“dialogue is a powerful tool for “reaching beyond the 
self to relate to others” (Yankelovich, 1999) because it 
facilitates mutual understanding, helps students and 
faculty build relationships, and provides for the creation 
of shared knowledge among students.” Using a gradu-
ate-level global business seminar they designed as a case 
study, the authors describe the procedures and physical 
layout they use to maximize the impact of this approach, 
as well as the challenges that such an approach poses in 
regard to students’ interactions and instructors’ teaching 
objectives.    

 Building on this discussion of how to cultivate an 
empathetic environment for shared learning, Pinder 
Naidu and Tonya Jones examine ways to alleviate anxi-
eties and build confidence among students taking devel-
opmental-level classes.  In “Developmental mathemat-
ics students’ experiences of mathematical practices in a 
summer learning community,” they use qualitative anal-
ysis of a four-week developmental mathematics summer 
learning community as a case study to develop a set of 
best practices for overcoming students’ “stories of fail-
ure, of being ignored, of ignoring teachers, and of being 
labeled ‘remedial’.”  Rejecting the predominant model 
of lecture-heavy classes as ineffective, the authors find 

that approaches to learning emphasizing “community 
through participation,” “collaboration with purpose,” 
“shared repertoire,” mutual engagement,” and “joint en-
terprise” yield the most promising results in terms of 
student learning. 

 The remaining two articles address the role that 
technology can play in advancing student learning ob-
jectives.  In “Improving student engagement with tech-
nology tools,” Allison Pingley and her co-authors evalu-
ate the relative benefits of integrating into the classroom 
a variety of “free-use, web-based applications,” including 
Kahoot, Twitter, infographics (Piktochart and Canva), 
and Bitstrips.  Based on results from courses across the 
disciplines of library and information science, political 
science, informatics, and linguistics, the authors share 
their technologically driven approaches to activating 
student engagement, contextualizing and visualizing ab-
stract concepts, and making knowledge applicable and 
transferable.  Challenging the commonly held assump-
tion that college students today are fluent in “digitese,” 
this study guides the reader in how to utilize accessible 
web-based technologies in meaningful ways to enhance 
engagement in the classroom while elevating the level 
and complexity of analytical thinking.    

 Taking us from a wide-ranging survey of multiple 
tools to a more focused study of one kind of technolo-
gy-driven activity, Jo Clemmons and Ray Posey discuss 
the qualitative enhancement to student learning that 
comes with assigning student-created video projects. 
In “Creating dynamic learning through student-creat-
ed video projects,” the authors draw on both classroom 
practices across the disciplines and theories in social psy-
chology and learning to make the case that this form 

 In a complex, competitive, and rapidly changing 
world, the value and purpose of a liberal arts higher 
education have undergone intense scrutiny and de-
bate.  This issue of Currents in Teaching and Learning 
is devoted to examining the question of what a liberal 
arts education means in the 21st century.  How does a 
liberal arts education prepare students for the challeng-
es and responsibilities of intellectual, moral, civic and 
professional engagement?  How can we theorize and/
or put into practice pedagogical concepts, approaches 
and innovations that can contribute to a robust liberal 
arts education inside and/or outside the classroom?  The 
contributors to this issue share a vision of liberal arts 
education that is grounded less in coverage of specific 
content and more in the cultivation of habits of critical 
thinking, analysis, and conceptualization.  

 While the particularity of content and context 
are important to them, the authors are more con-
cerned about the processes by which students engage 
with and construct knowledge.  Their collective body 
of studies intermeshes universality with diversity, forg-
ing wide-ranging approaches to and methodologies for 
achieving a fundamentally shared set of learning ob-
jectives and values.  Whether taking the macroscopic 
level of the institution or the microcosmic level of the 
classroom as their point of reference, and whether their 
focus is on students’ interactions with each other, with 
the places in which they live, or with technology, the au-
thors pose innovative ways to deepen students’ level of 
complex and empathetic understanding of themselves 
and the world around them. 

 Charles Fox commences the discussion in “A liber-
al education for the 21st century: some reflections on 
general education” with a broad conceptual look at the 

evolving state of “general education.”  Assessing histori-
cal trends since World War Two, he argues that “general 
education is a central, arguably dominant, element of 
higher education in most American colleges and uni-
versities,” yet “there is no agreement about desired out-
comes, nor andragogy, nor best practices, nor its formal 
and informal relation to the rest of the curriculum.” Fox 
evaluates the wide variation in approaches to design and 
implementation of general education programs, calling 
for measures to better assess student learning and “crit-
ical thinking”, align learning goals with a diversifying 
student population, and involve the entire faculty in the 
process of curricular development.  Through this anal-
ysis, he points toward an integrative vision of general 
education that “engages the entire institutional commu-
nity,” promotes intedisciplinarity in course design, and 
guarantees accessibility to all students. 

 Moving from broad concepts to specific pedagog-
ical practices, Jim Henry and his co-authors evaluate 
the place of place-based learning in a robust liberal arts 
education in his contribution, “Teaching the liberal 
arts across the disciplines through place-based writing.”  
Based on a wide-ranging series of interviews with fac-
ulty and students across sixteen disciplines, the authors 
analyze the impact of attention to local geographical 
contexts on the learning goals of “relating facts learned 
into a unified whole,” “connecting to a higher purpose/
calling,” and “growing personally and/or intellectually.”  
They observe the ways in which place-based approach-
es to learning provide scaffolding that helps students 
make mental connections between concrete practices 
and abstract concepts, enhances students’ awareness of 
social complexities, and provides them with an impetus 
to find deeper, longer-term, and more tangible purpose 
and application for the skills and knowledge acquired.    

Concepts and designs for a liberal arts education in 
the 21st century 

EDITORIAL

— Martin Fromm
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A Liberal Education for the 21st Century:  
Some Reflections on General Education
— Charles R. Fox

Abstract

General education has been a common approach for 
providing a liberal education since the standard model 
was first established in 1945. However, the structure of 
an appropriate, effective general education curriculum 
is still widely debated, including the question of wheth-
er a general education is desirable or even possible. 
One significant issue in these debates is that the world 
has changed radically since the original general edu-
cation theories were established and various reform 
movements have not significantly changed this original 
framework. This essay discusses the purpose and de-
sirability of a general education curriculum, the goals 
of general education, and various approaches to it. It 
considers the widely shared goal of critical thinking as 
well as other core competencies. Finally, it comments 
on the need for a ‘real-world’ general education curric-
ulum, the accessibility of the curriculum, and general 
education as a social process. As we consider general 
education in higher education, we especially need to 
take into account the landscape of the 21st century and 
beyond as well as the form of our decades-old general 
education curriculum.

Keywords

general education, core curriculum, liberal education, 
critical thinking, higher education, curriculum

George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London, 
(1933, p. 215) states “The man who really merits pity 
is the man who has been down from the start, and faces 
poverty with a blank, resourceless mind.” Orwell’s im-
plication, that education allows a richer and fuller life 
regardless of circumstances, dovetails with the vision of 
general education in American higher education. This 
paper considers the history, role, and future of general 
education in a 21st century liberal education.

History of the Core/General Education  
Curriculum

I will begin by addressing the relationship between a 
core curriculum, general education, and liberal educa-
tion. Jorge Domínguez (2004) wrote “A liberal educa-
tion is what remains after you have forgotten the facts 
that were first learned while becoming educated.” This 
light-hearted view suggests that rather than mastering 
a specific set of content matter, the goal of a liberal ed-
ucation is providing an approach to learning. General 
education is one such approach. Alfred North White-
head (1922/1957) suggests that general education is the 
“really useful training,” that focuses on “general princi-
ples.” General education emphasizes learning methods 
as opposed to specific content, echoing Albert Einstein 
who stated, “The value of an education in a liberal arts 
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of assignment pushes students to process information 
more effectively, reflect on and engage with concepts 
more deeply, and take ownership of the process of con-
structing knowledge.  The article combines conceptual 
analysis of this approach to using technology with prac-
tical information for the reader, including “rubrics and 
assignment criteria, a list of go-to sites for tutorials and 
resources, along with a list of ideas for assignments.”   

 In “Clips and Links,” Kayla Beman directs readers 
to useful online sites in teaching and learning.  While 
referring readers to a mix of resources covering an array 
of teaching and learning topics, this issue will be par-
ticularly interesting for those who are concerned with 
teaching writing. 

 The book reviews selected by our Book Review Ed-
itor, Kisha Tracy, address two different dimensions of 
liberal arts education in the 21st century: instruction 
of information literacy and feminist approaches to con-
structing knowledge.  Coco Zephir reviews Joan R. 
Kaplowitz’s Designing Information Literacy Instruction: 
The Teaching Tripod Approach (Rowman & Littlefield, 
2014), and Katharine Covino reviews Berenice Mal-
ka Fisher’s No Angel in the Classroom: Teaching through 
Feminist Discourse (Rowman & Littlefield, 2000).

 I would like to extend my thanks to all who have 
made this issue possible.  It is a humbling venture to rely 
so greatly on the expertise and generosity of colleagues.  
Particular gratitude goes out to the team of referees and 
copy editors who contributed their time to strengthen 
the quality and clarity of scholarship.  They are, in no 
particular order, Susan Ambrose, Sue Foo, Josna Rege, 
Vicki Taylor, Elizabeth Siler, Cleve Wiese, Marjorie 
Darrah, Maria Fung, Dan Shartin, Don Vescio, Lloyd 
Willis, Charles Cullum, Mark Wagner, Fredrik deBo-
er, Heather Macpherson, Randy Laist, Dan Hunt, and 
Emanuel Nneji.  Members of the Editorial Advisory 
Board have once again been an inspiring source of vi-
sion for moving forward.  They are Charles Cullum, 
Emanuel Nneji, Josna Rege, Dan Shartin, Kisha Tracy 
(also Book Review Editor), and Cleve Wiese. My thanks 
to the web designer, Amanda Quintin, and to the sup-
portiveness of the Executive Director of Marketing, Tara 
Probeck.  I am also greatly appreciative of the supportive 
and thoughtful guidance that Linda Larrivee, Dean of 
the School of Education, Health, and Natural Sciences, 
is bringing to her oversight of the journal as Managing 
Editor.   

Concepts and Designs continuedEDITORIAL



college is not the learning of many facts, but the training 
of the mind to think something that cannot be learned 
from textbooks.” (Frank, 2002, p. 185)

 The core curriculum is a type of general education 
that emphasizes course content and prescribes specif-
ic ‘core’ courses required of all students irrespective of 
their major. Columbia College uses such a core to create 
a communal learning environment that cultivates “… 
habits of mind … that students employ long after col-
lege, in the pursuit and the fulfillment of meaningful 
lives.” In contrast, the Texas Higher Education Coor-
dinating Board describes a ‘core curriculum’ that is ac-
tually a distribution curriculum. That is, students are 
required to take courses in particular fields of learning, 
but are free to choose various courses in various orders 
within those fields. And still others use a so-called open 
curriculum approach “… that does not place restrictions 
— such as "general education" requirements, distribu-
tion requirements, or core courses — on the courses that 
a student may take as part of a degree program.” This 
open curriculum approach is outside the focus of this 
essay and will not be explored. Adding to the general 
confusion, Texas State University provides a “General 
Education Core Curriculum.” Thus, we are in the sit-
uation that different institutions at different points in 
time approach the liberal education component of the 
curriculum using varied definitions and cultures of use. 
Because these differences are not universally recognized 
nor systematically applied (Brint, Proctor, Murphy, 
Turk-Bicakci, & Hanneman, 2009), I will for this essay 
ignore the differences and use the terms general educa-
tion to cover all types of general/core/distribution ap-
proaches except where specifically noted.

 A general education curriculum is a ubiquitous 
approach to providing a liberal education. Exact num-
bers are difficult to find, but today general education 
involves “virtually all degree-seeking students…”(Amer-
ican Association of Colleges and Universities, 2013; 
Hart Research Associates, 2009, 2016). During the 

1960s, structured program requirements were decreased 
or eliminated in response to ideological pressures to ‘lib-
eralize’ higher education and increase students’ freedom 
of choice. The 1970s trend emphasized vocational and 
professional preparation further eroding general edu-
cation programs (Gaff, 1991); we see similar pressures 
today. Missions of the College Curriculum described the 
undergraduate curriculum as fragmented and inco-
herent and called for the revival of general education 
programs (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching, 1978). Simultaneously, Harvard embarked 
on a much-discussed and widely imitated renewal of its 
core curriculum ultimately replacing their general ed-
ucation requirement with a core curriculum (Wilson, 
1978). The 1980s saw Allan Bloom's The Closing of 
the American Mind (1987); a response to intense de-
bate about general education invoked by serious aca-
demic and public concerns about students' declining 
levels of general knowledge and analytical skills as well 
as challenges to the traditional curriculum by feminism 
and multiculturalism. Bloom’s book was certainly not 
embraced by all. Neoconservative commentator Nor-
man Podhoretz (1987) embraced Bloom's arguments 
while liberal1 political theorist Noam Chomsky (cited 
in Mitchell & Schoeffel, 2002) dismissed the book as 
"mind-bogglingly stupid." Historian Fred Matthews 
(1990), although critical, stated that Bloom presented 
"a rich, often brilliant, and disturbing book." Social 
commentator Roger Kimball (1987) called the book "an 
unparalleled reflection on the whole question of what it 
means to be a student in today's intellectual and moral 
climate." Cultural commentator Camille Paglia (cited 
in Bawer, 2012) provided perhaps the most illustrative 
statement about the zeitgeist calling the book "the first 
shot in the culture wars."

 These concerns are still present today. In 2008 and 
2015, the American Association of Colleges and Univer-
sities (AAC&U) surveyed member Chief Academic Of-
ficers (CAOs) (Hart Research Associates, 2009, 2016). 
The 2008 survey (n=433) indicated that general educa-

tion continued to be an issue. Seventy-eight percent of 
respondents reported general education programs had 
clear learning goals yet only half reported good assess-
ment measures for these goals. Tellingly, about a third 
of respondents gave their programs poor marks as a co-
herent sequence of courses. In all, approximately ninety 
percent reported they were in the process of assessing or 
modifying their general education programs. The 2015 
survey (n=325) again reported general education pro-
grams had clear learning goals; however, much of this 
later report is difficult to reconcile with data from other 
sources. For example, the CAOs reported increasingly 
emphasizing languages other than English; however, the 
Modern Language Association reports foreign language 
courses decreased approximately seven percent during 
the same time period, with corresponding widespread 
cuts in foreign language departments (Goldberg, Loo-
ney, & Lusin, 2015). Similarly, the CAOs’ report of 
knowledge of the arts as a general education learning 
outcome appears at odds with the relatively few colleges 
that require arts study for all students. Debra Hum-
phreys, AAC&U Senior Vice President for Academic 
Planning, stated that CAOs misunderstood institu-
tional general education requirements in arts (cited in 
Jaschik, 2016). This interpretation is consistent with an 
AAC&U Compass project survey which reported a large 
disconnect between faculty work and institutional ad-
ministration approaches to general education (Paulson, 
2012). 

 Due to concerns about the content validity and 
generalizability of these surveys, I will focus my com-
ments on a few institutions as exemplars while acknowl-
edging that a great number of institutions are dealing 
with general education issues. I and others use Harvard 
University as the primary exemplar because Harvard’s 
seminal, General Education in a Free Society (Harvard 
Committee on General Education, 1945), the so-called 
‘Red Book,’ is “…the first comprehensive work to elab-
orate upon the theory behind a General Education, and 
it set up the standard model for General Education the-
ory that has prevailed, if not in practice then at least 
in ideal, since WWII” (Groh, Gurunathan, Waschen-

ko, Miller, & Silversmith, 2014). In addition, the 2004 
and 2013 revision processes referred to in this essay are 
transparent, publicly accessible reconsiderations of The 
Red Book. 

 Harvard College, established in 1636 to provide an 
educated ministry, saw the number and variety of class-
es multiplied, the lecture system supplanting recitation, 
and freer choice of courses by students during its first 
two centuries. In the early 1900s, President Lowell of 
Harvard introduced a concentration and distribution 
system; his successor, president Conant (1933-1953), 
introduced a general education curriculum through the 
Red Book.  Harvard was not immune to the dissatis-
faction of the 1970s and president Bok (1971–1991) 
oversaw the replacement of general education by a core 
curriculum. A 2006 review of undergraduate education 
led to a new general education program replacing the 
core in 2013.

 The curricular importance of general education re-
quirements can be judged by their actual size. In the 
mid-1970s, most American colleges had general edu-
cation programs that were one-third of the curriculum 
(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teach-
ing, 1978). This is still widely the case, although again 
precise numbers are hard to come by. Some colleges’ re-
quirements amount to one-quarter or less of the degree 
program (e.g. Harvard’s eight-course requirement). At 
others such as Princeton and Dartmouth, general edu-
cation represents one-third of the curriculum, and at a 
few institutions it amounts to one-half (e.g., Universi-
ty of Chicago). The National Endowment for the Hu-
manities recommended a 50 credit-hour core (Cheney, 
1989).

 The shape of general education programs is also im-
portant. Most institutions do not have a true core, more 
commonly using a ‘distribution +” system with features 
such as learning communities or capstones (Austin, 
1993; Hart Research Associates, 2009, 2016). Where a 
true core exists, it often is a sequence of thematically 
focused interdisciplinary courses such as at Evergreen 
State College. Evidence suggests that best outcomes are 
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1 I am aware that Chomsky frequently rejects this term but I use it here as a 
convenient designation.



achieved by distribution requirements involving care-
fully structured options to select from discrete arrays 
of coursework rather than a core or a loose distribution 
(Jones & Ratcliff, 1991). However, specifics of appropri-
ate, effective general education curriculum are unclear. 
The American Council of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA) 
third annual report on general education (2016) indi-
cates that most institutions, including prominent ones 
such as John’s Hopkins and The George Washington 
University, do not provide adequate general education 
programs. Yet, college presidents have dismissed this an-
nual report as “… as arbitrary and silly …” according to 
the Washington Post.

 What seems clear is that the entire domain of gen-
eral education would benefit from careful re-consider-
ation and perhaps revision of its goals, objectives, and 
andragogy. This is especially important as the world has 
changed drastically since general education was first 
established yet various reform movements have not 
changed its overall framework.

 I have specifically used the term andragogy rather 
than pedagogy. Andragogy, initially defined as "the art 
and science of helping adults learn" (Knowles, 1988) 
has come to be understood as a ‘learner-centered/di-
rected’ alternative to the ‘teacher-centered or directive’ 
approach of pedagogy. Thus, andragogy appears a more 
accurate term for not only general education but also all 
of higher education.

Purpose of General Education

Let’s consider the purpose of general education, espe-
cially a general education for the 21st century.2  General 
education can be seen as the heart of a liberal education 
guaranteeing one’s ‘breadth’ versus the ‘depth’ provided 
by majors, minors, and concentrations. However, gen-
eral education courses also need to achieve a desirable 
depth by facilitating more complex thinking and reflec-
tion in students who are often accustomed in secondary 
school to rote acquisition of information.

 Today, general education is a subset of the curricu-
lum, but before there were concentrations and electives, 

the entire curriculum was general education. For much 
of history, higher education involved a common curricu-
lum that was meant to complete the moral and intellec-
tual formation of the individual. Over time disciplinary 
concentrations and electives have been added but gen-
eral education still represents a liberal education curric-
ulum. The value of a liberal education has been proven 
over time, though the formal content and andragogy of 
such an education has changed radically (Fox, 2008). 
The enormous differences between the classical and con-
temporary world-view suggest that we reconsider both 
the content and the methods of liberal education. That 
is, are the liberal arts simply interesting philosophies of 
an outdated, nonscientific world view, or do they truly 
offer some value to contemporary education? If they do 
offer value, then what is the best way to provide a liberal 
education in the contemporary world?3  

Should There Be a General Education Curriculum?

Before going further I think it is important to ask the 
question - does liberal education have a purpose? That 
is, should there be a general education curriculum at 
all? Austin (1993, p. 48), in a study of 24,000 students, 
concluded, “… the varieties of general education pro-
grams currently used in American higher education do 
not seem to make much difference in any aspect of the 
student’s cognitive or affective development.” Derek 
Bok (2005) questions whether the aspirations of gen-
eral education will or even can be realized by any ap-
proach currently in use and suggests we make efforts to 
discover what general education actually contributes to 
the intellectual development of undergraduates. This 
raises the question of why general education programs 
are not more effective. Bok suggests the goals of general 
education, while important, cannot be accomplished in 
a meaningful way in a four-year curriculum. Rhetori-
cian Matthew Ortoleva notes that “… general education 
‘requirements’ assume the student would otherwise not 
gain the breadth of knowledge if left to their own choic-
es.” Ortoleva raised the question:  “What would happen 
if we dropped the core curriculum … and students got 
to freely choose the rest of their courses beyond the ma-

jor?” (personal communications, November 17, 2015). 
This is an important question and, to date, has not been 
addressed except to opine (by Bok) that students given 
such an option would not do well in terms of a liberal 
education. As mentioned previously, a few institutions 
do use this open course approach but its effectiveness is 
unclear.

These comments about general education’s goals and 
their achievability within time and resource allotments 
suggest several issues should be part of the discussion 
about the value of general education programs:

1. Should general education be limited to a small set of 
specific areas and achieve specific, functional/cogni-
tive skills in each area as opposed to a more survey/
distributional approach?

2. Can a typical contemporary college actually achieve 
its general education outcome goals given the time 
and resources available?

a. If it can, what is the best way to do so?

b. If it cannot, what is the best outcome  
 it can achieve?

In very general terms, we may say that the aim of a gen-
eral education course or, for that matter, every university 
course, is to teach the students to pay attention to some 
aspect of knowledge that they have previously engaged 
superficially (at best). But as has often been said, the 
devil is in the details, so let’s consider the goals of gen-
eral education.

Goals of General Education

It is not clear that we can guarantee that a general edu-
cation program will instill certain values, train people in 
certain skills, or in any sense produce certain outcomes. 
In practice, general education can do what liberal ed-
ucation has always done - it can provide occasions for 
thinking and learning about things that we, the facul-
ty, think it would benefit our students to think about 
and learn. The key question is: what are those things? 
And how is our identification of them related to the 
divisional/departmental/disciplinary boundaries within 

which faculty organizes their teaching and scholarship? 
A related issue that we cannot take up here is whether 
these boundaries make sense in our contemporary cul-
ture. And, what are the influences and effectiveness of 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary courses.

 Different institutions have different general educa-
tion goals;4 however, even within the same institution 
there is often wide disparity in conceptions of what a 
general education should be. A series of faculty essays 
that led to the redesign of the over-30-year-old core 
curriculum at Harvard illustrates this. Helen Vendler 
(2004) states that general education should instill in 
the student the desire to learn more and communi-
cate to others what has been learned and to develop a 
depth of emotional and moral responsiveness. Peter Bol 
(2004) suggests a general education provides students 
with the essential knowledge that every educated person 
should have and train students in those skills essential 
to the acquisition, communication, and generation of 
new knowledge such as writing, speaking, quantita-
tive reasoning, logical augmentation, careful reading, 
etc. Further, it should introduce the great traditions 
of civilization and offer students common intellectual 
points of reference. Andrew Murray (2004) suggests the 
value of a general education is providing an educated 
citizenry that understands how people learn. It should 
also transmit a sense of beauty and wonder about life. 
We can see that even in the case of our exemplar, there 
is not general agreement concerning general education. 
However, there does appear to be consensus that our 
students should be able to speak clearly and eloquently, 
write with fluidity, precision, and energy, and think crit-
ically (Gardiner, 1994; Hart Research Associates, 2009, 
2016). Other areas considered important are:

• Statistical & Probability Literacy

• Information Literacy

• Moral Reasoning

• Citizenship

• Living with Diversity

• Living in a Global Society
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goals and requirements.  



• Lifelong Learning

• Preparing for Work/Professional Roles

This list suggests that many institutions adopt impres-
sive goals; but are they more appropriately goals of the 
entire undergraduate education rather than of a general 
education curriculum? 

I question the function of and need for a separate gener-
al education curriculum and suggest benefits of consid-
ering the entire undergraduate educational experience as 
a liberal education.5 This radically changes the current 
concept of a general education and in a sense revives and 
reimagines the original Trivium and Quadrivium. This 
reimagining could also address Bok’s observation that 
general education frequently takes on so many respon-
sibilities that it cannot do justice to them all, resulting 
in, as Dennis O'Brien (1997) notes, “enough French to 
read the menu, not enough to compliment the chef.” 
Faculty members often have lofty goals for a general ed-
ucation curriculum; however, it is not clear that they 
know how to achieve them. This disconnect between 
intention and implementation serves our students poor-
ly. To avoid this disconnect it is important to carefully 
clarify goals and objectives as well as andragogy and ap-
propriate resources. Institutions frequently pronounce a 
goal important enough to justify a required course with-
out devoting the effort or resources needed to make the 
enterprise a success.

Approaches to General Education

In reviewing the general education literature, the follow-
ing general models arise.

 1. Distribution Requirements. A traditional dis-
tribution requirement curriculum requires a specified 
number of credits in specified areas such as the human-
ities, social sciences, physical and biological sciences. 
Distribution requirements are often problematic be-
cause students seldom know in advance what courses 
would best achieve general education goals and there-
fore, to be successful, they require high faculty involve-
ment in advising and such involvement is expensive. 
Another significant disadvantage is that courses offered 

are often designed for departmental or programmatic 
purposes, not to fulfill general education goals, resulting 
in both content and andragogy perhaps inappropriate 
for general education. 

 2. Great Books. The Great Books approach has been 
in consistent use since it was first introduced in 1920 
at Columbia University. The most well-known current 
example is St. John’s College, which has used this cur-
riculum since 1937. The author assumes the readers’ fa-
miliarity with the Great Books program; if not, there is 
a great deal of easily accessible information, e.g., http://
gutenberg.edu/why-gutenberg/great-books/.

 A Great Books curriculum is costly, requiring small 
seminar classes and specialized faculty. Further, faculty 
interests and skills often are not aligned with the curric-
ulum. Although I am not aware of a specific modified 
Great Books curriculum, one can imagine designing a 
general education curriculum with one or two courses, 
e.g., history of ideas or history of literature, using the 
Great Books approach.

 3. Survey Courses. While easy to develop and not 
resource-intensive, survey courses can easily become 
superficial, not fulfilling general education goals. Judy 
J. Tizon of the University of Southern Maine describes 
this issue in their former distribution requirement: "all 
of the courses tend to be 'introduction to discipline X' 
and you have lots of bottom-heavy, 100-level courses." I 
would also add that my and others’ experience as a dean 
is that survey courses are often difficult to staff as facul-
ty typically are specialists, in both training and interest, 
and survey courses require generalists.

 4. Modes-of-Inquiry. The modes-of-inquiry ap-
proach might best be understood by example. Barnard 
College recently (2016) introduced a hybrid model 
that includes a Modes of Thinking curriculum with six 
specific modes of thinking and problem solving. One 
mode, ‘Thinking with Historical Perspective’ uses his-
torical context and another mode, ‘Thinking Quantita-
tively and Empirically’ uses numbers, data, graphs, and 
mathematical methods, i.e., quantitative and empirical 

approaches. Benedictine University, recently (2016) 
changed from a traditional disciplinary curriculum to an 
‘Inquiry General Education Curriculum’ that “…em-
phasizes the shared processes and values of disciplines, 
and the connectedness of human knowledge… (and) … 
the best practices of various areas of knowledge.”

 It is not clear whether all modes are equal in achiev-
ing general education goals nor is it clear how effectively 
this model facilitates the broader goals of general educa-
tion vs. teaching specialized disciplinary methods.

 Hybrids. A hybrid approach combines multiple es-
tablished approaches, such as a distribution approach 
with restricted choices. Other hybrids may be a Great 
Books curriculum restricted to the humanities and social 
sciences combined with some survey courses in science, 
or a ‘modes-of-inquiry’ curriculum combined with Great 
Books seminars in literature and in the history of ideas. 
Many institutions employ hybrid models. At Macalester 
College, for instance, students complete distribution-
al courses in the humanities, fine arts, natural science 
and social science as well as thematic courses in domes-
tic and international diversity. Rhode Island College in 
2013 established a hybrid model that requires three core 
courses, seven distribution areas, a second language re-
quirement, and writing in each of the disciplines.

Critical Thinking as Key

For decades, surveys of faculty and administrators have 
reported critical thinking as an essential component 
of undergraduate education; recent polls show almost 
unanimous agreement (DeAngelo et al., 2009; Gardin-
er, 1994; Hart Research Associates, 2009, 2016; Sax, 
Austin, Korn, & Gilmartin, 1999). The most recent 
Higher Education Research Institute survey reports: 
“During the past quarter-century, the survey has found 
a consistent shift in pedagogical styles toward more stu-
dent-centered methods that promote critical thinking 
skills” (Eagan et al., 2014). 

 Although there is unanimous agreement on the pri-
macy of critical thinking as a general education goal, 
there is little agreement about what it means to think 

critically (Dewey, 1909; Ennis, 1987; Facione, 1990; 
Pascarella & Terenzinni, 1991, 2005). Psychologist Jane 
Halonen (1996) suggests it is: “The propensity and skills 
to engage in activity with reflective skepticism focused 
on deciding what to believe or do.” The Foundation 
for Critical Thinking describes critical thinking as: “… 
that mode of thinking — about any subject, content, or 
problem — in which the thinker improves the quality of 
his or her thinking by skillfully analyzing, assessing, and 
reconstructing it.” Philosopher of science Niall Shanks 
succinctly states: “Critical thinking involves weighing 
the evidence.” (personal communications, November 5, 
2006). 

 I contend that critical thinking is a fundamental 
skill for 21st century citizens. Consider the contempo-
rary issue of a sustainable environment. Andrew Murray 
(2004) presents the example of sports utility vehicles 
(SUVs) and the environment. On average SUVs travel 
17 miles per gallon and, according to global ‘cap and 
trade’ calculations, each gallon burned produces 20 
pounds of carbon dioxide. This may seem rather benign 
until we consider that 22 million SVUs in the U.S., each 
being driven an average of 11,500 miles a year, produce 
as much carbon dioxide as all humanity did in 1842 
and, barring new technologies such as hybrids and clean 
diesel, SUVs alone will exhaust U.S. petroleum reservea 
in 70 years. Obviously there are many sides to the de-
bate on environmental sustainability and we will have 
to increasingly make decisions about this and other such 
issues. This illustrates the importance of critical think-
ing on issues involving the use of technology, and thus 
scientific literacy becomes an important part of a con-
temporary general education. This raises the question: 
how do we develop scientific literacy in a population 
of generalists without the background or interest to be-
come scientific specialists? We may think of humanities 
and social science literacies in the same way. Looking at 
the ubiquitous discussions of and surveys on satisfaction 
with general education curricula and the relatively fre-
quent changes and experiments with revised curricula, I 
suggest that many general education programs attempt 
to address these issues with arguable success.
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 Critical thinking can serve as an exemplar for the 
entire process of examining general education. After 
evaluating dozens of studies on the effects of undergrad-
uate education, Pascarella & Terenzini (1991, 2005) 
concluded that seniors are better abstract critical think-
ers than are freshman; seniors are more skilled at using 
reason and evidence to address ill-structured problems 
for which there are no verifiably correct answers, have 
greater intellectual flexibility, and develop more sophis-
ticated abstract frameworks to deal with complexity. 
These results are consistent with students’ self-percep-
tion (Austin, 1993). These data suggest that something 
good is happening during the four-year curriculum. The 
question is - how do we understand the mechanisms 
that brought about these good things?

Critical Thinking in Professional Education

I maintain that there is value in looking at the develop-
ment of critical reasoning in professional schools such 
as medicine, law, or allied health. These schools have 
led the way in creating active learning paradigms such 
as Problem Based Learning (PBL) that follow a pathway 
of small-group, problem-based work where problems 
are posed, students arrive at answers that are challenged 
by faculty, and solutions are routinely applied to new 
situations. PBL appears to be quite successful in pro-
fessional education. Although many studies show no 
significant difference between the knowledge that PBL 
and non-PBL medical students acquire about scienc-
es or medicine (Albanese & Mitchell, 1993; de Vries, 
Schmidt, & de Graaf, 1989; Schmidt, Dauphnee, & 
Patel, 1987), there are other, important differences. Stu-
dents who acquired knowledge in the context of solv-
ing problems vs. more traditional methods of learning 
through lectures are more likely to use it spontaneously 
to solve new problems (Bransford, Franks, Vye, & Sher-
wood, 1989). Further, Coles (1985) and Newble and 
Clark (1986) report that PBL students were more likely 
to use versatile and meaningful approaches to studying 
than non-PBL students and others found PBL students 
more likely to use reserve material, other books, and in-

formal discussion with peers vs. lecture notes (Blumberg 
& Michael, 1992; Nolte, Eller, & Ringel, 1988). 

Possible General Education Competencies

Perhaps the most important role of general education is 
development of the ability to think for oneself, to learn 
and understand, and to communicate effectively. The 
AAC&U states that a liberal education provides stu-
dents with broad knowledge of the wider world prepar-
ing them to deal with complexity, diversity, and change; 
it also develops intellectual and practical skills such as 
communication, analytical and problem-solving skills. 
Given the practical constraints on higher education out-
lined above, I suggest a subgroup of AAC&U competen-
cies serve as a basis of any general education program:

1) Communication, both written and oral

2) Critical Thinking

3) Data/Information Literacy

Of course other competencies might be desirable given 
an institution’s unique history, constituents, and mis-
sion, but I would echo the above caution about making 
general education too broad. 

 Another critical concern is how to design a general 
education curriculum that is accessible to all. This is es-
pecially important in American higher education given 
the spirit and formal legislation of the Morrill Act of 
1862 that established state colleges “… for the Benefit 
of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts."

Accessibility of The General Education Curriculum

Different disciplines have different questions and differ-
ent methods but general education is a broad, interdis-
ciplinary initiative for expanding intellectual horizons. 
The general education curriculum must be accessible to 
all students. We should ask, how must a general edu-
cation psychology course be designed to be accessible 
to a future physicist or engineer? What andragogical 
approaches, style of teaching, structure, and pacing of 
course assignments would most likely facilitate an en-
gineering student to learn what is taught in such a psy-

chology course and to learn it well? So in addition to 
asking ourselves what our goals and justifications are, 
we need to ask what the relationship between our ends 
and means will be. 

The Curriculum as a Social/Socialization Process

A curriculum is frequently a collection of courses each 
designed and developed by an individual faculty mem-
ber as an expression of their interests and views. Of 
course courses can be team-designed, or designed within 
the ecology of a program, or in response to accrediting 
requirements; however, these are notable exceptions. I 
maintain there is value in the general education curric-
ulum arising from the entire faculty guided by a set of 
shared values and not the personal interests or values of 
an individual professor.

 A collective social process is the most effective way 
to ensure that general education courses are accessible to 
all students in all majors.  Posing the question - What 
will make it possible for my (e.g., chemistry) student to 
do well in your (e.g., poetry) course? -  is likely to lead 
to general education courses that emphasize learning 
about general principles, intellectual frameworks, and 
criteria of assessment as means of discernment. There is 
also value in general education bringing students away 
from concentrations and providing broader, more gen-
eral experiences that the faculty collectively agrees are 
valuable. This suggests that students in the humanities 
would spend more of their general education in science 
courses and students in the sciences would study more 
literature, history, and social sciences.

 We also should consider how general education is 
presented. While statistics are difficult to find, the au-
thor’s experience of a variety of institutions is that much 
of general education is taught by adjunct faculty or 
teaching assistants; Rosenberg (2015) also suggests this 
is the case. We must ask whether an important educa-
tional goal can be achieved without participation of the 
fulltime faculty. A case can be made that all required 
courses should be taught by regular faculty; if a course 
is important enough to be part of our general education 
curriculum, then shouldn’t it be important enough to be 

taught by our core community of scholars and teachers?

A ‘Real-World’ General Education Curriculum

A final focus for this essay relates to the praxis mission of 
higher education and how undergraduate learning can 
transition seamlessly to various ‘real-world’ professional 
skills. I maintain there is significant advantage to link-
ing theory and praxis. Some theories can really only be 
learned and evaluated when put into practice and some 
practices require us to jettison old theories and develop 
new ones to fit a changing world.  Kohlberg’s (1976) 
theories of moral development, for instance, have long 
informed practical ethics. These theories have had diffi-
culties in the ‘real-world,’ especially in the areas of cul-
tural and gender bias (Edwards, 1986; Snarey, 1985). 
Decades ago, Gilligan (1982) criticized Kohlberg's stag-
es of moral development as gender-biased; many wom-
en simply do not think the way Kohlberg’s model sug-
gests. Kohlberg’s theories, although elegant, do not map 
well onto the messy world that contains females as well 
as males, not to mention Germans, French, Africans, 
Indonesians, and Polynesians. Out of this critique of ap-
plication came evolved, more elegant, and more exciting 
theories of moral development.

 Interdisciplinary fields devoted to the study of spe-
cific groups, such as African-American, also have re-
al-world issues. These fields typically use a binary lens to 
view history, culture, and politics as it relates to a par-
ticular group; however, this binary lens isn’t in keeping 
with contemporary realities. Current census data (2014) 
show that many Americans (2.5%) self-identified as 
“Two or More Races,” and there is growing self-iden-
tification as ‘none of the above,’ some combination of 
the above, or something else outside of a classic racial 
designation. Scholars studying race in America are de-
bating how to redefine race, which used to be seen as a 
fixed physical characteristic and now is more common-
ly viewed as a fluid product of many influences (Pew 
Research Center, 2015). Similar issues of self-identifica-
tion arise in gender or sexual preference and other areas. 
Again, elegant theories may have problems when they 
interact with the real-world.
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 As we consider a 21st century general education 
program, we should include discussion of this interplay 
between academic theory and “real-world” experiences. 
Complex, integrated, transdisciplinary questions are at 
the cutting edge of today's academic endeavor and we 
ought to be able to figure out how to open up these 
questions to non-expert students. General education 
shouldn’t be the trailing edge of knowledge, the pop-
ularizer of aggregated, long-established understanding, 
but rather the bellwether of exciting contemporary 
fields. One example is the potential of including a glob-
al-cultural studies component based on programs such 
as offered at Duke University, Washington University 
in St. Louis, or SUNY Binghamton. Imagine each of 
our students, as part of their general education, having 
a direct experience of being the non-dominant culture; 
envision an educational experience that will facili-
tate our graduates developing a true sense of how the 
Germans or the French or the Italians see their nation, 
Europe, and the U.S. in contemporary history; or how 
poor southern U.S. blacks or whites, or members of the 
working class see the dominant culture. There is much 
exciting work being done in areas such as class and labor 
studies at institutions like Youngstown State and SUNY 
Stonybrook that may provide models for refinement of 
general education in relation to real-world issues. How-
ever, at present, the more traditional, disciplinary ap-
proaches to general education dominate.

General Conclusions

General education is a central, arguably dominant, el-
ement of higher education in most American colleges 
and universities. It is the primary point where higher 
education engages students with important skills and 
knowledge beyond their major. However, there is no 
consensus on general education; in fact, higher educa-
tion scholar Robert Zemsky describes general education 
as "… an educational program with neither design nor 
purpose" (cited in de Vise, 2011). There is no agree-
ment about desired outcomes, nor andragogy, nor best 

practices, nor its formal and informal relation to the rest 
of the curriculum. Similarly, policy critic George Leef  
(2013) opines that students are “… apt to spend (and 
borrow) a lot of money and devote years of their lives to 
getting a degree that signifies nothing but persistence in 
piling up credits.”

 General education should also occupy a significant 
place in student success discussions. Certainly, AAC&U 
surveys indicate that there is a rhetoric of student learn-
ing outcomes and student success in relation to gener-
al education (Hart Research Associates, 2009, 2016). 
However, the ACTA, which has been studying the gen-
eral education requirements at numerous colleges and 
universities for years, noted that the rhetoric of general 
education and student learning is frequently far from 
reality and very few colleges and universities have curric-
ular requirements that come close to ensuring that their 
students receive a solid general education (American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni, 2016). Careful consid-
eration of general education is especially important in 
the 21st century, not only because of the demands for an 
educated citizenry and an educated workforce but also 
because of the changing landscape of higher education 
where students increasingly come from less traditional 
and more diverse backgrounds, and faculty is increas-
ingly contingent and often excluded from curricular, an-
dragogical, and student success planning. I suggest that 
the academy needs to develop models of fully integrated 
general education that engages the entire institutional 
community. Some efforts are being made, such as the 
AAU&P General Education Maps and Markers project 
(2013), and much more needs to be done. As we consid-
er general education in higher education, we especially 
need to take into account the landscape of the 21st cen-
tury and beyond as well as the form of our decades-old 
general education curriculum.
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Abstract

This article analyzes place-based writing intensive 
courses to determine if the goals of a liberal arts ed-
ucation were met across disciplines both within and 
without the traditional disciplines of the liberal arts, on 
a largely commuter-campus of 15,000 undergraduates. 
Seventeen instructors and thirty-eight students across 
sixteen disciplines were video-interviewed using stan-
dardized questionnaires. Responses were transcribed 
then analyzed to see if they reflected three key goals 
of a liberal arts education as distilled from the literature: 
relating facts learned into a unified whole; connecting 
to a higher purpose/calling; and growing personally 
and/or intellectually. Instructors were found to have tar-

geted these goals very strongly, and students’ reflec-
tions on the writing that they accomplished affirm the 
goals. Analysis provides details on assignments and 
pedagogical practices and the discussion links to a dig-
ital repository of all interviews offered under Creative 
Commons licensing, so that practitioners may make 
use of them in other locales to enact locally responsi-
ble liberal arts curricula. 

Keywords  

liberal arts, WAC/WID, place-based writing, Creative 
Commons, student growth

Introduction

The discipline that has most explored place-based writ-
ing instruction has been Composition and Rhetoric. 
The practice of focusing on local places to teach writing 
emerged after Cooper's (1986) research emphasized how 
systems of cultural norms inflect writing and its teaching. 
Theorists have posited the mind as inseparably linked to 
the environment (Owens, 2006, p. 368) to argue for lo-
calized writing instruction that heightens students’ un-
derstandings of sustainability (Owens, 2011). Drawing 
explicitly and implicitly on theory from geography that 
understands place as a way of seeing, knowing, and un-
derstanding the world (Casey, 1993; Cresswell, 2004; Le-
febvre, 1991; Soja, 1989; Tuan, 1977), Composition and 
Rhetoric specialists have used feedback loops between 
people and places to teach (Fleckenstein, 2007) and an-
alyzed learning opportunities as students inhabit places 
and encounter difference (Reynolds, 2004, 2006, 2007). 
Instructors have used “ecocomposition” (Weisser & Do-
brin, 2001) to engage students (Dobrin & Weisser, 2002, 
2006) and to “de-center” classrooms (Plevin, 2001).  

 Focusing on place to teach writing has sought to 
counter a “dis-location” that might emerge on com-
muter campuses (Mauk, 2003), and writing instructors 
have prompted students to probe local histories and 
otherwise engage rhetorically through composing “deep 
maps” (Brooke & McIntosh, 2007). In Native Hawaiian 
ways of knowing, foundational knowledge begins with 
one’s engagement with the land, or‘āina, a concept that 
is used to provide a framework for teaching Compo-
sition (ho‘omanawanui, 2008). In short, scholars from 
Composition and Rhetoric have made a strong theoret-
ical case for the potential of place-based writing instruc-
tion to boost student learning experiences in multiple 
dimensions. 

 In this report, we analyze place-based writing in-
struction across multiple disciplines to determine if this 
pedagogical approach boosts learning experiences in 
ways that correlate with the aims of a liberal arts educa-
tion. Proponents of a liberal arts education have claimed 
that such education results in the ability to (1) relate facts 
learned into a unified whole (Joseph, 2002, p. 6); (2) 

connect to a higher purpose/calling (Roche, 2010, p.10), 
and (3) grow personally and/or intellectually (Cronon, 
1998, p. 1; Jamieson, 2009, p. 167). We reviewed seven-
teen writing intensive courses across sixteen disciplines 
to see if instructors sought such results and to see if stu-
dents indicated that they had reached these goals.

Research Methodology

This Institutional Review Board-approved study was 
conducted at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, a 
land-space-sea grant campus with an undergraduate 
population of around 15,000. The campus offers ap-
proximately five hundred sections of writing intensive 
(W) courses each semester across a dozen colleges and 
schools and more than seventy departments. Under-
graduates at this largely commuter campus are required 
to take five Ws to graduate, and many students take 
even more than the required five Ws, so widespread are 
the offerings and popular in their approaches.

 During the 2013-15 academic years, we used pur-
posive sampling (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014, 
p. 31) to identify instructors whose W courses includ-
ed a strong place-based component; their participation 
was solicited, and they were asked to solicit participa-
tion among students who had performed well in their 
courses. We sought students who performed well to ex-
plore the possibilities of this instructional approach to 
the degree that we could ascertain that the approach in 
itself played a role in students’ writing performances. In 
the context of this article, student reflections on their 
writing across sixteen disciplines—some a part of the 
trivium associated with the liberal arts, others a part of 
the quadrivium often omitted from liberal arts discus-
sions (Joseph, 2002, p. 3)—are analyzed to determine 
whether goals of a liberal arts education were met.

 The emergence of place-based writing across a num-
ber of disciplines in W courses in this study indicates a 
coincidence deriving not from instructors hearkening to 
the place-based research and theory in Composition and 
Rhetoric, but rather from their experiences in crafting 
teaching approaches tailored to student demographics, 
institutional constraints, and departmental exigencies, 
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in addition to disciplinary ways of knowing. In other 
words, these instructors may not have intentionally en-
acted a liberal arts curriculum in the tradition of Com-
position and Rhetoric yet possibly achieved some of its 
purported aims nonetheless.

 For each course under examination for its place-
based writing instruction, we defined a case (Miles, Hu-
berman, and Saldaña 2014, pp. 28-30) to include the 
instructor and at least two students, ideally. We estab-
lished cases in this way to garner a broad representation 
across disciplines rather than within individual class-
rooms, given our focus on writing across the disciplines 
rather than the relative performances among students 
within any one course. Recruitment of student partic-
ipants often included e-mails to a number of students 
identified by their instructors until an n of two partici-
pants could be reached, which at times was a challenge, 
due in part to the restricted time on campus that so 
many commuter students have. And as our Discussion 
indicates, not all of the students whom instructors iden-
tified as strong performers held that same view of their 
writing prowess when asked about it in interviews. 

 We obtained informed consent from all partici-
pants, who were video-recorded and agreed to appear 
in this research project under their own identities, a 
step motivated in part by the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning that suggests acknowledging students’ 
contributions to research on the topic of instructional 
practices and their outcomes (Huber and Hutchings, 
2005). We interviewed a total of 49 participants (17 in-
structors and 32 students) across 16 disciplines, using 
the standardized questionnaires that appear in the Ap-
pendix. We conducted interviews in various offices on 
campus; they lasted anywhere from thirty minutes to an 
hour and fifteen, following protocol for “collaborative 
listening” (Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, 2011, p. 369) 
that would augment standardized questions by probing 
a response (Ives, 1995). For faculty interviews, syllabi 
and assignments were on hand to inform this listening; 
we asked students to bring a sample of writing from the 
class as an artifact (Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater, 2011, 
p. 373) to support questioning and answering.

 Responses to questions were segmented into video 
clips indexed by question number. We then coded them 
for keywords and transcribed them wholly or partially 
to provide an abstract for each question. These data and 
others were entered into a composite Google Sheet that 
enabled analysis across the entire set of 680 clips that 
ultimately emerged from the process.

Analysis

In this section, we analyze the features of teaching and 
learning in these courses to discern if, and how, this 
teaching and learning correlated with the goals of a lib-
eral arts education as summarized above. We first an-
alyze instructors’ assignments and comments on their 
courses. To support this analysis, we compiled a table 
that includes the writing assignment for each course, 
along with excerpts from instructor interviews that cor-
relate with liberal arts goals, coded for each of the three 
goals. We then compiled a table correlating students’ 
comments on their perceived learning with the same  
liberal arts goals. (These tables are too lengthy for in-
clusion here; readers may consult them in their entirety 
by visiting the Resources on our companion website, 
https://sites.google.com/a/hawaii.edu/pbhui/resourc-
es, and clicking on Table 1, Writing Assignments and 
Instructor Interview Comments by Course, Correlated 
with Liberal Arts Goals, or Table 2, Student Interview 
Comments by Course, Correlated with Liberal Arts 
Goals.) In the analysis that follows, we excerpt from 
Table 1 to provide examples of place-based writing in-
struction aiming for each of the three goals, with courses 
grouped according to pedagogical approach. Then, for 
each course, we excerpt from Table 2 to provide a stu-
dent comment illustrating how this approach yielded 
learning that aligned with the liberal arts goal. 

 The criteria for coding were determined as fol-
lows: Relating facts to a whole, F2W, was attributed 
to an assignment or comments about it whenever that 
assignment required the student to assemble disparate 
bits of information into a coherent whole addressing 
course topics. Because the assignments under scrutiny 
were writing assignments, they qualified for this cate-
gory nearly automatically, because most writing assign-

ments beyond perfunctory drills or fill-in-the-blank 
exercises require some degree of relating facts into a 
whole (Bourelle, 2009). The nature of this “whole” de-
rives partly from the writing genre as discussed below. 
Growing intellectually or personally, G, was attributed 
whenever student writers were positioned explicitly or 
implicitly to embrace the assignment beyond garnering 
a grade and use the work involved in the assignment 
to advance as a person or as a scholar. Connecting to 
a higher purpose, HP, was attributed whenever student 
writers were positioned explicitly or implicitly to make 
connections between their individual endeavors and a 
larger social body or principle. 

 As will be seen, students often indicated learning 
that fell into more than one category, at times aligning 
quite closely with their instructor’s espoused aims; other 
times, students indicated a kind of learning in one of the 
three categories that did not align with their instructor’s 
espoused aim, yet affirmed learning that reflected the 
specific liberal arts goal nonetheless. Due to space con-
straints here, our analysis is not exhaustive but rather 
representative.

Relating facts to a whole (F2W)

Instructors leveraged a variety of genres and pedagogical 
approaches to target this goal with student comments 
affirming these goals in a variety of ways. Below we list 
the six most widely used pedagogical approaches. 

Analytical writing.

In American Studies 220, Introduction to Indigenous 
Studies, for example, students were required to “focus on 
your choice of a historical or contemporary issue that af-
fects a particular Indigenous people of the United States 
… or Indigenous peoples in general.” The readings (and 
video viewings) on the syllabus connect to numerous In-
digenous peoples across the globe, while also highlight-
ing the predicament of local Indigenous people, pro-
viding students with scaffolding for relating local facts 
to the overarching whole of Indigeneity. Student Maria 
Barcinas observed that the class made her “more aware 
of portrayals of native peoples and some of the conflicts 
involved with representation, a lot of history,” adding 

that “There's a lot of parallels between what we see [in 
Hawai‘i] and what is going on [in my home of Guam].” 

 In Communicology 385, Communication and 
Culture, an initial “culture biography,” which invited 
students to name the cultures they identified with and 
came into contact with as they shaped their identities 
and worldview, was followed by a cultural analysis: “De-
scribe the culture, drawing on definitions and concepts 
from class. What are its values? How does this culture 
influence the verbal and nonverbal communication 
of its members?” Students were thus positioned first 
to research local personal circumstances then to relate 
these circumstances to a “whole” consisting of cultur-
al forces. Student Nagel Flores analyzed local Filipino 
culture while applying course concepts. When asked in 
an interview about challenges, he said: “Dr. Gasiorek 
gave the example of a fish in water. A fish isn't aware it's 
in water. But when you become cognizant of that, you 
become more aware of your surroundings, taking what 
you learned from the contexts within this course.” Thus 
the course helped him recognize a “whole” of cultural 
forces with which the facts of his observed everyday life 
could connect.

 Other courses included similar assignments that re-
quired students to develop writing that assembled facts 
from the course into some larger analytical whole. This 
larger whole varied by discipline and by course, as al-
luded to in some of the entries under Growth (G) and 
Higher Purpose (HP).

Journaling.

In Geography 330: Culture and Environment, students 
were tasked with a challenge of relating personal and lo-
cal experience to an encompassing cultural and environ-
mental “whole” through weekly journal entries and lon-
ger essays. Of her goals in this assignment, the instructor 
Mary Mostafanezhad said: “First, I want students to un-
derstand the concepts and the theories, and second, I 
want them to be able to apply them to the real world 
in some way.” Real world applications thus constituted 
the “whole” to which students related course facts. In an 
interview, her student Allison Fujimoto concretized the 
complexities of concepts when applied to the real world: 
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“We tend to think of conservation practices in a 
really positive light and I don't think that's a bad 
thing, but it's also important to critically analyze 
how these conservation practices [might affect 
others]. If you're setting aside a piece of forest, are 
there people living there? Then you might be mak-
ing them homeless and they won't have their land.” 

In her comment, one can also see a connection to HP 
goals, in that she is considering conservation not just in 
terms of personal impact but societal impact.

 Similar to the Geography course that made use of 
weekly journal writing, Management 343: Comparative 
Management Systems: U.S. and Japan required jour-
naling, identified by instructor Dharm Bhawuk as a 
“celebration of learning.” Under the course topic, these 
short two-page assignments approached the “whole” of 
management systems from two perspectives (while sub-
tly leveraging the local student demographics that inev-
itably included numerous students of Japanese descent). 
Many class sessions began with students sharing their 
journals in small groups, thus offering moments of oral-
ly representing the connections between facts and whole 
management systems along with the written representa-
tion. Student Brendon Sunada recognized the challenge 
of analyzing cultures without an in-depth exposure over 
time: “I realized how much language and culture are re-
ally closely tied in, and also realized that unless you're 
intimately involved with culture for a very long time, 
you don't really know about the culture.” Otherwise 
stated, connecting facts to a whole should not lead to 
rush conclusions about a management approach in a 
particular culture.

Collaborative writing.

In Hawaiian Studies 478: Mele o ke Hou: Music in 
Hawaiian Identity, students were positioned to work in 
small groups, in this case to produce a musical perfor-
mance at semester’s end. The writing of their song con-
stituted a connection between facts learned about Ha-
waiian music and the whole of a composition that was 
faithful to that musical tradition. That tradition, by Pro-
fessor Jonathan Kamakawiwo‘ole Osorio’s accounting, 
included a very strong place-based element of composi-

tion, as the vast majority of traditional Hawaiian songs 
are written about specific places. One of his students, 
‘Ekolu Leon Guerero, already a musical composer, made 
the connection: “[This course helps with] realizing your 
place and the place you come from. I'll have more rela-
tionship to my land, to where I come from, because of 
this class.” In addition to the F2W goal, one can see in 
this comment G and HP goals.

 Honors Seminar 491: Sustainability Courtyard / 
Campus Engagement similarly integrated collaborative 
work into course requirements, in this case not only 
within the semester’s work but also across semesters, 
connecting course participants to other students in earli-
er semesters. Students were required to join ongoing re-
search proposal writing teams and thus become a part of 
a “whole” that already connected to a certain set of facts, 
all the while discerning how their individual endeavors—
often shaped by different majors or disciplines—could 
mesh with this whole. The projects also connected with 
Service Learning to enable students to discern how their 
practical writing marshaled facts to achieve the “whole” 
of an accepted proposal. Student Cielia Morse said: 

“I'll never forget where my path started and it really 
started with this rain garden [proposal]. So I really 
hope that I can see this through at the Universi-
ty so that it can become a learning tool for other 
students and not just a tool, but an inspiration for 
other students to really see their writing turn into 
something.”

Here again, we see not only an F2W goal but also a G 
and even a HP, as this student sought to inspire other 
student writers. In the example that follows, collabora-
tive writing took the form of small teams working on 
case study writing.

Case Study writing.

Some writing assignments took the form of case stud-
ies in which the “whole” was a local geographical place 
that set the scene for students to apply course facts. In 
Animal Sciences 432: Swine Production, students in 
teams of two and three had to compile an extensive re-
port over the semester based on visits to a local pig farm 

comparing the farm’s practices with course tenets. Stu-
dent Harold Smyth observed that “It's a little different 
than other courses ... as far as the resources Hawai‘i has 
to offer to farmers.... I gotta tie in Animal Science to 
Hawai‘i and its resources.” Thus the place-based nature 
of writing assignments prompted this student to relate 
disciplinary facts to the specifics of locale. Nursing 452: 
Cultural Aspects of Health Management in Indigenous 
Populations, and Social Work 303: General Social Work 
Practice II also used the case approach, requiring stu-
dents to relate disciplinary concepts to the specifics of 
place-based practices. We include student comments for 
these courses below.

Writing that uses geographical place as object  
of inquiry.

Other assignments established geographical place not 
only as setting but also as object of inquiry: In Indo-Pa-
cific Languages 427B: Topics in Pacific Literature, stu-
dents were required to analyze works by one specific 
writer—Albert Wendt—and to ground their analyses in 
a specific place: the author’s homeland of Samoa. Stu-
dents had to discern how the “facts” of his literary per-
formances connected with the whole of the settings for 
novels and short stories. One non-Samoan student, Scott 
Ka‘alele, gleaned this connection: “Even down to, I can't 
remember which character, but ... talking about how he 
and his wife show affection ... how you express intimacy 
in Samoa. So I got those little subtle kinds of things.” 

 In Journalism 402: Intellectual Foundations, one 
option for probing such foundations included joining 
a team of students who traveled to the Philippines in 
the wake of Typhoon Haiyan to cover the event. One 
student who did so, Bobby Bergonio, said this:

 “I see [my major] a LOT differently... If you hav-
en't really gone out into the field and actually seen 
the career in action... a major is a major... but going 
out into the field and applying everything... you re-
alize how much you can gain, how much you can 
learn... how much potential Journalism has, how 
much potential the major has.”

The place-based writing experience in this way enabled 

Bobby not only to assemble facts into a written account 
(ultimately published by Hawaii Business—see Manog 
and Bergonio, 2014)—it also enabled him to connect 
facts about his major to an active exercising of it, re-
alizing the liberal arts goal of growth while implicitly 
achieving a higher purpose through participating in a 
field assignment to cover a medical mission.

 In Geology & Geophysics 305: Geological Field 
Methods, students learned the discipline’s conventions 
for drawing maps and interpreting a site’s characteristics 
that figured into analytical reports. In another comment 
that qualified not only as F2W but also as G and even 
HP, student Shellie Habel said:

“I work in beach erosion. I help take care of the 
beaches. My main goal is to help the state make 
wiser decisions about land use.... This class was 
about mapping, and a lot of what we do in coastal 
geology is make hazard maps for the state. Scott’s 
classes are really helpful for giving us tools that we 
can later use in jobs.”

 The instructor for Urban and Regional Planning 
310: Introduction to Planning, Priyam Das, required 
students to go into a local neighborhood, analyze it us-
ing Planning concepts, and write a report on it in the 
form of a memo. We discuss this course and student 
learning in more detail in the HP section.

Writing that probes place and performance.

In Food Sciences, Health, and Nutrition 492: Field 
Practicum, students had to “discuss how you integrat-
ed your academic training into the performance of your 
work site responsibilities.” Student Elizabeth Jimenez 
said, “This was my first experience working with a 
community dietician and working with a community 
wellness program ... and to meet those people and to 
start making those connections ... It has contributed 
to my change from a student into a professional.” The 
place-specific F2W connections required to reflect on 
professional performance thus enabled the student to 
glean a G element of her education while part of a pro-
gram that implicitly includes an HP element through 
dietary service to others.
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 Reflections on personal performance in local sites 
were also part of an English Creative Writing Course 
focused on the concept of “home.” The course required 
students to compile an end-of-term portfolio that made 
a “whole” of their individual performed poems over the 
course of the semester. Student Leilani Portillo described 
the cumulative effect:

“[This course] has definitely changed me because 
it made me ... think more about the concept of 
home and what that really means to me... I have 
thought about different ways [to define home such 
as] a place, or a group of people, or the way that 
made me feel.... It kind of opened up my mind to 
different ideas of home.”

The G goal of learning clearly was met through this con-
figuring of F2W by the instructor.

 English 470: Studies in Asia-Pacific Literature 
(Mapping the Literatures of Hawai‘i) also focused on 
personal performance, in this case with respect to the 
greater “whole” of responsibility. Said the instructor, 
Candace Fujikane: “We're trying to foreground posi-
tionality, trying to foreground relations of power and 
how we locate ourselves in those relations of power.” 
Students were prompted to relate the facts of their ev-
eryday lives to the whole of selected literatures repre-
senting Hawai‘i to reflect on political implications. Both 
student interviewees made strong connections in this 
vein, also making connections to G or HP elements. Art 
major Ghialana Borges made this observation:

“I think this course has made me a stronger writer. 
In particular, using writing as defending, for in-
stance, this significant place .… Using writing to 
combat and to defend the importance and the sig-
nificance of this place ... in a historical sense all the 
way to present day ... incorporating the different  
dynamics of all the different types of readings into 
my paper.”

Prompting personal or intellectual growth (G).

In addition to the instances of G goals implicitly en-
abled through the F2W approaches discussed above, 

this learning goal took six different forms, with selected 
examples presented below. 

Positioning students to prolong their learning 
beyond the current course.

In American Studies, Professor Brandy Nālani McDou-
gall had observed a growth outcome over the course of 
the semester:

“Once their eyes are sort of open to this [history], 
the idea that these indigenous histories have been 
suppressed and these indigenous issues have contin-
ued to be suppressed in the greater public dialogue, 
they become more aware and want to know more.” 

Student Maria Barcinas acknowledged such growth:

“The course really opens your eyes to so many dif-
ferent issues that native people are facing and fight-
ing against. We can't be unaware any more. You're 
always going to see it now in a way where you have 
to decide whether you're going to address it.” 

In this comment we see a G goal also suggesting a con-
nection to an HP goal: the act of recognizing the chal-
lenges that Indigenous people face.

 In Social Work 303: General Social Work Practice 
I, prolonging the learning beyond the current course 
was built into the curriculum; the course figured as 
part of a sequence of courses developed for certification 
purposes. Professor Mike DeMattos also sought growth 
implicitly. In our interview, he stated that he says to stu-
dents “when you walk out of here, I want you to be 
able to fully own and fully have your unique set of life 
experiences, but I want that also to be understood in a 
larger context of what the research tells us.” One of his 
students, Marshal Tokunaga, discussed growth by gain-
ing more confidence:

“After taking this course, I felt a lot more confident, 
that I'm doing the right thing and I'm going in the 
right direction …. With my other Social Work pro-
fessors, I feel more comfortable asking them ques-
tions or asking them for help.”

TEACHING REPORTS

This kind of growth seems particularly compelling in 
light of the sequenced curriculum in which the course 
figured.

Expecting students to engage by formulating their 
own questions and objectives.

The instructor for Animal Sciences 432: Swine Produc-
tion, Halina Zaleski, claimed that requiring students to 
observe closely then report on observations “definitely 
improves observation, leading students to think of what 
questions they have.” Student Harold Smyth indicated 
growth by using writing to generate more ideas: “I feel 
like my writing kind of got stronger because I knew the 
organization they were looking for, but I was able to 
incorporate more ideas and use outside resources.”

 In Journalism 402: Intellectual Foundations, stu-
dents were required to pitch their ideas for stories to 
peers, refine them, and follow through with written 
and/or filmed stories. Growth in this context leveraged 
peer-to-peer engagement to enable students to glean 
audience response even before addressing an external 
audience. The instructor for Nursing 452: Cultural 
Aspects of Health Management in Indigenous Popula-
tions, Mary Mahelona, alluded to students’ taking such 
initiative when she said, “So it's really kind of thinking 
out of the box instead of in our standardized Western 
way of handling everything. Being creative and a lot 
more opinion and personal perspective comes into play 
than the courses that they just left.” Her student Eileen 
Sugimoto identified a growth that attended closely to 
cross-cultural understanding: “It also made me aware 
and realize that I still have a lot to learn about cultures, 
so I still am very open to learning, and I want to read 
more and talk to people and learn more.”

 In Tropical Plant and Soil Sciences 236: Renew-
able Energy, instructor Brian Turano observed that his 
students developed a “buy-in; they have a stake in the 
game, an excitement about the topic, a willingness to 
go above and beyond what I assign them.” One of his 
students, Alana Eagle, affirmed this “stake in the game,” 
emphasized through the first person plural:

“After that course I do know more about Hawai‘i, 
because our struggle here is imported energy. And 
we had to learn not only about what kind of re-
newable energy resources are being sought for the 
future, but also about every energy source that we 
have and have had.”

Challenging students to understand their own 
experiences in more complex ways.

When asked about her goals for the course Communi-
cology 385: Culture and Communication, Professor Jes-
sica Gasiorek said, “What's most important and what I 
want students to take away from this course is an under-
standing of how these frameworks and these ideas and 
these concepts can help them make sense of their every-
day experiences.” Her student Dayna Agustin identified 
growth in writing as prompted by the course: “It defi-
nitely makes me think more about what I can do with 
my writing.... It [also] makes me feel more connected to 
my major. I never did feel like I was close to graduating, 
but now that it's coming to an end, my writings are im-
proving.” 

 The instructor for the Creative Writing poetry 
course, No‘ukahau‘oli Revilla, said, “I don't think too 
many people are cognizant . . . [that] the way they move 
in this place affects way more than just the self. Framing 
movement and permission through a place that you're 
accustomed to through a reader/writer relationship is 
very useful.” In other words, the writing of poetry and 
its subsequent performance before readers was deemed 
valuable in helping students re-visit experiences of plac-
es to perceive elements of those experiences that were 
possibly invisible before this pedagogical experience. 
Student Aileen-Ann Patoc’s reflection indicated growth 
in this sense: “[Before this class] I ... thought about 
home [as] place. [After this class, I think of home as] 
definitely place [and also the] people in that place.” 

Growing through performance.

Growth as occasioned through the spoken word perfor-
mances in this English Creative Writing Poetry course 
was similar to the growth implied above in the Hawai-
ian Studies course in which students formed groups to 
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compose and perform a song at the end of the semester. 
In these courses, growth was prompted by in-class re-
ception by ones’ peers. In the Food Sciences, Health, 
and Nutrition course, such growth through reflection 
on performance was prompted through direct account-
ing to the course instructor, as noted earlier.

Encountering curricula beyond mainland-centric 
textbooks.

Manumaua Simanu-Klutz, the instructor for the In-
do-Pacific Literature course discussed above, noted an 
explicit goal for student growth: exposing them to rep-
resentations beyond standardized textbooks—a vestige 
of the colonial era. She said, “I can see the hunger in un-
derstanding their own place, which is often not includ-
ed in the curriculum or in the different disciplines that 
they learn in while in Samoa … where instruction is 
mainland textbook-based.” Student Jacob Mayer identi-
fied his hunger for enhanced understanding with respect 
to appreciating self-representation resulting in personal 
growth:

“I read a lot of books by Robert Louis Stevenson, 
Louis Beck, people like that. They're European 
writers, and it comes from their perspective. Pacific 
Islanders, they didn't really have a voice until Al-
bert Wendt started this off. It made me have a lot 
of pride in who I am, where my people come from.”

Writing in a professional genre.

Proposal writing in the Honors course discussed earlier 
offered students an exposure to a professional genre not 
often encountered in discipline-specific writing, where 
one’s primary audience is usually one’s instructor rath-
er than a third party. In discussing the objectives of his 
course and this collaborative writing venture, instructor 
John Cusick said, “Part of our task as faculty is pulling 
back the blinders so people have a broader peripheral 
vision ... a broader perspective of what's going on.” His 
student Rebekah Harter identified growth as enhanced 
by community involvement: “I think that this writing 
and this class being involved in community and being 
involved in working for change has definitely helped me 
figure out what I want to do with my future and will 

definitely be with me.” Here we see both G and HP 
goals.

 In Urban and Regional Planning 310: Introduction 
to Planning, Professor Priyam Das required students to 
engage with the written genre of the memo. She set up 
a fictional scenario to support this performance: “You 
have been selected as the local planning consultant to 
prepare a memorandum. To prepare the memo, take 
a map of the Mo‘ili‘ili area with you and walk around 
the neighborhood. You can also carry a camera/voice 
recorder to record your observations on the neighbor-
hood or simply annotate the map.” Her student Zach-
ary Parlee brought this written artifact to the interview 
and stated that he had never written a memo before. He 
added that the experience definitely helped him grow as 
a writer, saying “I gained a huge understanding of plan-
ning, I have a greater understanding of myself and my 
interests and things I can pursue. Generally, it was like 
going to the gym for a workout and coming back feeling 
stronger.” 

Connecting to a higher purpose (HP)

This liberal arts goal was the least identified by instruc-
tors, yet it took five different forms, as described below.

Prompting students to inspect how individual 
behavior in social spaces shapes those spaces and 
other actors in them.

As noted above, the instructor for the English Creative 
Writing poetry course, No‘ukahau‘oli Revilla, prompt-
ed students to inspect how their own behavior in social 
spaces had an impact upon others, and one of her stu-
dents affirmed this learning goal. Such inspection not 
only supports growth, it also prompts students to glean 
a higher purpose of considering ones’ actions as they af-
fect others. 

Identifying responsibilities to local places as stu-
dents might assume them.

The instructor for the English Literatures of Hawai‘i, 
Candace Fujikane, sought very explicitly to engender 
a sense of responsibility to this geographical place in 
terms of one’s expertise: “The difficulty for anybody is 

determining ... your kuleana; what is your responsibility, 
what is your area of expertise of authority to speak on a 
subject?” Above we excerpted from her student Ghialana 
Borges’s interview in which she saw her responsibility in 
terms of “defending” a particular place. Her peer in the 
course, Tammy Ting-Beach, said this: “[Writing is suc-
cessful] if it moves someone to do something. If it moves 
someone to learn about, not even Makiki Stream, but 
maybe a controversy in their own area, that's what mo-
tivates me to write. So that somebody will take action.” 
Thus connection to a higher purpose can include not 
only direct action through writing but also indirect ac-
tion--when others are moved to action by one’s writing.

 The instructor for the Hawaiian Studies course, 
Jonathan Kamakawiwo‘ole Osorio, identified a similar 
connection to a higher purpose: 

“When we compose ... we are speaking back to our 
teachers, we are speaking back to our loved ones, 
we are speaking back to our ancestors.... I think 
[Hawai‘i] gives us something to restore us and re-
new us, but it is something that also calls for sacri-
fice and protection.” 

His aim was reflected in student ‘Ekolu Leon Guere-
ro’s stated goals to make his writing more “meaningful”: 
“[This class made me] want to write about things that 
are happening now, so that's going to change my music 
and even papers, essays, and things. I realize that I want 
my writings to be meaningful.”

Preparing students to serve others.

The Food Sciences and Nutritional Health course dis-
cussed earlier explicitly prepared students to serve 
others. Instructor Anne Shovic said, “About 2/3 who 
become registered dietitians end up practicing [as di-
eticians], and between 50% and 66% stay in Hawai‘i. 
So we are a significant force in helping with the health 
care in our community.” In the Nursing course, students 
are given a set of objectives to choose from: “for older 
adults, they are health services, quality of life, injury pre-
vention, and caregivers.” Student Eileen Sugimoto said, 
“It strengthened my ability to help people. I feel more 
comfortable and more confident in treating.” In the 

Social Work course, “Students are challenged to ‘con-
nect-the-dots’ between the client’s assessed problems, 
current strengths, service goals, and potential treatment 
options” in writing their cross-system case analysis. The 
comment by student Marshal Tokunaga, cited earlier, 
reflects the way in which growth as a student also sup-
ported developing the capacity to serve.

Positioning students to perceive their  
“role in humanity.”

Only one instructor, Manumaua Simanu-Klutz, the 
instructor from Indo-Pacific Languages, voiced such 
a goal. In interview, she said, “[Students] come to see 
their role in our humanity, and just understanding more 
about themselves and things that they did not know to 
formulate questions for. Jacob Mayer, her student cited 
earlier, reflected such perception when he detailed the 
pride he had as a Samoan. In another clip, he stated that 
the course “changed my life.”

Preparing students to engage with the local  
community.

As noted above, the instructors in the Food Sciences, 
Nursing, and Social Work courses prepared students 
not only to serve but also to serve locally. The instructor 
from Journalism, Gerald Kato, saw such engagement as 
a central part of the course: “[Place-based assignments] 
makes it more real for the students. We're trying to talk 
about the real world. We're about doing real stories 
about our community.” Writing these stories not only 
enabled students to grow as scholars, but also helped 
them think about the ethics of representation, as ex-
pressed by student Peter Chastagner:

“[J]ust being here and talking to people has been 
the greatest help to me in understanding what I can 
write about . . . helping me understand where I am 
geographically, and the past, and why things are the 
way that they are . . . it's super important as a jour-
nalist in Hawai‘i to know all that.” 

Urban Planning Professor Priyam Das voiced her em-
phasis on local engagement in the first person plural: 
“The issues concern every one of us … We're worried 

26 T E AC H I N G  T H E  L I B E R A L  A RT S  AC R O S S  T H E  D I S C I P L I N E S   |   H E N RY,  K A‘A L E L E ,  S H E A ,  W I G G I N S  T E AC H I N G  R E P O RT S   |   T E AC H I N G  T H E  L I B E R A L  A RT S  AC R O S S  T H E  D I S I P L I N E S  27 



C U R R E N T S   |   S E P T E M B E R  2 016

TEACHING REPORTS Teaching the Liberal Arts continued

about our schools, our social services, about how our 
neighborhoods look, how they look, aesthetically, how 
they function.” In a comment that reflected F2W, G, 
and HP convincingly, her student Andrea Kelly said:

“It changed my views not only as a designer, but 
also as a citizen of the world, and it made me 
look more critically at the cities I am living in and 
the strengths and weaknesses of city planning. It 
changes the way that I use my car, the bus, that I 
take my bike around, and it has changed me as an 
architect because I now think of the city as a whole, 
not just one building . . . Slowly throughout my 
college career, I have been growing as a writer, and 
in this class I could tell that I was stepping it up a 
level, that I was finally understanding the point of 
writing: that you're supposed to get to a point or 
explore an idea, so this class gave me an outlet for 
learning or taking that next step.”

Discussion

We present our findings under the subheadings of note-
worthy patterns and trends, limitations, and implica-
tions for teaching and research in other locales.

Noteworthy patterns and trends

The foregoing analysis affirms that instructors did tar-
get the three liberal arts goals of prompting students 
to connect facts to a “whole,” enabling them to grow 
intellectually and personally, and prompting them to 
make connections to a higher purpose in varying de-
grees. All instructors targeted the first goal, using place-
based writing assignments to teach disciplinary ways 
of connecting facts to the whole in a variety of genres 
(analytical writing, journals, field reports, case studies, 
performance reviews, research proposals, and memos). 
As several instructors claimed, and as the student reflec-
tions would seem to affirm, requiring students to make 
connections from facts to a whole when the “whole” is 
constituted at least partly by immediate lived realities 
provides scaffolding for making these connections. 

 In several cases instructors also leveraged collabora-
tive processes of review and revision to support students 

in making these connections. As concerns the latter, 
the draft-and-revise practice now common in writing 
intensive courses supports students through formative 
evaluation processes—from instructor to student and 
from student to student. In the latter case, students 
might glean connections not only from feedback, but 
also when providing feedback and recognizing an ap-
proach taken by a peer that might not have occurred. 
This practice is certainly not unique to place-based writ-
ing intensives, yet this review dynamic, when coupled 
with the coincidence between rhetorical situation and 
three dimensional situation as noted above, would seem 
to support strong writing performance, judging by stu-
dent comments. When the practical work of assessing 
swine production on site is linked to specific theoretical 
tenets, for example, or when the task of composing a 
memo to a hypothetical City and County Planning Di-
rector is supported by data that the student has gathered 
on his or her own, connections between facts and the 
whole are rendered less abstract and more immediate. 
When a student in a literature course cannot remember 
the specifics of characters in a novel yet does remember 
the specifics of interpersonal relationships as inflected 
by cultural practices in a specific place (as in the case 
of the Indo-Pacific languages course focused on Albert 
Wendt’s writing), the connections between facts and a 
whole appear to be quite enduring lessons learned.

 In sum, instructors’ place-based writing assign-
ments that required students to relate facts to a “whole” 
strongly reflected the oft-cited WAC practices of using 
“writing to learn” (course concepts) along with “learn-
ing to write” (in the conventions of a discipline) (WAC 
Clearinghouse, n.d.). In the case of those assignments 
leveraging individual and group performances, students 
were also “learning to perform” (Henry and Baker, 
2015) in ways inflected by local practices. 

 In several cases where instructors sought to prompt 
personal and/or intellectual growth, this growth was 
envisioned as an immediate part of teaching and learn-
ing processes, as when instructors required students to 
set some of their own learning objectives, when they 
required in-class performances related to their writing 

assignments, when they challenged students to reflect 
on their experiences through frames provided by the 
course, or when they introduced them to a new genre 
that would promote growth by expanding students’ 
writing repertoires. In other cases, the growth was en-
visioned in the longer term, by equipping students with 
the intellectual means of prolonging learning beyond 
the course. Our findings not only confirm that instruc-
tors targeted this goal of a liberal arts education but 
also reveal the ranges of ways that teaching envisioned 
growth, concretizing the metaphor. Students’ reflections 
provide further concrete examples. 

 When instructors targeted the third goal, connect-
ing to a higher purpose, that connection was envisioned 
in ways that were immediate or near-term: writing as-
signments were linked intimately with the immediate 
three-dimensional environments. Responding to place 
in writing was in this way connected to responsibilities 
that could be identified in those places, rendering this 
goal easily attainable by students, using the intellectual 
tools afforded by the course. What is most striking is 
that this connection to a higher purpose was the least 
common goal for instructors, but a prevalent one for 
students nonetheless. This pattern is perhaps explained 
by scholarship in philosophy on place: "places embody 
values; better yet, they situate them"(Casey, 1993, p. 
265). Perhaps having values “situated” through these 
assignments for students prompted them to articulate a 
higher purpose or calling. 

 In discussions with instructors and students on the 
place-based writing that targeted liberal arts goals, we 
noted a recurrence of place-based metaphors to explain 
what had transpired: students occasionally referred to 
enhanced perspective, or having a better sense of where 
they were coming from, and instructors would talk of 
grounding their approaches in our geographical place 
or trying to meet students where they were, intellectu-
ally. This recurrence of place-based metaphors to explain 
teaching and learning processes recalls the work of Lakoff 
and Johnson (2003) on the deep metaphors that drive 
conceptual processes. This connection possibly helps ex-
plain the apparently successful approaches to teaching 
and learning that yielded strong perceptions of learning. 

Limitations

A limitation of these findings is that only three goals of 
a liberal arts education were being used as a basis for de-
termining if place-based writing intensive teaching con-
stituted a liberal arts education. Discussion of desired 
outcomes of a liberal arts education may well address 
other goals, yet the ones identified seemed most recur-
rent in our review of the literature. Another element of 
a liberal arts education that is often cited, for example, is 
the opportunity for students to interact in small classes. 
Whether we consider this element a goal per se or mere-
ly a supporting environment for reaching such goals, 
writing intensive classes across the nation almost always 
guarantee a small class, if only to provide instructors 
with a teaching load that they can handle in a pedagogy 
that is labor intensive. In this sense, one important com-
ponent of enacting a liberal arts education is automati-
cally furnished by writing intensive instruction.

 Another limitation is that our purposive sampling 
methodology requested of instructors the names of stu-
dents who performed well in their courses—to the end 
of investigating the potential of place-based writing in-
tensive pedagogy as an effective pedagogical practice. 
Consequently, students who might not have performed 
well in these courses might supply counterexamples of 
how this pedagogical approach was not effective, gener-
ally speaking, or more narrowly here, as a way to reach 
liberal arts goals. We acknowledge this shortcoming, as 
such information could have revealed shortcomings as 
specific as the various advantages signaled by the stu-
dents who participated. On the other hand, several of 
our student research participants did not consider them-
selves to be strong writers. Some of these students even 
spoke candidly about disliking writing, or being intim-
idated by it prior to their place-based writing intensive 
experience. Many others, with varying degrees of initial 
confidence, still described the writing they did in these 
courses as a watershed moment for improving their craft 
and expanding their understanding of what writing is 
and can do. Further, as one can see in the topic guide 
featured on our project’s accompanying website (https://
sites.google.com/a/hawaii.edu/pbhui/analytical-matri-
ces), participants were asked to reflect on challenges they 
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faced throughout the course as well as aspects of their 
writing that they considered to be weak or less successful. 
In many of the instructors’ assignments, one can see im-
plicit scaffolding to help students meet these challenges.

Implications for further teaching and research

Analyzing a liberal arts education not only for the 
“what” of its content but also for the “how” that un-
dergirds teaching approaches prioritizes teaching and 
learning processes over pre-determined outcomes, in-
stitutional types, or disciplines. Such an understanding 
helps shape a response to a question from the CFP for 
this special issue: How can we theorize and/or put into 
practice pedagogical concepts, approaches, and innovations 
that can contribute to a robust and dynamic liberal arts 
education inside and/or outside the classroom? Providing a 
liberal arts education through place-based writing inten-
sives offers an approach that seems very promising, and 
we hope that readers whose interest has been piqued by 
this report will be able to make use of our digital reposi-
tory and associated website to enact place-based writing 
intensives in their own locales, in their own disciplines, 
in whatever institutional context they find themselves. 
The repository can be found at https://scholarspace.ma-
noa.hawaii.edu/handle/10125/37357, and the associat-
ed website can be found at https://sites.google.com/a/
hawaii.edu/pbhui/.
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Appendix
Questions Asked of Instructors

1.  What motivated you to design writing assignments with a 
place-based component?

2.  When you designed [a designated writing assignment], what 
goal(s) did you have for student writing performances and class 
dynamics related to them?

3.  What elements of your syllabus and classroom plans reflect a 
place-based approach?

4.  When you designed [specify during the interview] assign-
ment(s), what learning goals for students did you have in mind?

5.  What observations on course dynamics and discussions  
do you have?

6.  How do you view the results of your course design(s)?

7.  If relevant, can you compare student writing performances 
with writing intensive courses you have taught that are NOT 
place-based/inflected?

8.  If relevant, can you compare student writing performanc-
es with place-based/inflected courses that are NOT writing 
intensive?

9.  Why do you think it is important that students in your  
classes engage with our place(s) through writing?

Questions Asked of Students

1.  Why did you take this course?

2.  How would you describe the classroom dynamics?

 Using specific writing samples as the basis for the  
 following questions:

3.  In responding to your instructor’s writing assignment,  
what challenges did you face?

4.  Did the assignments motivate you or, on the contrary, 
de-motivate you in performing in the course. Why?

5.  What elements of your writing performances would you 
identify as strong or successful, and why? What defines “success” 
for you? What do you think determines “success” for this 
instructor?

6. What elements of your writing performances would you 
identify as weak, or less than successful, and why?

7.  (How) did this course change you as a person, as a writer,  
as a scholar, if at all?

8. Do you know more about Hawai‘i or the Pacific,  
and if so, what?

9.  Were your relationships with classmates, the campus, O‘ahu, 
Hawai‘i, or the Pacific changed in any way? Do you see your 
major or your educational experience any differently as a result 
of it?

10.  As you anticipate life after graduation, what are your goals 
and aspirations? Do you see writing figuring into them?

11.  Do you anticipate remaining in Hawai‘i or going elsewhere 
after graduation?

12.  Regardless of your plans, will this course or the writing in  
it “remain with you?” If so, how?
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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to explore the use of dia-
logue as a way to gain deeper understandings of one’s 
own and other’s views and to encourage discourse that 
challenges students to identify the assumptions that 
underlie their opinions and beliefs.  Using the authors’ 
experience teaching global business seminars through 
dialogue, this paper offers an approach to incorporating 
dialogue into inquiry based classrooms to enable the 
development of multiple framing skills in students.

Introduction

A well-rounded college education provides much more 
than simply an accumulation of facts and knowledge; it 
also provides students with the skills and attributes nec-
essary for informed and active participation in a com-
plex and ever-changing world. The LEAP (Liberal Ed-
ucation and America’s Promise) initiative launched by 
the American Association of Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) in 2005 identified several essential learning 
outcomes, including inquiry and analysis, critical and 
creative thinking, written and oral communication and 
teamwork and problem solving.  Following the launch 
of LEAP, colleges and universities designed new or en-
hanced curricular and extracurricular opportunities for 
student development.  Yet, while colleges and universi-
ties spend much time and effort developing curricula, 
focusing on curricular requirements and the content 
of particular courses, much less attention is paid to the 
method of teaching within those courses (Bok, 2006).

 This paper proposes that dialogue, a mode of dis-
course that emphasizes identifying and suspending as-
sumptions in order to gain deeper and more nuanced 
understandings of our own and other’s experiences and 
beliefs, is particularly appropriate for undergraduate 
and graduate students across a wide range of disciplines.  
In an increasingly complex and interconnected world 
in which deep-seated differences among us arise every 
day, students need the skills necessary for speaking and 
listening to others with whom they may not necessarily 
agree and the ability to balance multiple perspectives. 
Toward this end, dialogue is both a useful pedagogy as 
well as a curricular goal for deliberative democratic edu-
cation (Parker, 2010). 

 Critics of current educational practices point to the 
reality that most instructors continue to rely on inef-
fective, traditional, lecture-based methods of teaching 
in which they explain concepts and test students on 
their ability to remember the details (Bok, 2006; Wells 
& Arauz, 2006).  Research suggests that about 80% of 
classroom time is devoted to teachers talking and only 

ten students out of a typical class of 40 students are like-
ly to participate in classroom discussions. Of those ten 
students, five will dominate the conversation, a pattern 
of participation labeled “consolidation of responsibility” 
(Karp & Yoels, 1976; Weaver & Qi, 2005).  

 Dialogue is a unique approach to classroom dis-
course because it mirrors the process of knowledge cre-
ation—a collaborative effort that develops out of diverse 
and often conflicting perspectives.  Pedagogies such as 
dialogue that challenge students to recognize and con-
sider multiple perspectives can effectively influence 
students’ relationship with the meaning of knowledge 
(Lattuca, et al., 2004), and the AAC&U recognizes the 
importance of understanding multiple perspectives in 
its definition of the learning outcome of critical think-
ing as “a habit of mind characterized by the comprehen-
sive exploration of issues, ideas, artifacts, and events be-
fore accepting or formulating an opinion or conclusion” 
(https://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics/critical-thinking).

 However, despite research that links dialogue with 
increased student participation (Ivancevich et al., 2009; 
Thakral et al., 2015; Wells & Arauz, 2006) and research 
that links participation with enhanced learning (Roc-
ca, 2010; Weaver & Qi, 2005), the use of dialogue is 
not widely adopted. Although much has been written 
on dialogic classrooms, anecdotal evidence suggests that 
faculty may not be familiar or comfortable with con-
ducting dialogues within the classroom (Wells & Arauz, 
2006).  

 The purpose of this paper is to offer an approach for 
incorporating dialogue into the classroom experience. It 
is based on the authors’ experiences using dialogue in 
global business seminars that included travel to China, 
Germany, and Argentina.  The paper begins with a brief 
discussion of dialogue.  The second section will describe 
its use within a global business seminar.  The paper con-
cludes with a discussion of some of the challenges we 
faced using dialogue and its value for developing the 
ability to understand and engage meaningfully across 
differences.
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Dialogue

In this paper we rely on the practice of dialogue as it 
has been developed by the MIT Dialogue Project, led 
by William Isaacs, and adopted by groups such as the 
Public Conversation Project.  This approach focuses on 
creating facilitated spaces in which people with diverse 
and often-conflicting beliefs and opinions come togeth-
er with the intent to learn more about themselves and 
each other.  The facilitator differs from other partici-
pants in that she manages the dialogic process.  While 
the facilitator may have greater content knowledge than 
other participants, her opinions and beliefs are not priv-
ileged over others’.

The starting point for these scholars and practitioners is 
Bohm’s (1996) definition of dialogue:

“Dialogue” comes from the Greek work dialo-
gos.  Logos means “the word,” or in our case we 
would think of the “meaning of the word.”  And 
dia means “through” – it doesn’t mean “two.” …
The picture or image that this derivation suggests is 
of a stream of meaning flowing among and through 
us and between us.  This will make possible a flow 
of meaning in the whole group, out of which may 
emerge some new understanding (p. 6).

 Dialogue has been addressed in the education lit-
erature, but how it has been understood has varied.  
For example, Ivancevich, Gilbert & Konopaske (2009) 
write that it “involves educators providing specific in-
structions, guidance, exercises and opportunities, and 
feedback [and more broadly] involves facilitating mean-
ingful interactions and exchanges with fellow students, 
friends, mentors, or other educators” (p. 197). For Mac-
Intosh, Beech, Antonacopoulou, and Sims (2012) a di-
alogic encounter occurs when there is a negotiation of 
‘my interests’ and ‘your interests’” (p. 376).  Thakral and 
his co-authors describe it as creating “an inclusive cli-
mate for learning” (p. 3).   Gunderman (2005) describes 
dialogue as an opportunity to share and broaden our 
understandings:

We discover that our preconceptions are not the 
only option.  We learn to look at questions from 

multiple points of view. By uniting in the pursuit 
of understanding, we reach insights that exceed the 
sums of our individual arguments.

These and other perspectives on dialogue provide us with 
a generalized understanding captured well by Romney 
(2005) as “increasing understanding, addressing prob-
lems, and questioning thoughts and actions” (p. 1).

 Dialogue is a powerful tool for “reaching beyond 
the self to relate to others” (Yankelovich, 1999) because 
it facilitates mutual understanding, helps students and 
faculty build relationships, and provides for the creation 
of shared knowledge among students.  Dialogue differs 
from other forms of participatory discourse prevalent 
in the classroom, including debate, discussion and case 
analysis. Yankelovich (2001) suggests that dialogue, 
which has a “civilizing influence” (p.3) and an inten-
tional goal of “exploring common ground” (p.1), is the 
opposite of debate, which is essentially about winning. 
Discussion, perhaps the most widely used pedagogy, 
also differs from dialogue. Sharing roots with words 
like “concussion” and “percussion,” discussion suggests 
a fragmentation process, breaking the whole into parts 
and examining distinctions between those parts (Ellinor 
& Gerard, 1998).  

 Discussion is often practiced in what is referred 
to as the I-R-E (initiation-response-evaluation) genre 
of teaching, the norm in many classrooms. In this 
genre, classroom discussion consists of three distinct 
elements—the teacher/expert initiates a question, a 
student responds and the teacher/expert evaluates the 
response (Wells & Arauz, 2006). Such a teaching ap-
proach also occurs in case discussions, the hallmark of 
professional education. However, “discussions can be 
counterfeit; that is, they can seem on the surface to be 
entirely open, but in reality, someone with power in the 
group is steering the conversation to a predetermined 
conclusion” (Brookfield, Kalliath & Laiken, 2006, p. 
831).

 In contrast, three distinct features of dialogue un-
derscore its differences with debate and discussion—
equality and absence of coercive influences, listening 

with empathy, and bringing assumptions into the open 
(Yankelovich, 2001).  Equality among participants is 
crucial because it allows for trust to develop more readily 
than if participants experience unequal levels of status, 
authority or power. According to Friere (2008), dialogue 
cannot occur when one voice is privileged over another.

Because dialogue is an encounter among women 
and men who name the world, it must not be a 
situation where some name on behalf of others.  It 
is an act of creation; it must not serve as a crafty 
instrument for the domination of one person by 
another. (p. 89)

That privilege recreates the circumstances that can lead 
to the “masked voice” Whyte (1994, p. 120) describes as 
reflecting expectations rather than truth.

 This underlying assumption of dialogue -- that 
everyone enters on an equal footing -- challenges the 
nature of many faculty-student relationships.  Using di-
alogue, 

[the professor’s] efforts must coincide with those of 
the students ….  His efforts must be imbued with 
a profound trust in people and their creative pow-
er.  To achieve this, they must be partners of the 
students in their relations with them (Freire, 1993, 
p. 75).

The professor may facilitate most of the conversations 
but her or his role in that conversation is similar to that 
of the students; she is a participant. 

 Active, empathic listening, through which partic-
ipants listen in order to understand others’ positions 
(Yankelovich, 1999), is also essential to the practice of 
dialogue. Isaacs (1999) refers to listening as the “heart 
of dialogue” (p. 83) because without it there is no dia-
logue.  But it is not easy and “we are rarely prepared for 
it” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 84). Since it is nearly impossible 
to carefully listen for understanding while, at the same 
time, forming opinions and judgments (and perhaps re-
buttals) to that which is being said, the suspension of 
opinion and certainty is an essential element of active 
listening (Isaacs, 1999).   

 The third feature of dialogue is the voicing and 
sharing of assumptions.  As Yankelovich notes (2001, 
pp. 1-2), “Unexamined assumptions are a classic route 
to misunderstandings and errors of judgment.”

In the Classroom—An Example of Dialogue  
within a Global Business Seminar

An increasing number of undergraduate and graduate 
programs in management are offering global business 
seminars that focus on one country or part of the world.  
In combination with on-campus instruction, these class-
es travel to selected destinations, typically for a week, 
to visit companies.  Ideally, students come away from 
these experiences with a better appreciation for doing 
business in other parts of the world and with an ability 
to identify differences in worldview across a broad range 
of managerial concerns, among them human resource 
policies, capital structures, and the role of government 
fiscal or nationalization policies.

 Dialogue provides the opportunity for students to 
identify the assumptions, values and norms that make 
up their worldview and that create the framework 
within which they interpret new experiences and in-
formation.  It also provides an effective approach for 
identifying and addressing the multiple frames used by 
students that reflect their varying national and cultural 
backgrounds.  Dialogue has been a particularly effective 
pedagogical tool in our global business seminars for two 
reasons.  First, as described above, in order for students 
to develop new insights from their travel, they must be 
able to recognize their own worldviews and be willing 
to learn from fellow students who may hold different 
worldviews. The practices of listening and suspending 
opinions and assumptions create an environment that 
encourages understanding of multiple frames.  Sec-
ond, because many global management courses include 
group travel, it is critically important to establish good 
relations between class members.  Conflict or misunder-
standing between students will pose a significant bar-
rier to learning, not to mention the emotional toll it 
can take on an entire group. The practice of dialogue is 
not meant to eliminate disagreement or conflict but to 
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provide better understandings of one’s own and others’ 
points of view.

Course logistics

Faculty may choose to use dialogue in one or two class 
sessions or as the primary or sole mode of discourse.  
In our global business seminars, dialogue was our pri-
mary mode of discourse.  The practice of dialogue re-
quires the creation of a container in which “deep and 
transformative listening becomes possible (Isaacs, 1999: 
p. 242). Our container was our classroom, and we fre-
quently referred to it as a safe place in which students’ 
opinions were valued. For many students, sharing ideas 
and assumptions is risky. It was very important that the 
container of our dialogue allowed students to take risks, 
voice opinions and explore their assumptions. Referring 
to the physical room as a “container” reinforced the idea 
that this class was different and our meetings were, in 
many ways, unique.

 We addressed the issue of equality in a very physical 
way. We rearranged the desks to form a complete circle 
with only enough chairs to accommodate us all. In this 
way, there was no space between any of the participants. 
As instructors, we chose our seats carefully so as not 
to place ourselves at the front of the room (a position 
of power or authority) or together (again, to avoid the 
appearance of inequality between us and the students).  
Reflecting the traditional relationships between faculty 
and students, in the first class students avoided sitting 
next to us and even pulled additional chairs to the table 
to avoid those seats and sit as far away from us as possi-
ble.  We invited them to use the existing chairs.

 We began the first class with a question that encour-
aged everyone to share. These types of questions tend to 
be generic, but easily answered, such as “Why do you 
wish to travel to China?” After posing the question, our 
instructions for the dialogue are:

• Take a moment to think about the question.

• Whoever would like to start can begin.

• After speaking, the conversation progresses around 
the table.

• Each person will talk in turn, without interruption 
and without judgments or statements about other 
people’s comments.

• Students are allowed to “pass” if they wish, although 
we always follow the circle with an invitation for any 
of the silent students to add their thoughts.

• After each person has had a chance to talk the con-
versation opens up and we simply ask that people 
talk one at a time without interrupting each other.

We use a similar process for all of our dialogues. Be-
cause this form of discourse is not the norm, it can take 
some gentle reminders and comfort with silence from 
the facilitators.  We have noticed that within two ses-
sions most students have come to enjoy and value the 
process, including the silences. As faculty members, the 
only difference in our participation pattern is that we 
avoid going first, especially in the first two or three class 
sessions, to avoid establishing a pattern in which stu-
dents wait for us to speak.  Because the container is a 
representation of our time together, we also have a clos-
ing that marks the end.

 After the initial round of conversation, we intro-
duce the practice of dialogue and explain that we will 
all be learning together through this process. Since most 
students are not familiar with dialogue, this explanation 
takes some time. We finish with the creation of agree-
ments for our conduct within the classroom. Students 
often start by referring primarily to rules of civility (e.g., 
no interrupting), but as we continue, the agreements 
begin to reflect some of the underlying purposes of dia-
logue, such as speaking to provide an understanding of 
one’s view versus speaking to persuade, and listening to 
understand versus listening in order to critique.

 In a classroom dialogue, it is important that the 
professors lead by example.  We have told the students 
that we are learning together, but a few hours in one 
course that deviates from their many years of education 
does not alter expectations.  So it is important to stay 
within the role of participant, rather than someone with 
greater status. 

 This opening dialogue procedure is consistent in 
every class. When a reading has been assigned, dialogue 
provides a way for students to explore their own and 
others’ understandings and interpretations of the text.  
The initial question posed is important, because we do 
not want to steer the dialogue in any particular direc-
tion, but rather let it emerge. For instance, the question, 
“What do you think about XYZ” may encourage stu-
dents to debate the pros and cons of an issue. A better 
question would be “What did you learn about XYZ?” 
which encourages students to share knowledge and dis-
cover differences. Another prompt might be, “How did 
you feel about XYZ?” which encourages a personal re-
sponse rather than a position. After the initial prompt as 
described above, the class dialogue session begins with 
two rounds. The first round is to share responses to the 
posed question, and the second to explore issues identi-
fied in the first round in more depth. The purpose is to 
allow different perspectives to emerge without critique.  
Students may have very different understandings than 
each other or us.  The intent is not to discuss or debate 
these, but to allow them to be voiced and heard.

 During this second round it is not unusual for par-
ticipants to refer to something another speaker has said.  
However, care has to be taken with this.

For example, something John said may have stimu-
lated you to think of a question, but anyone in the 
group may have a perspective that will enhance the 
group’s learning.  Directing our questions to only 
one person rather than to the whole group tends 
to result in one-on-one conversation and make 
bystanders of everyone else….  Even if John has a 
response to your question, he holds only one per-
spective of a vast array of possibilities (Ellinor & 
Gerard, 1999, p. 114).

As a facilitator, it is incumbent on the professor to ensure 
that everyone is involved, especially if a few people be-
gin to monopolize.  There are two ways to do this.  First 
is the direct approach:  “I notice that three of you are 
focused on this issue.  What is happening?”  The benefit 
of this approach is that it directs attention back to dia-

logue and the group process.  However, if there are con-
cerns that this might be taken badly or result in shutting 
down the students who are monopolizing the conversa-
tion, the second approach is to suggest a question to the 
whole group and once again go around the circle.  The 
goal is always to bring the group back to dialogue and 
to the process of collective learning and understanding. 
After the conversation about the reading has come to a 
natural close, we end with another round, usually with 
a question that focuses on what people learned from 
the conversation.  These interventions work particularly 
well when students begin to argue their point of view.  
This frequently happens because argumentation is the 
mode of discourse with which they are most familiar: 
marshaling arguments to prove a point.  

 We assign a fairly significant research project as part 
of the course and we carefully integrate this research 
into the ongoing dialogue. Students had to report on a 
specific industry within the country we planned to visit.  
At a few points during the semester, students are asked 
to provide an update on their research. We find that of-
ten student topics will overlap (we work to avoid any-
thing more than a slight overlap).  When the topics are 
related, students will eventually take on supportive roles 
with each other, sharing references that they may have 
come across in the course of their own research. We use 
a similar dialogue circle format as described above when 
talking about the projects.  Students go around the ta-
ble, each offering a brief description of their project, 
and then the dialogue is opened up for students to draw 
connections, to ask questions, or to make suggestions.  
When time allows, each student’s project serves as the 
opening for its own dialogue.  This works particularly 
well as students are first formulating their ideas. 

 We have found a significant benefit to this open 
dialogue around the research projects. Not only do the 
students support each others’ research efforts, but by the 
time the class trip is set to begin, we all have a good 
understanding of the many industries we are likely to 
see, and our visits to organizations within those indus-
tries take on more meaning. When we are visiting des-
tination organizations, students know to whom to turn 
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when questions arise regarding a topic someone has re-
searched.  In this manner, we all learn from each other.

 While we had very specific research requirements 
for our class, other assignments also work well in a dia-
logic classroom. Perhaps the most critical element when 
choosing an activity, whether it be research or a project, 
is that there is a shared sense of learning from each oth-
er.  In an undergraduate course taught by one of the 
authors, students work in teams on a service learning 
project.  The course is not taught exclusively with dia-
logue, but it is one of several discourses used.  For the 
in-class team meetings, dialogue is used to enable all 
team members to have a voice in choosing a project and 
moving forward with it. 

Promoting a sense of community

Dialogue promotes an environment in which all of the 
participants gain a deeper understanding of different 
perspectives, and through that understanding, develop 
a strong sense of community. As Yankelovich (2001, p. 
3) notes, 

Dialogue binds us together as communities. To en-
gage in genuine dialogue is to create and strengthen 
such values of civil society as: building trust in one 
another; feeling familiar and comfortable together; 
… weaving a complex web of working relationships 
that cut across institutional boundaries; and feeling 
a sense of identity with those with whom one shares 
a community. 

This sense of community is particularly important in 
the Global Business Seminar because, as fellow travel-
ers, sustained mutual support and understanding are 
critical. 

 As with many graduate courses, students shaped the 
direction of the course, from the selection of research 
projects to the identification and choice of organizations 
to visit. Student input into course direction can be en-
couraged in any course, not just those using dialogue.  
One strength of our use of dialogue, however, is that 
students never expressed concern about travel arrange-
ments or other decisions made throughout the semester. 

Instead, there was a strong understanding of the prior-
ities and perspectives of their classmates that gave rise 
to a give and take in the decisions that were made. For 
instance, without actively acknowledging the need to be 
inclusive, students were very deliberate in their choices of 
organizations to visit, recognizing that one student had 
interests best served by a particular organization while 
another student’s interests would be met by a different 
organization; as a group we visited both organizations. 

Challenges Faced

It is important to recognize the inherent challenges of 
teaching a dialogue course, and particularly a global 
business course.  The course material and context present 
a significant challenge in that it is necessary to explore 
very complex yet focused material (including history, 
economics, culture, language, and business practices) in 
a very short time. Moreover, in many schools (includ-
ing our own) in which abundant faculty resources are 
not available, it may be necessary to use faculty with 
content knowledge but not country-specific knowledge.   
As a result, faculty must devote extensive preparation 
time identifying appropriate reading materials.  We de-
liberately avoided “how to” books, such as ones that ex-
plained how to do business in China, but chose instead 
to provide broader readings that captured cultural phe-
nomena. For our trip to China, we had students read 
China Road by Rob Gifford (2007), the personal re-
flection on a journey from Shanghai to the Kazakhstan 
border by Gifford, an NPR journalist. We also required 
students to read a book of their choosing that was writ-
ten by an author born and living in the country we were 
studying. For this assignment, we offered students a list 
of suggested authors, but the final reading selection was 
their own. In this way, students were able to provide the 
class with their own insights from the reading, which 
underscored again the ability of our dialogic practices to 
enhance shared learning.

Dialogue provides students with tools to develop an 
awareness of multiple perspectives arising from cul-
tural and interpersonal differences while country-spe-
cific knowledge is gained (and shared) throughout the 

course. By necessity, such an approach redefines the 
goals of the faculty, away from imparting knowledge 
and toward facilitation of student learning.  Inherent in 
that redefinition is a consideration of the redistribution 
of power in the classroom and the need to understand 
and monitor the delicate balance of power. On one 
hand, the instructor is a participant in the exploration 
of course topics; on the other hand, she continues to 
hold power.  The role of instructor as facilitator has been 
endorsed for many years, particularly in adult (gradu-
ate) education (e.g., Brookfield, 1995) and suggests 
that instructors should replace the traditional “sage on 
stage” method of teaching with one in which students 
are treated as equals in the classroom. Yet, it is important 
to recognize that facilitation occurs in the context of a 
power imbalance; students are not equal participants in 
the learning process when faculty continue to maintain 
reward power (i.e. grades). 

In our classroom, we needed to maintain vigilance in 
keeping the power dynamic in balance. For instance, 
students initially tended to speak to us, rather than the 
other students because this is what they are accustomed 
to doing.  We verbally acknowledge the challenge that 
comes with this change and encourage them to speak 
to the whole group, not just us.  We will tell students 
that if they are speaking just to us we will look away as 
a gentle, nonverbal reminder to speak to the whole.  As 
we consistently encourage this change, the relationships 
between the students strengthens. Similarly, we may oc-
casionally have to bring students back to the process of 
dialogue in which the intent is to understand and not 
convince, particularly in the first few dialogues.  It takes 
time to change behaviors that have developed over years 
of education and a strong awareness of the subtleties ex-
pressed in both the verbal and nonverbal language of 
the classroom. 

Conclusion

We have found dialogue to be an immensely useful 
pedagogy for encouraging students to take risks by ex-
pressing their views, knowing that they will be heard 
and respected, and by asking questions that will deepen 

their understanding of views that are different than their 
own.  As such, it is a “pedagogy of enactment” (Colby, 
Ehrlich, Sullivan & Dolle, 2011, p. 74) in which the 
intentional practice of understanding multiple perspec-
tives provides students with an opportunity to develop 
a critical skill for the complex environment of the 21st 
century.  Colby (2011) and her co-authors write:

As students come to see that they are always operat-
ing from their own point of view, or to realize that 
they in fact have a viewpoint…they also discover 
that theirs is only one among many possible per-
spectives. Recognizing that one has a viewpoint is 
thus a portal to understanding the nature of argu-
ment: the comparison, contrast, and judgment of 
competing viewpoints. (p. 64).

Using dialogue in the classroom facilitates the very skills 
that Colby and her co-authors (2011) call for:  the ex-
ploration of diverse ideas, a willingness to consider and 
integrate competing perspectives, and the development 
of critical thinking skills.  Like many inquiry-based 
courses, a global business seminar replicates, albeit in 
a more contained environment, many of the challenges 
these students will face in their futures.  First, there are 
no clear answers to questions.  The ambiguity resides 
both in the diversity of the class and the contexts of the 
countries that we visit.  Students learn to accept this 
ambiguity and not impose over-simplified solutions 
that reflect their individual perspectives. Second, both 
debate and discussion can contribute to the impression 
that there are answers to complex problems. Dialogue 
creates a way to engage with the complexity through 
the process of listening to understand multiple points of 
view.  Third, using dialogue in the context of an inqui-
ry-based classroom underscores the interconnectedness 
of varying points of views.  Two people may have very 
different views but through the process of dialogue can 
uncover the experiences that lead to them creating con-
nections that arguing or debate cannot.  Finally, there is 
no source that will provide the “answer.”  The practice of 
dialogue provides a way to bring multiple and conflict-
ing views together in ways that provide opportunities 
for unique responses. 
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Abstract

Most studies focused on traditionally aged college 
mathematics students who require remediation have 
used quantitative methodologies that do not provide 
the depth or explanation of students’ perspectives of 
mathematical practices that a qualitative study such as 
this one does (Kinney, Stottlemeyer, Hatfield, & Rob-
inson, 2004). The purpose of the current research is 
to use a qualitative approach to expand the collective 
understanding of these students’ experiences of math-
ematical practices while they were enrolled in a four-
week summer learning community. Findings suggest 
that participating in the summer community shaped 
these students experiences such that they:  1) viewed 
themselves as navigating mathematics successfully; 

2) created an environment in which to ask questions; 
3) connected to the entire learning community; and 4) 
participated in various activities while in groups, which 
led to a self-supporting system these students could 
rely on. This study illuminated for these students that 
learning is the intersection of activity, concept, and 
classroom culture. 

Keywords

learning community, remedial mathematics, active 
learning, mathematical perspective, social cognition, 
communities of practice 
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ical competence is publicly recognized and how? 3) Do 
learners appear to be working purposefully together to-
wards a shared understanding of problem-solving tasks? 
4) What are the shared values and ways of behaving in 
relation to the language, habits, and tool use of math-
ematics? 5) Does active participation of students and 
teachers in mathematics constitute the lesson on prob-
lem-solving tasks? 6) Do students and teachers appear to 
be engaged in the same mathematical activity? 

Participants

The study sample was composed of students identified 
as requiring a developmental class by virtue of a 36 or 
lower COMPASS score. Students in the sample (295) 
received an invitation to participate in a specially de-
signed 19-week program that began with a four-week 
summer session termed the “summer learning commu-
nity” (SLC). This accelerated 19-week program replaced 
the typical two 15-week semester developmental math-
ematics curriculum. Students who voluntarily accepted 
the invitation to participate (27) were enrolled in the 
institutionally created learning community consisting of 
the developmental mathematics class and the freshman 
seminar class.

 Based on the sample selection of 27 students, six 
groups of four students and one group of three students 
were selected based on results of a diagnostic/pre-test 
given on the first day. All test scores on the first diagnos-
tic/pre-test for the class were below a 73%. So, each of 
the six groups was comprised of four students; one with 
a very high score (69-73), one with a high score (65-68), 
one with a medium score (60-64), and one with a low 
score (below 60). This selection criterion ensured that 
the groups would have at least one person who could be 
considered the “expert” to give the group a “leader” to 
initiate discussion on problem solving exercises (Brown, 
Collins, & Duguid, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 1991). The 
instructor purposely chose one group of four female stu-
dents (Tasha, Sharon, Andrea, and Anna) to represent 
the “critical unit of analysis” of a local community of 
learners for which data were collected (Yin, 2009).

Classroom Setting

Daily interactions with students began with stating 
goals for the day, followed by class discussions of con-
cepts identified by the pre-test as needing review. Ques-
tions requiring group participation were then assigned. 
Techniques such as think-pair-share, parallel calculation 
chains, solver and recorder, and clue problems were used 
in implementing the developmental mathematics cur-
riculum, as well as a method to hold group members 
accountable (Askew, 2008). As is important in a com-
munity of practice, the instructor was not always the 
person who answered the questions asked by students, 
but walked around—making notes, examining work, 
guiding, and questioning--and became part of the group 
when needed. 

Data Collection

For the purposes of this study, data from the four-week 
portion of the 19-week program were collected and 
analyzed. Classroom techniques, however, continued 
throughout the entire term. Multiple sources of data 
were used: 1) videotape and audiotape of classroom in-
teractions; 2) classroom observations (using Winbourne 
and Watson’s [1998] LCMP model); 3) two individual 
interviews with each participant; 4) student artifacts; 5) 
instructor’s and students’ reflections; and 6) diagnostic 
pre-test. Data were collected on days chosen with atten-
tion to the mathematical concepts and practices being 
explored on those days: 1) order of operations, 2) linear 
equations, and 3) systems of equations.

 As stated above, we also conducted two open-ended 
individual student interviews with the four participants 
in the chosen group during the following spring semes-
ter. The interviews ranged from 30 minutes to one hour. 
The first open-ended interview allowed us to focus on 
the participants’ perspectives of their overall summer ex-
periences as well as their thoughts about each of the spe-
cific days cited above. Videotape was on hand to remind 
them of their experiences. The second interview was 
used for member checking in the triangulation process 
of qualitative data (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009). Student 
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Introduction

Russell (2008), in her policy brief for The American As-
sociation of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU), 
suggested that the K-12 system was never designed to 
prepare all students for college. This fact, coupled with 
the need for an educated workforce, has led to an in-
creasing number of students entering academia un-
der-prepared. These factors in turn have given rise to an 
increasing number of students requiring developmental 
or remedial courses in Mathematics, English, and/or 
Reading. 

 According to the National Center for Education 
Statistics (2000), students are placed in these courses ac-
cording to their results on an institutional or standard-
ized placement test such as the COMPASS test (Amer-
ican College Testing [ACT], 2002). Placement issues 
confound discussions of interventions for this group 
of students. While Miller (1990) suggests that early 
intervention and attention is necessary for this group’s 
success he does not suggest what that intervention or 
attention might be. Also debated is the question of how 
to teach this group of students. At most institutions de-
velopmental courses are structured as lecture type cours-
es offered over a 15-week semester (Boylan, Bonham, 
& White, 1999). Little research exists to suggest that 
this format (15-week lecture) is effective in teaching de-
velopmental students; national figures suggest just the 
opposite (NCES, 2004).

 In addition to these pedagogical discussions, there 
is an ongoing debate concerning the cost of educating 
students who require remediation (often referred to as 
“developmental” students). Cost discussions are driving 
policy changes, course redesigns, and pedagogy evalua-
tions at the national and state levels. Recent estimates 
have placed these costs at $1.13 billion (Pretlow J., and 
Washington, 2012).  Funding from several organizations 
(such as the Carnegie Foundation, the Bill and Melin-
da Gates Foundation, the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, and the Lumina foundation) is also aimed 
at helping students complete developmental mathemat-

ics classes on the way to graduation at local community 
colleges, (Carnegie Foundation, 2010). Funding often 
drives new studies; however, many of these studies are 
focused on remediation via Computer Assisted Aid 
(CAA). Studies in CAA frequently focus on quantitative 
outcomes and test results, not on qualitative studies of 
the in-depth dynamics of faculty teaching and students’ 
learning.

 The purpose of the current study was to examine 
traditionally aged developmental college mathemat-
ics students’ experiences of mathematical practices, in 
a four-week summer learning community (SLC). The 
goals of the study were to inform instructors as to the 
contextual factors that allow developmental college 
mathematics students to be academically successful as 
evidenced by their mathematical practices (Ball, 2003). 
The research question for this qualitative study was: 
How does participating in a four-week summer learning 
community shape developmental college mathematics stu-
dents’ experiences of mathematical practices? 

Methodology

This study sought to understand the perspectives of 
developmental mathematics students towards mathe-
matical practices in the SLC context. The conceptual 
and methodological frameworks used for the study were 
Local Communities of Mathematical Practices (Win-
bourne & Watson, 1998), Situated Cognition (Brown, 
Collins, & Duguid, 1988), the theories of communities 
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and learning com-
munities (Tinto, 1997).  While these frameworks have 
been utilized in other academic areas, this study spe-
cifically explored these students’ ways of approaching, 
thinking, discussing, and working with mathematics, all 
of which define mathematical practices. 

 The categories of the Local Communities of Math-
ematical Practices (LCMP) that provided the direc-
tion for our data collections were as follows: 1) How 
do students seem to be acting in relation to attempting 
problem-solving tasks? 2) What developing mathemat-
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work that had been collected was also used to help par-
ticipants recall events during their interview sessions.

Data Analysis

Analysis of the data involved coding using the categories 
of the LCMP and highlighting common themes and 
patterns from students’ interviews, as well as experiences 
of mathematical practices from students’ perspectives.  
Interpretations were our sole responsibility with verifi-
cation of collected data checked by the participants.

Findings

Data were analyzed with respect to the categories in the 
LCMP. Information from all relevant data sources (al-
though not all collected data) contributed to each cate-
gory. The analysis came from examining data to identify 
underlying meaning and themes from within the cate-
gories that would address the research question stated 
earlier. The data were then condensed into the major 
themes shown in Table 1. 

Discussion

In summarizing the findings and discussing emerg-
ing themes, we present the situated experiences of the 
participants Tasha, Sharon, Andrea, and Anna using 
the LCMP framework.  The findings revealed several 
themes: 1) Identity, 2) Participation, 3) Collaboration 
with Purpose, 4) Shared Repertoire, 5) Mutual Engage-
ment, and 6) Joint Enterprise. The findings reflected 
themes that, while not wholly unexpected, confirm 
findings in research literature from Situated Cognition 
(Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1988), learning communi-
ties (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Tinto, 1998, Winbourne, 
2010) and the millennial student (Price, 2009). 

 First, the participants’ identity with respect to 
mathematics shaped their progress academically. As 
suggested by communities of practice theories (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), these developmental 
mathematics students were hesitant and unwilling to 
try until given support and encouragement from their 
group and community. While all the participants spoke 
of this hesitation as a common theme, Tasha and Sharon 

were more willing to tackle a specific topic by asking 
each other and the group for their participation. 

 Second, the group’s participation evolved during 
the four-weeks of SLC. Wenger suggests that participa-
tion must be legitimized by the teacher (existing prac-
titioner), and based on the findings in this study, the 
participants recognized and understood that contribut-
ing to group discussion and evaluation of mathemati-
cal concepts helped them become more aware of their 
learning. Learning new concepts also reinforced their 
relationship to mathematics and, consequently, their 
identities within that domain.  Tasha and Anna were 
able to recognize and make the connections to their 
prior knowledge and understand new concepts quickly. 
Sharon and Andrea had the weakest knowledge bases 
in the group but enjoyed the group discussions that al-
lowed them to move forward.

 Third, collaboration with purpose became an im-
portant tool for learning for these participants. Indeed, 
they developed relationships and connections with oth-
er members of their class, getting support both in and 
out of class. These students informed us that this sup-
port continued in future semesters and was not limited 
to just their mathematics classes. Fourth, both sharing 
new knowledge and working together supported the 
theme of shared repertoire. The effort of being social, 
(i.e. working in groups) affected the shared values of the 
participants with respect to mathematics. They were not 
as hesitant when completing an in-class assignment, and 
they were more willing to share and discuss concepts 
for understanding --not merely for getting a correct an-
swer. Fifth, mutual engagement as explored and cited 
in many studies (Price, 2009; Tinto, 1998; Wheeler & 
Montgomery, 2009) proved in our findings to be an im-
portant motivating factor in developmental mathemat-
ics students’ academic success. Indeed, this category em-
phasizes the questioning, creating, and discussing that 
is both important and ongoing in a mathematics class-
room (Schoenfeld, 2008). Finally, the importance of the 
joint enterprise found within the SLC was expressed by 
the participants. They felt they could ask any question 
of, and had the support of, everyone in the community. 
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 Indeed, Morrison and Collins (1996) state that a 
student’s success in a subject is often a function of his/
her awareness of the rules of engagement. That is, a stu-
dent’s success is dependent on how well they are able to 
participate, without issues of reprisal, in the community 
of mathematical practice. The difference between the 
student who is a novice and one who is an expert de-
pends on the ability to communicate within the shared 
community of mathematical practice; this ability makes 
possible the sharing of common values, assumptions, 
purposes, and rules. During the SLC period, these par-
ticipants began to understand the rules of engagement 
and were able to contribute. By the end of fall semester, 
they became successful. Arriving at conclusions based 
on the data collected gave us a holistic understanding of 
the factors leading to academic success for this group of 
developmental mathematics students. 

Conclusions

In this study four participants provided rich descriptions 
of their experiences within the four-week SLC and their 
related experiences to mathematics. They spoke of their 
experiences in high school and learning to transition to 
college, their negative beliefs toward their ability to do 
mathematics, their reluctance toward group work, the 
holes in their mathematical knowledge, and their overall 
acceptance of the skills they gained through the summer 
learning community. They identified how reliance on 
group members helped them acquire the ability to com-
petently learn and use mathematics, and to approach, 
think about, and work with mathematical tools. These 
developmental mathematics students were engaged in 
mathematical practices (Ball, 2003; Schoenfeld, 2008). 

 This study showed that developmental mathematics 
students were successful when provided an environment 
in which to thrive. A four-week summer learning com-
munity can provide the connections to their peers, the 
institution, and the faculty, that allowed them to suc-
cessfully pass developmental mathematics and thrive in 
credit bearing mathematics courses.  We continue now 
with recommendations for practice not only for SLCs 
but also for full term courses. 

Recommendations for Practice

As a result of this study, five recommendations for in-
structors are offered on how to begin working with de-
velopmental mathematics students. While these sugges-
tions worked for the students in this study, we do not 
begin to assume that they would work for all. We are, 
however, arguing that these recommendations might as-
sist in the mathematical achievement of developmental 
students in our colleges and universities. We propose 
that instructors reflect on how these suggestions might 
be revised and implemented in their classrooms within 
their academic disciplines and their population of stu-
dents. 

1. Create Community Through Participation 

In keeping with this study’s conceptual perspective of 
situated cognition (Brown, et al., 1988), we recommend 
that this idea of “community through participation” be 
at the forefront of issues dealing with the teaching and 
learning of developmental students. Lave and Wenger 
(1991) researched communities of practice; Tinto 
(1997) also confirmed the relationship between academ-
ic success and institutional connections that empowers 
students to become learners. Seigrist (2009), and Price 
(2009) all speak of community within the classroom as 
an essential component of academic success. When stu-
dents participate in a variety of learning activities, such 
as group work, and build a supportive community, their 
academic performance rises (Barkely, Cross, & Major, 
2005). Communities also increase faculty to student 
connections, and studies have shown these connections 
are very important to college students (Seigrist, 2009; 
Tinto, 1997; Wheeler & Montgomery, 2009).

 Providing a comfortable environment in which 
students can contribute was important to the students 
in our study. The participants in the summer learning 
community all learned the rules of engagement with-
in the community: to ask questions, not be afraid to 
ask and to communicate with each other. They spoke 
of supporting one another inside and outside the devel-
opmental mathematics class, and two of the members 



forged a new supportive community (with others from 
SLC) in their next two credit bearing college mathemat-
ics courses. So, we advise instructors of developmental 
mathematics students to create a community that in-
cludes both students and instructor. This encompass-
es the admonition of Bryk and Triesman (2010) to 
“strengthen the connections of students to successful 
peers, to their institutions, and to pathways to occupa-
tions and education” (p. 20).  

2. Engage Students in the Classroom 

A natural result of creating a community within the 
classroom is that of engaging students in mathematical 
discussions. The participants had mentioned that they 
would never have asked questions in high school. They 
would try not to participate because they felt ‘dumb’. 
Tasha said, “I am no longer afraid to ask questions to the 
teacher or anyone else because now I know that we are 
in this together to reach a common goal.”  Engaging stu-
dents through discussion and making them feel a part 
of a community aiming to reach a common goal helps 
motivate and enhances understanding of mathematical 
concepts (Seigrist, 2009).

3. Be Aware of Affective Factors

Our third recommendation proposes that faculty work-
ing with developmental mathematics students should 
consider affective factors with respect to mathematics. 
Often forgotten in the area of academic success is the 
affective domain. Research from Schoenfeld (1987) to 
Bandura (2001) has expressed the importance of the re-
lationship between affective and cognitive factors, and 
we challenge instructors of developmental students to 
be aware of this relationship as they work with their  
students.

 This study, like others (Hall & Ponton, 2005), has 
shown that developmental mathematics students bring 
with them negative mathematical identities, anxiety, 
and low self-confidence. Instructors should use activi-
ties to build affirmative interactions so students learn-
ing mathematics can build positive identities. In the 
affective domain, Wheeler and Montgomery (2009) 

also found that a surprising outcome of their study was 
that faculty ‘caring’ about their students provided mo-
tivation for developmental students to do well. Indeed, 
Andrea said, “I’ve never had a good math teacher, so it 
was a change for me to see her teach math with such 
passion and actually care about her students.” We be-
lieve this was because the instructor was part of the local 
mathematical community of practice.

4. Provide Academic and Social Support

The participants’ stories indicated a lack of self-confi-
dence and they reported a lack of belief in their ability to 
do mathematics.  These deficits led to poor performance 
in mathematics, but with support even these students 
succeeded. The participants shared stories of failure, of 
being ignored, of ignoring teachers, and of being labeled 
‘remedial’ in mathematics. Yet all of the participants 
successfully navigated the developmental mathematics 
curriculum and went on to success in credit-level math-
ematics courses. The students in this study were provid-
ed access to tutoring and peer support both on campus 
and in the dorms. So sharing study strategies, modeling 
mathematical practices, and providing support systems 
such as tutoring should be an important part of the de-
velopmental mathematics classroom (Nolting, 2002).

5. Facilitate, Don’t Lecture

While it is a struggle sometimes to complete the required 
curriculum in a set period of time, we encourage facul-
ty who teach developmental students to facilitate more 
and lecture less. These students bring with them some 
knowledge of mathematical concepts (as is evidenced 
by low pre-test scores), and correcting and extending 
that knowledge should be achieved by facilitation and 
mutual engagement, not by lecturing. We submit that 
this study shows that developmental students can em-
ploy group strategies and learn to support one another. 
While some students were reluctant to engage in group 
work, the majority found it motivating, interesting, and 
worthwhile.  

 In summary, implications for developmental math-
ematics practitioners are 1) to recognize the mathemat-
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ical potential in developmental students; 2) to utilize 
active teaching practices and activities that enhance 
mathematical practices (Boylan & Bonham 2007, McK-
eachie & Sviniki, 2006);  3) to employ group activities 
(Barkley, Cross, & Major, 2005); and 4) to become part 
of the community (Tinto, 1997). 

 Research suggests that millennials prefer a variety 
of active learning methods (Price, 2009). When they 
are not interested in something, their attention quickly 
shifts elsewhere. Interestingly, many of the components 
of their ideal learning environment – less lecture, use of 
multimedia, collaborating with peers—have been well 
established by researchers such as Boaler (2000), Cobb 
et al., (1992), and more recently in Price’s November, 
2011 online seminar. The above pedagogical practices 
drive academic success for developmental mathematics 
students. 
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Table 1 

LCMP Categories with Emergent Themes and Related Mathematical Practices 

LCMP Framework Emergent Themes Mathematical 
Practices 
  

  
1.  How do students seem to be acting in 
relation to attempting problem-solving 
tasks? (Being mathematical) 
  

  
Identity 

Using strategies 
Reading the problem 
Using deductive 
reasoning 
 Drawing a picture/ 
 Writing known info 
Using an algorithm or 
formula 

2.  What developing mathematical 
competence is publicly recognized and 
how? (Public recognition) 
  

Participation Positive reinforcement 
Getting feedback from 
group 
Knowing an incorrect 
process and how to 
correct 

3. Do learners appear to be working 
purposefully together towards a shared 
understanding of problem-solving tasks? 
(Purposeful collaboration) 

Collaboration 
With Purpose 
  

Coming to a consensus 
Having direction and 
rules 

4. What are the shared values and ways 
of behaving in relation to mathematics: 
language, habits, tool use? 
  

Shared 
Repertoire 

Coming to a consensus 
Tool/Calculator use 
Using correct 
terminology 

5. Does active participation of students 
and teacher in mathematics constitute the 
lesson on problem-solving tasks? 
  

Mutual Engagement 
  

Questioning 
Creating 
Discussing 

6.  Do students and teacher appear to be 
engaged in the same mathematical 
activity? 

Joint 
Enterprise 

Questioning 
Creating 
Discussing 
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Abstract

The best pedagogical applications of technology im-
prove student engagement and participation. Here, 
we discuss challenges and benefits of using a variety 
of technology tools for educational purposes and how 
some of the challenges were overcome. Specifically, 
this article discusses how Kahoot, Twitter, infograph-
ics (Piktochart and Canva), and Bitstrips were used in 
five different courses to help improve student engage-
ment. Each comes with benefits and challenges. We 
will demonstrate some of the challenges inherent in 

the tools chosen and also how they were overcome, 
mitigated, or otherwise addressed, and how well each 
tool served to improve student engagement and par-
ticipation.

Keywords

technology, student engagement, digital literacy, tech-
nology benefits and challenges, infographics, kahoot, 
twitter, bitstrips

Introduction

Digital technologies have provided greater opportunities 
to address a variety of learning styles. It is our collective 
goal to use technology in our classes to engage students 
with course materials while also improving participa-
tion. As a corollary, we see the incorporation of tech-
nology into the classroom as helping students become 
more literate in the information and communication 
technologies they will need in their future careers. This 
later insight evolved from our participation in a pro-
gram designed to help instructors at our university, the 
Student Technology Enrichment Program at the Uni-
versity of South Carolina Upstate (STEP-UP). All five 
of us participated in in a development institute in 2014 
where we were guided in redesigning classes to create 
“technology intensive” versions of our courses to “en-
hance student learning” (https://www.uscupstate.edu/
qep/). While STEP-UP’s mission is mainly centered 
around enriching student engagement with technolo-
gy, the Development Institute instilled in us an added 
desire to increase student engagement with the overall 
class curriculum using technology as a tool rather than 
falling into the trap of using technology for technology's 
sake.  Given big dreams and small budgets, the technol-
ogy tools employed by the authors are all free-use, web-
based applications: Kahoot (https://getkahoot.com), 
Twitter (https://twitter.com), infographics (i.g., http://
piktochart.com/ and https://www.canva.com), and Bit-
strips (http://www.bitstrips.com). Each of these comes 
with benefits and challenges. We will demonstrate some 
of the challenges inherent in the tools chosen and also 
how they were overcome, mitigated, or otherwise ad-
dressed, as well as examine how well each tool served to 
improve student engagement with each other and with 
course concepts while simultaneously improving stu-
dents’ digital literacy.

Replacing PowerPoint with Video, and Quizzes 
with Kahoot

In LIBR 201: Strategies for Information Discovery, Bre-
anne and a colleague decided to use a variety of tech-
nology tools to make the course more interactive and 
engaging for students. The goal of LIBR 201 is to teach 
students about search strategies and the research pro-
cess to promote information literacy as well as techno-
logical literacy in the classroom and future workplaces. 
This goal refers to the information literacy standards  
at the University of South Carolina Upstate Library, 
available at http://uscupstate.libguides.com/ld.php?-
content_id=10338799. These work well in collabo-
ration with Bloom et al’s Taxonomy of Educational 
Objectives (1956) and Anderson and Krathwohl’s  
Taxonomy of cCognition (Anderson & Krathwohl, 
2001). Students are given several assignments through-
out the semester that require them to create videos that 
apply an understanding, analysis, and evaluation of 
course material. This assignment requires a critical eval-
uation of information and its sources by incorporating 
higher-level thinking and analysis to create a coherent 
video on a topic and by helping students become more 
technologically literate using these video creation tools. 
In order to meet these objectives, students complete a 
technology tools assignment near the beginning of the 
semester to become familiar with a variety of video cre-
ation tools that students will use for other assignments 
in the class. Last year, this assignment was overwhelm-
ingly the students’ favorite assignment, likely because 
they were able to explore and successfully use a new 
technology and employ their creativity to create a video 
that brought together what they learned in a new way. 

 Some students did mention the stress and challenge 
of learning how to use a new technology tool, but once 
they became familiar with the tool, they found it to be 
more fun to use than traditional PowerPoint presenta-
tions. Students also improved their digital literacy skills, 
as shown when they helped each other solve technology 
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issues, such as exporting or downloading their videos 
correctly. Students seemed to enjoy using Animaker and 
Powtoon when creating videos for class assignments. 
Their finished projects showed that they had engaged 
with course concepts. One student even introduced us 
to a new video creation tool, Knovio. After learning to 
use these tools, students became more comfortable us-
ing other new technologies for class assignments and 
their everyday lives.

 In addition to creating videos, we chose to use other 
technology tools in the course to further develop stu-
dents’ digital literacy skills. To replace traditional quiz-
zes, we selected Kahoot (https://getkahoot.com/), a quiz 
and survey tool that makes quizzes feel like games and 
that encourages student engagement. Game elements, 
such as music, a timer, a leaderboard, and points are 
used to make the quiz more engaging. 

 Much has been written about both the benefits 
and potential drawbacks to gamification (Bruder, 2015; 
Deterding, 2013; Dicheva, Dichev, Agre, & Angelova, 
2015; Giannetto, Chao, & Fontana, 2013), and the fi-
nal decision to use game-like elements in class ultimate-
ly resides with the instructor. For LIBR 201, we decided 
that the benefits outweighed the potential drawbacks in 
using Kahoot. Tracey Eatherton, another librarian, like-
wise uses Kahoot in her classroom, and she has some 
tips for success using this technology tool (2014). She 
suggests approaching the endeavor like an adventure, 
knowing that technology sometimes fails and notes that 
adding a grace period, or cushion, will help counteract 
these technology challenges (Eatherton, 2014). 

 When we looked at Kahoot as a possible multiple 
choice assessment tool, first we played with the tool to 
see how it worked and became comfortable with the 
technology. Giving a Kahoot quiz is entertaining for 
both students and instructors and dramatically increases 
student engagement over traditional quizzes. One great 
benefit to Kahoot quizzes is that they can be played on 
any device with an Internet connection. So even if the 
class is not held in a computer lab, students can still use 
their smart phones, tablets, or laptops to participate.  

 As an additional benefit, Kahoot quiz grades are 
easily exported to an Excel spreadsheet. After using Ka-
hoot for two full courses, we strongly recommend this 
technology tool in face-to-face classes. When compar-
ing Kahoot results with online quizzes in our campus’ 
course delivery system (Blackboard) in a parallel section 
of the course, however, we did not notice any significant 
difference in information retention between Kahoot 
quizzes and traditional Blackboard quizzes. The value in 
the Kahoot style derives from the increase in student 
engagement and this increased student engagement 
made using Kahoot well worth the small amount of tech 
overhead involved (establishing an account and creat-
ing Kahoot quizzes). Student engagement was measured 
through our observation of student behavior during and 
in parallel courses as well as through a student survey 
at the end of the semester asking for feedback about 
technology tools used in the course, including Kahoot, 
PowToon, and others.

 As with any technology tool, there were some prob-
lems incorporating Kahoot in class. Kahoot quizzes have 
to be taken during real time -- in other words, students 
have to be present in the classroom to participate, mak-
ing this tool unavailable for the online version of this 
class. In the future, we will test a different quiz-mak-
ing tool, Quizizz (http://quizizz.com/), which allows 
asynchronous quiz-taking. Similar to Kahoot, Quizizz 
allows for multiple-choice quizzes that incorporate gam-
ification techniques. Asynchronous quiz-taking would 
also be very convenient for students who are absent on 
quiz days. The only technology issue with Kahoot we 
have encountered so far is the very rare occurrence of a 
student’s computer freezing during a Kahoot. This has 
happened to us only once in two semesters. If technolo-
gy issues do occur, tech support is available from Kahoot 
with a FAQ page, tutorials, and contact options. Also, 
while Kahoot quizzes are more exciting and engaging 
than traditional quizzes, they can add to students’ stress 
levels. During two separate Kahoot quizzes, two differ-
ent students remarked after submitting an answer that 
they accidently clicked on an incorrect choice when 
they knew the correct one, thus missing a question for 

which they knew the correct answer. To address this, we 
remind students multiple times throughout the semes-
ter that selecting the correct answer is more important 
than being the fastest in submitting an answer and to be 
sure before submitting a response. Despite this artificial 
loss of points in the Kahoot quiz, students overwhelm-
ingly report preferring Kahoot. Kahoot is a worthy in-
formation technology tool that greatly improves student 
engagement and participation.

Blackboard versus Twitter: Promoting Class  
Discussion Online

Like Kahoot, Twitter is a free technology tool that in-
creases student engagement with course materials. In this 
section, Allison reports on Twitter as used in the course  
American National Government for the purpose of dis-
cussing current events, increasing participation, and en-
couraging student attention to current news happening 
in real time in the real world. Introducing current events 
also provides students with multiple viewpoints and 
perspectives, which may challenge their own beliefs, al-
lowing for more thoughtful engagement by students. In 
this section Allison reviews her use of Twitter for the on-
line version of American National Government with the 
goal of achieving the same participation of a traditional 
classroom discussion and presentation of current events. 
One of the challenges of teaching online is finding the 
right tools to re-envision traditional classroom activities. 
While a number of tools are available, it is not always 
easy to find the right one to accomplish course objec-
tives. In the earlier iterations of the online course, we 
employed the discussion board in Blackboard to create 
student discussions about current events, but with little 
evidence of student engagement. Twitter, as a popular 
form of social media, offers an avenue to engage students 
with course materials more than occurs in Blackboard. 

 Research indicates that social and web-based tech-
nologies help facilitate active learning by providing stu-
dents with more control over course content and class 
discussion (Bryer and Seigler, 2012; Weimer, 2002). 
Bryer and Seigler, (2012) observe that online courses 

using asynchronous tools give students the highest level 
of content control, choice to participate, voice, oppor-
tunity for rehearsal, and creativity.  

 While a Blackboard discussion board gives students 
a means to interact and communicate asynchronously, it 
is still somewhat artificial (Bryer and Seigler, 2012). Stu-
dents are able to write as much (or little) as they want, 
so instead of following a conversation and making mul-
tiple remarks, a student may simply make one statement 
and never come back to the thread, making it difficult to 
simulate an actual discussion. 

 Twitter is also an asynchronous tool and considered 
to be microblogging. Scholars have found Twitter to be 
an effective educational tool because it allows students 
and instructors to communicate easily outside of the 
classroom (Dhir, Buragga, & Boreqqah, 2013; Ebner, et 
al, 2010; Grosseck & Holotescu, 2008). Compared to a 
more traditional online tool such as Blackboard, Twitter 
allows for more learning and social interaction both be-
tween students and with the instructor (Dhir, Buragga, 
& Boreqqah, 2013).  

 These advantages have led some scholars to con-
clude that Twitter is a better educational tool than other 
commonly used discussion boards (Borau et al, 2009). 
Twitter would also seem more apt to encourage partic-
ipation since students are limited to 140 characters or 
less. Therefore, to get their point across, it might be nec-
essary for students to make multiple tweets. Additional-
ly, it is easier to follow threads on Twitter since users are 
notified of activity, and discussions can be searched by 
hashtag.

 There are some challenges with using Twitter as a 
class discussion tool. One challenge is that some stu-
dents use Twitter in their personal lives and may not 
be comfortable using the same account for schoolwork. 
Also, there is the issue of privacy. Tweets are publicly 
available and some students may not want to be associ-
ated with tweets for a class discussion for the rest of their 
lives (though students do have the option of creating a 
unique account for coursework); further, each student 
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has to follow everyone in the class to keep abreast of 
course posts. Finally, with new accounts, tweets are not 
always viewable under the default, “Top Results” page 
and have to be viewed under the “Live” option within 
Twitter. Knowing all these drawbacks, Allison still de-
cided that the possible benefits for improved student 
engagement outweighed these challenges for American 
National Government.

 To analyze whether Blackboard or Twitter better 
facilitates class discussion and increases student engage-
ment with current events, Allison compared two 8-week 
online American National Government classes, both 
taught by her. The Blackboard course had 26 students, 
and the Twitter course had 25. The current event as-
signment in both classes required students to initiate a 
minimum of three current event posts, and respond to 
at least eight. When posting an event, students had to 
include the link to the news story or video clip, and give 
a very brief summary. On Twitter, students were also re-
quired to use a unique hashtag to allow their classmates 
to more easily find class discussions.

 In the class using Twitter, 69 tweets initiated cur-
rent event discussions and there were 162 tweets in 
response to those posts. This meant on average, each 
student started 2.76 discussions and responded to 6.48 
– both less than the minimum requirement for the class. 
However, when accounting for the two students who 
did not complete the assignment at all, the averages are 
closer to 3 initiated posts per person, and a little over 7 
responses per person. Obviously some students tweeted 
more than the minimum requirement, while some did 
not meet it.

 Contrary to my expectations, the class using Black-
board out-produced the Twitter class with 78 posts 
initiating current events and 206 posts in response to 
them. This means that every student started 3 current 
event posts as assigned, and almost all of them met the 
minimum requirement of 8 responses (the average was 
7.9). Even more interesting is the increased depth and 
quality of discussion that took place on Blackboard as 
opposed to Twitter. Students were limited in how much 

they could write on Twitter. However, most were not 
even using the 140 character maximum. Even though 
students could have posted several tweets in a row to 
include more information, no one did this. Hardly any 
of the initiated posts on Twitter contained a summary or 
comment. Instead students were just posting the news 
link along with the hashtag. 

 In comparison, on Blackboard most students were 
using 1000 characters or more when posting their cur-
rent events and using these characters to further sum-
marize their event and connect it to the course material. 
Some students even uploaded a Word document to give 
themselves more space to discuss their current event.

 In analyzing which tool is ultimately best for online 
class discussion, Allison focused on which platform best 
accomplishes the course objectives.  The main goal in 
using current events is to help students become aware 
of the world around them and of how government and 
politics apply to their everyday lives. These goals can be 
achieved using either Blackboard or Twitter. However, 
based on this small-scale experiment, it appears that 
higher quality conversations take place via Blackboard.  
Additionally, many students had not used Twitter be-
fore the class and reported not enjoying it as a platform, 
whereas they had more familiarity with Blackboard 
prior to the course.  Therefore, in this particular case 
–contrary to pre-test expectations– Blackboard better 
met the course objectives of actively engaging students 
in meaningful course discussion.

Infographics for Presentation of  
Data-Information-Knowledge-Wisdom

Like Kahoot and Blackboard, infographics can posi-
tively impact student engagement as well as their un-
derstanding of knowledge management.  Knowledge 
management has been described as, “The process of cap-
turing, distributing, and effectively using knowledge” 
(Davenport, 1994). These competencies will provide 
students with a competitive advantage in the job market 
as they relate to an individual’s ability to synthesize and 
communicate information. In the department of In-

formatics at the University of South Carolina Upstate, 
we tell students that they should be information and 
knowledge managers upon graduation. These concepts 
inform the department’s introductory course, INFO 
101: Survey of Information Technology.  In this section, 
Deshia discusses how students curated information on 
a topic of their choice for this course and used info-
graphics as tools to present the findings of their analysis. 
The infographic was one of the final deliverables of the 
Data-Information-Knowledge-Wisdom project.

 Russell Ackoff (1989) discusses the Data-Informa-
tion-Knowledge-Wisdom (DIKW) hierarchy. In the hi-
erarchy, data is considered raw and without meaning, 
while information appears only when data has been 
processed in some fashion to provide meaning and val-
ue to the recipient. Knowledge includes the application 
of the data and information to answer “how” questions 
(Bellinger, Castro, & Mills, 2004). Knowledge can also 
be considered the product of combining information, 
experience, accumulated learning, and other knowl-
edge to create a new understanding. Lastly, wisdom is 
an evaluated understanding that is generated from an 
individual’s previous experiences (Bellinger, Castro, & 
Mills, 2004). In INFO 101 we lead students to think 
successively through the four levels of the hierarchy and 
to apply them to a variety of settings through a DIKW 
project. Students must input raw data into a computer 
for processing and work through the resultant informa-
tion to ultimately gain knowledge and wisdom to make 
well-analyzed decisions. The DIKW project builds upon 
itself throughout the semester. Students turn in com-
ponents at different points in the semester and receive 
feedback. They are expected to make changes based on 
the feedback before they turn in the next component of 
the project. The intention of this iterative process ap-
proach as opposed to turning in the assignments at the 
end of the semester, is to allow students the opportu-
nity to show their growth in learning throughout the 
semester and fortuitously reinforces the process writing 
encouraged in Freshman Composition. For us, the steps 
are as follows: 1) Locate ten years of information on a 

topic of interest and input the data into Excel to graph 
the information, 2) Gather and synthesize literature on 
the topic, 3) Begin work on the DIKW infographic in 
class, 4) Submit a draft of the DIKW infographic, 5) 
Peer-review a classmate’s infographic, 6) Make changes 
to the infographic based on peer-review, 7) Utilize the 
infographic as a tool to present the DIKW paper, and 
8) Submit the final paper. The use of technology to col-
lect data and process information is now commonplace 
in all workplaces, thus gaining an understanding of this 
process is of significance and the aim of the project. 

 While the project has been a requirement of the 
course for years, the requirement to use an infograph-
ic for the presentation was recently introduced to en-
courage students to engage more directly with their 
research content (Abilock & Williams, 2014), as well 
as to enhance the marriage of vocal and visual messag-
es by employing an infographic to present their paper. 
Infographics have been defined as “a claim expressed 
through visual metaphor, conveying the creator’s fresh 
understanding of relationships, expressed through a ju-
dicious selection and arrangement of visuals, evidence, 
and text acquired during inquiry research within a disci-
pline” (Abilock & Williams, 2014). As such they make 
a suitable companion to an oral presentation of the in-
depth research expected of students in this course.

 Students were encouraged to experiment with a 
variety of Web-based infographic creation tools and 
choose one. The professor suggested tools such as Pik-
tochart [http://piktochart.com], Infogr.am [https://
infogr.am], Easel.ly [http://www.easel.ly], and Canva 
[https://www.canva.com], but students were permitted 
to discover new tools and use those if they preferred. 
None of the students in the course had experience with 
infographics, thus a brief introduction on the compo-
nents of an infographic was provided. 

 Students had one hour in class to create an info-
graphic based on previously reviewed journal articles 
addressing a single topic of their choice. The time con-
straint allowed the professor to evaluate student-direct-
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ed learning of a foreign technology.  Initially students 
were frustrated. Because students today can be consid-
ered so-called digital natives (Palfrey & Gasser, 2008), 
Deshia expected her students to master the process 
quickly and easily, but their inclination was to appeal 
to me for help at every obstacle. When they discovered I 
would not solve their problems for them, they turned to 
each other, leading to collaboration and group problem 
solving. This embodied the project-based instructional 
model described by Gulek and Hakan (2005), in which 
students gain increased access to information through 
the use of technology in the classroom, and sharpen 
their research analysis skills. Further this approach en-
courages greater agency in students’ learning and pro-
motes student engagement in problem-solving and crit-
ical thinking. At the end of the session, students were 
instructed to turn in what they were able to complete in 
one class session. 

 In the next class session, students discussed the pros 
and cons of the different tools they had used and iden-
tified the tools they felt were most user-friendly and had 
many free features. Some of the limitations that students 
noticed with the free accounts included the number of 
design templates, constraints on the number of images 
that could be uploaded, few design choices (e.g., fonts, 
clipart, etc.), whether a design could be kept private, 
and the file formats available for saving the infograph-
ic. One of the most important features was to be able 
to save the work to a file format that could easily be 
shared. For example, Canva supports free downloading 
in a PDF format; Piktochart allows free downloads in a 
.jpeg or .png format; and Infogram does not allow pri-
vate sharing or downloads without a paid account.  

 The students’ top two recommendations were Pik-
tochart and Canva. Their recommendations were based 
on the learning curve, ease of use, and the types of fea-
tures available for free (e.g., downloading in a sharable 
format, templates, fonts). The feature that was consid-
ered most important, especially for classroom purposes, 
was the ability to download the file for free to share. 
Since the students were limited to 60 minutes to identi-

fy a tool, the learning curve played an important role in 
their recommendations. These recommendations were 
echoed in a Senior Seminar course where they were also 
required to explore and utilize infographics. 

 After students had gained experience using info-
graphics in groups, they then were provided a one hour 
and 15 minute class period to work on a draft of their 
DIKW infographic as individuals. During this process 
students again requested my assistance in doing such 
tasks as importing their DIKW graphs. This time I as-
sisted as much as possible. I found this overwhelming 
at first, especially since I had minimal experience with 
infographics, but, in the end, it actually ended up be-
ing a lot of fun as my students and I learned together. 
This also allowed me to demonstrate discovery and trou-
ble-shooting strategies in real contexts. After this class 
session, students had a few weeks to continue to work 
on their drafts, including both in- and out-of-class time 
for peer-reviews. Students used both peer and instructor 
feedback to revise and resubmit their infographics one 
week before their final submission. The instructor then 
provided a grade with additional feedback. Students 
were invited to modify their infographics before the fi-
nal presentation to the class but were told it would not 
change their grades. Surprisingly, the majority of the stu-
dents chose to update their infographics without a grade 
incentive, demonstrating a vested interest in the assign-
ment and personal pride in their work. While the qual-
ity of individual presentations varied, the infographics 
proved a viable alternative to PowerPoint. Additionally, 
despite their initial frustration, many students in both 
this course and in a Senior Seminar course employing a 
similar strategy noted that they could see the application 
of infographics in their field. One student who works 
for a veterinarian, for example, said he planned to create 
an infographic to communicate with pet owners. 

 The use of infographics for Senior Seminar actually 
predated the use in INFO 101. Deshia tested the use 
of Infographics before introducing them to the fresh-
men-level course in order to identify which infographic 
creation tool was most user friendly with the best fea-

ture. While the collaborative effort of trial and error in 
order to choose the best tool was frustrating at times, 
it was determined that this is something that students 
at all levels should experience. Therefore, this method 
was used in INFO 101 and has continued to be used 
for four semesters. The assignment has also been adapt-
ed for distance courses where peer-review collaboration 
is conducted using discussion boards and this method 
has also been successful overall. The experience of facing 
a new technology to process information for commu-
nication and decision-making foreshadows the reality 
students will face beyond the classroom and is a valu-
able experience for students of all disciplines in order to 
prepare them for the technically driven working world 
of the 21st century and provide them with needed infor-
mation and communication technology (ICT) literacy 
skills. 

Creating Language and Testing Digital and  
Linguistic Fluency

Teaching world languages has changed greatly since the 
days of “kill and drill” type exercises, when conjugat-
ing verbs and memorizing vocabulary were the norm. 
In years past, rarely was there an emphasis on language 
production in a natural context, rather the hope was 
that one would be able to extrapolate memorized dia-
logue when faced with real world situations. These types 
of activities and language teaching strategies were often 
employed with every student in the classroom, regard-
less of their language background and proficiency lev-
el. As the demographic profile of the United States has 
changed, so has the makeup of the Spanish classroom: 
A need has emerged for differentiation in instruction to 
engage students at their specific level. Along with ad-
vances in second language acquisition theory and peda-
gogy in regards to contextualization, these demographic 
changes have encouraged teachers to reconsider teach-
ing strategies to include first-time language learners and 
“heritage speakers,” who grew up with Spanish in the 
home but often lack fully developed professional, lin-
guistic proficiency. 

 Student comfort and ability in technological under-
standing can be seen as analogous to linguistic fluency 
levels. In this section, Steven finds that while students 
are “fluent” in digitese (digital technologies) in a collo-
quial way, sticking to familiar topics and programs, sim-
ilar to heritage and low-level native speakers, but when 
confronting unfamiliar technology or using social media 
in unaccustomed ways, their digital fluency tends to de-
crease while illuminating areas for growth. The frustra-
tion seen in digital projects approximates the frustration 
seen in language usage outside of the classroom and can 
be helpful in understanding the two processes simulta-
neously.

 Basing the digital project on the American Coun-
cil on the Teaching of Foreign Languages’ (ACTFL) 
Standards for Foreign Language Learning: Preparing for 
the 21st Century and the World Languages 21st Century 
Skills Map, the project combined best practices in lan-
guage pedagogy and skill development with the theo-
retical framework of working with heritage speakers. In 
order to engage students in ACTFL standards and skills, 
a twitter-based project was created in this technolo-
gy-intensive redesign of Spanish 101 at the University of 
South Carolina Upstate. The project focused on mean-
ingful communication, employing a comic creating 
website known as Bitstrips (www.bitstrips.com) and was 
based upon ACTFL standards as well as Swain’s Output 
Hypothesis (1985, 1995), which argues that students 
must produce with the language in order to improve. 
By creating a comic, students would be able to create 
a contextualized dialogue that discrete sentences would 
not produce.  This project also extended the classroom 
beyond the four walls and enabled students to engage 
with the language in a new way, just like Twitter. And, 
just like Twitter, there were some challenges.

 Returning to the idea of “digital fluency,” several 
issues came up due to the unfamiliarity with the com-
ic-creating website, Bitstrips, which allowed for a better 
understanding of students’ ability in Spanish and digi-
tese. For this project, students had to post a three-panel 
comic every Friday using vocabulary and grammatical 
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structures they learned that week. Unlike the memori-
zation of discrete dialogues, students were required to 
apply what they had learned in a conversational context. 
The students then would tweet their comic for the week 
with a distinct hashtag for their class. 

 While seemingly a simple project, Bitstrips allowed 
for two types of assessment, one that demonstrated the 
breakdown of “digital fluency” and another that revealed 
linguistic issues. First, the company recently changed its 
focus from a desktop version to a mobile application, 
which caused confusion for the majority of students. To 
a degree, their frustration with the website allowed for 
analysis of their level of “digital fluency.” As is the case 
with heritage language speakers, there exists a varying 
degree of digital fluency among students, each of whom 
may exhibit a unique level of fluency that is focused 
on comfortable and familiar situations (Said-Mohand, 
2011). When heritage speakers are challenged with dif-
ficult situations, they often attempt to bring the subject 
back to familiar territory. For the majority of the stu-
dents in the four sections of SPAN 101, the mobile app 
proved to be more comfortable and familiar; however, 
it only supplied the ability to create a one-panel comic 
with a simple caption. The mobile app also functioned 
as a Facebook app, which a majority of the students 
also found comfortable. Due to the requirements of the 
project, the mobile app proved to be a crutch for many 
of the students despite the insistence to use the desk-
top version. When the website experienced problems, 
students sent a flood of emails asking for help rather 
than tinkering with the site, suggesting that they did 
not have the technical literacy needed for solving their 
technology problems and indicating a surface level un-
derstanding of the technology. Responses to these emails 
often contained encouragements to continue trying to 
play with the program to resolve the issue rather than 
supplying them with the immediate fix. Inevitably, stu-
dents would generate a solution, but the key to their 
learning was to create uncomfortable situations, much 
like throwing them into a Spanish-speaking country. 

 

 Second, the use of Bitstrips revealed what students 
understood from class as they applied their newly ac-
quired skills. The focus in many world language classes 
is on oral production over the written; thus, by having 
students create a Bitstrip comic, it was easy to identify 
problem areas, some of which were fixed with a quick 
tweet, while others required the dedication of class time. 
An example of this was seen during the first week when 
students would write mi llamo (my I called) instead of 
me llamo (I call myself ). Previously, this error would 
not have been seen as quickly because most textbooks 
would have employed a fill-in-the-blank activity. By 
fixing these mistakes early, students understood these 
linguistic nuances and performed better on written as-
sessments than prior cohorts. 

 Fluency levels in both language and digital culture 
require testing to ensure real world applicability. By hav-
ing students struggle with the languages, Spanish and 
digitese, in the comfortable environment of the class-
room, students have the ability to learn how to resolve 
various levels of frustrations, which will prepare them 
for their future careers. Through the creation of situa-
tions and assessment activities for students to use new 
and familiar programs in unfamiliar ways, students are 
able to grow and improve their fluency, along with being 
more engaged in the course materials.     

Engaging Students in Grammatical Analysis

Students often expect academic courses to be abstract, 
boring, and unconnected to their lives. Unfortunately, 
at least with grammar classes, these expectations have 
both historical precedence (Jespersen, 1924) and mod-
ern justification (Minchew & Hopper, 2008; Brown, 
2009). Many students, therefore, take a “give me the 
medicine” attitude while they wait for the instructor 
to imbue them knowledge (Marlow, 2010; Marlow, et 
al, 2009). In this section, David describes steps he has 
taken to engage students with grammatical skills while 
simultaneously seeking to enhance the transferability of 
classroom skills through self-evaluation (Anderson & 
Krathwol, 2001), application of course concepts outside 

the classroom (Castro-Schez et al, 2014), and meaning-
ful application of information technology tools (Palfrey 
& Gasser, 2008). 

 From the beginning of the course, Dave tells stu-
dents that this will be like no other grammar course they 
have ever taken, that the primary focus in the course 
will be critical thinking and analysis, and that grammar 
serves as the mode of study, but that the analytic skills 
they develop should be of equal or greater value to them 
as the grammar itself. To encourage both self-evaluation 
and application outside the classroom, students com-
plete grammatical analysis exercises focused on applying 
concepts and principles from each unit of study to the 
students’ own writing. For each unit, students parse their 
own texts, then use quantitative data from the analysis as 
a basis for reflection on their own grammatical expertise. 
Near the end of the course, students complete an info-
graphic, similar to those used in INFO 101, in which 
they combine words and images to capture and commu-
nicate the core similarities and differences between their 
own writing and that of a professional author in their 
chosen career field. Students return to each of the anal-
ysis exercises and complete the quantitative sections, 
comparing their writing with that of a professional in 
terms of word choice, word complexity, sentence con-
struction, and creating graphs quantitatively depicting 
similarities and differences between their own writing 
and that of their professional sample. Students are en-
couraged to treat this as a modernization of the tradi-
tional outline as they collect and organize their ideas for 
a final project. In this way, students are led to engage 
with course content as they employ the analytical skills 
cultivated throughout the semester.  This assignment 
stretches most students well beyond their comfort zone 
and introduces a very real need for active discussion in 
a precursor to work outside academia where technical 
tasks support deeper analysis into, and better communi-
cation of, core avenues of inquiry. 

 As the capstone assignment for the course, students 
submit a formal written analysis comparing their own 
writing to that of a professional over each of the five 
content areas covered in class. Graphs and other visu-
al representations from the infographics must be em-
bedded into the paper and integrated into the written 
analysis together with key quotes from researchers com-
menting on relevant grammatical constructions. At this 
point, the targeted engagement is between each student, 
their chosen professional’s writing sample, and the tech-
nology needed to communicate the results from their 
analyses. Students must deeply engage to analyze data, 
connect summary data to communicative effectiveness 
and rhetoric, and link images to text in meaningful 
ways. Some few fail to navigate the complexity and sub-
mit unintegrated pieces without substantial analysis, but 
most meet the challenge and produce highly engaged 
analyses, with the best in each class approaching profes-
sional levels of analysis.     

Conclusion

In the sections above we have demonstrated the use of a 
variety of technology tools employed in our classrooms 
in the hopes of improving student engagement. For the 
majority of classes, these tools successfully improved 
student engagement and will be used in future iterations 
of the courses. Although there are challenges with all 
technology tools, the benefits outweigh the challenges, 
particularly when looking at levels of student engage-
ment. Incorporating technology in the classroom can 
be beneficial for both professors and students, creative-
ly helping us all reach our teaching and learning goals 
through enhanced student engagement. 
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Abstract

This article grew out of a workshop presented to facul-
ty at Point Loma Nazarene University focusing on the 
use of student-created video assignments in university 
courses. Several instructors at the university had used 
a variety of forms of student-created videos and shared 
those at the workshop.  The authors of this report then 
interviewed both faculty and students regarding their 
perceptions of these types of assignments and be-
lieved that sharing those results with faculty at other 
universities could have an impact on pedagogy in uni-
versity classrooms across multiple disciplines. 

Student-Created video, Active Learning,  
Technology, Pedagogy

Sometimes it takes a shock, like a class-wide D+ average 
on a midterm, to convince us that our students just do 
not understand the content being taught in our classes. 
Fortunately, bad results can be the catalyst for a trans-
formative learning experience, catapulting faculty into 
action, to look for a better way to teach so that students 
learn. Faculty at our university have found student-cre-
ated video projects to be a dynamic way to get students 
learning at much higher levels, turning students into 
participants in their own learning as opposed to passive 
listeners.

 Our intention in writing this article is that you will 
find it to be practical and filled with resources and ideas 
you can use in your discipline. We include rubrics and 
assignment criteria, a list of go-to sites for tutorials and 
resources along with a list of idea for assignments. Click 
here to watch a video giving insight into our project at 
our university where we interviewed some professors 
on our campus who use student-created video projects 
and students from their classes who created videos as 
assignments. These resources are intended to aid pro-
fessors across disciplines and instructional designers in 
developing video projects for their own classes.

 This article is based on the expertise and experienc-
es of two professors at Point Loma Nazarene University 
Graduate School of Education, and the Director of the 
Center for Teaching and Learning whose main discipline 
is music. One is very tech-savvy, helping other faculty 
with all things techy and the other, a tech novice. The 
two professors have run workshops on student-created 
video projects, designed assignments and worked with 
many students and faculty across multiple disciplines 
who have been implementing student-created video 
projects. This process has led to increases in student mo-
tivation, participation and learning in the university. 

 These researchers were intrigued by the benefits of 
student-created video and decided to study this type of 
pedagogy by interviewing faculty who use it and their 
students. This article reports on the in depth interviews 
of three faculty at Point Loma Nazarene University who 
have used student-created video projects quite success-
fully. Two of them are from the Kinesiology department, 
Dr. Nicole Cosby and Dr. Jeff Sullivan, and one is from 
the School of Education, Dr. Ray Posey, also one of the 
authors of this paper. Each of them have been using stu-
dent-created video projects for several years and contin-
ue to be impressed with the student learning outcomes 
from this type of assignment. 

 The following quotes from the three faculty mem-
bers focus on the benefits of using student-created vid-
eo assignments. All three professors reported a jump in 
learning and student engagement after they implement-
ed S-C video projects in their course. 

“There is a concept called Transfer of Learning that 
maintains that activities such as student-created video 
causes the learning to deepen and be more rich because 
they’re taking what they know and… produce[ing] 
something that’s new and different.” Dr. Ray Posey

“In the past I typically had them doing one or two 
writing assignments.. and a final exam….What 
I saw with the videos when I did start implement-
ing them in the lab classes is that [students] actually 
performed better on their lab practicals because each 

student… had a better understanding of that partic-
ular skill. And... at the end of the final exam, par-
ticularly the lab practical exam... scores were higher.”  
Dr. Nicole Cosby

“  I wanted students to be more active in the process of 
building content…. Overall, I saw that students wres-
tled with the material and knew it in a deeper way…
[The] class… went to a whole new deeper level… as 
compared to other previous years… it was like a grad-
uate class all of a sudden rather than undergraduate.” 
Dr. Jeff Sullivan

The theory behind the pedagogy

A student-created video assignment is a dynamic, hands-
on project where students are researching content, writ-
ing and editing the content and then determining how 
to visually present it in the best way using video. Behind 
all of this student-activity is a preponderance of sup-
porting research and learning theory that can help us 
understand why learning is empowered when students 
are involved in actively using their knowledge. Not only 
does learning increase, but memory increases along with 
the depth of understanding (Zull, 2002).  

 One example comes from social psychologist Da-
vid Kolb who theorizes that there is a learning cycle our 
brains use, where “Active testing” or “doing” is the end 
and culmination of learning. Kolb proposes that knowl-
edge results from the combination of first grasping and 
then transforming experience (Kolb, 2014).

“Concrete experience provides the information that 
serves as a basis for reflection. From these reflec-
tions, we assimilate the information and form ab-
stract concepts. We then use these concepts to de-
velop new theories about the world, which we then 
actively test. Through the testing of our ideas, we 
once again gather information through experience, 
cycling back to the beginning” (Cherry, 2014)

 In fact, Kolb’s entire sequence of learning: “Experi-
ence, Reflection, Abstraction, and Active testing” (Kolb, 
1984) can be seen throughout the process of creating 
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video projects as students research and create content, 
edit and step into the role of researcher, developer, writ-
er, editor and teacher, proving the truism that students 
learn best when they have to teach someone else (Reeves, 
1998).  One student we interviewed exemplifies this 
process when she says, “I learn[ed] so much….[because] 
we had to research the steps that go in order of an emer-
gency situation, to make sure they were correct and ac-
curate so that a patient’s life wouldn’t be in danger.” 

 Bruner’s Constructivist Learning Theory (Bruner, 
1984) runs along the same vein, saying that a student 
constructs her own meaning by using cognitive struc-
tures in her brain that “selects and transforms infor-
mation, constructs hypotheses, and makes decisions.” 
These cognitive structures provide “meaning and orga-
nization to experiences and allows the individual to go 
beyond the information given" (Culetta, 2013).  While 
Bruner makes clear that knowledge is constructed not 
transmitted or received, McFadden’s research indicates 
that having students create video representations of 
their learning can impact reflective practice and develop 
a sense of ownership throughout the learning process 
(McFadden, Ellis, Anwar, & Roehrig, 2014).

 Professors of all disciplines should have the ability 
to design learning experiences such as student-created 
video assignments that allow students to search for and 
find information, wrestle with the meaning of that in-
formation, make decisions and choices about that infor-
mation, and then use what they have learned. We can 
see the positive results of that process in this student’s 
comment,  “Because you want to get the steps in order 
and you have to research and go over it all the time, 
it really sticks in your brain.” And another student we 
interviewed says, “You actually have to… find the infor-
mation yourself…instead of always relying on the pro-
fessor for the knowledge.”

 These quotes illustrate that students are likely to 
learn more and more deeply by creating a video that 
represents their knowledge and understanding than by 
watching a video representing someone else’s knowledge 

and understanding (Jonassen, 1999). Dr. Sullivan and 
Dr. Cosby both experienced this in their classes once 
they switched from having students watch “canned” 
videos of joint assessments to having students research 
and create their own video of joint assessment. Dr. Sul-
livan says,  “As part of the assignment,....they had to 
build the whole evaluation together and then capture it 
on video….That process… allowed them to get into the 
material, … digest it,... learn it and then… present it.” 
In Dr. Cosby’s class she saw surprising test results, “Two 
students actually passed... the Gold Standard Examina-
tion, which tells me something about the implementa-
tion of these video projects.” Students agree that their 
learning increased because of their involvement with 
student-created video. One says, 

“If it was … a written exam, I don’t feel it’d be as 
much of a learning experience….But… because of 
the video...and being able to research for [myself ], 
I’m able to … put some of myself into a project, 
instead of just what my professor’s telling me. That 
… amplifies my ability to learn.”

 Not only are students constructing their own learn-
ing, they are also more engaged and motivated. One stu-
dent said, “It makes me want to have more [video] proj-
ects like that in my other classes….because I feel like 
the students can be more engaged within the classroom 
itself.” This student’s quote mirrors what one researcher 
found that “the power of being included and valued by 
peers motivates students to actively participate in their 
own learning” (Gibbs, 2006). Isn’t this the goal of learn-
ing, to have students participate in their own learning 
process?   In their interviews, many students comment-
ed on how motivated they were by their student-created 
project, for example, “For me that was more motivation 
than I’ve ever had to do a project before….the differenc-
es (between writing a paper and making a video) were 
just amazing.”  

 Self-Determination Theory (SDT), the motivation-
al theory developed by Ryan and Deci (1985), helps us 
further see the reason for the motivation. There are three 

pillars of motivation in SDT, autonomy, competence and 
relatedness; student-created video projects hit all three. 
When a video assignment is well-designed and scaffold-
ed, students feel autonomous and free to be creative and 
also capable to be successful. The related piece comes in 
when the students work in groups to create their project. 
Again, this piece of the design has to be constructed so 
that each person is involved in the entire project.

 Johnson and Johnson (1994) identify the act of 
working together in a collaborative group setting as 
positive interdependence.  The authors maintain, “It is 
positive interdependence that creates the realization that 
group members have two responsibilities: to learn the 
assigned material and to ensure that all members of their 
group learn the assigned material.”  This idea of shared 
learning is a great benefit to a university classroom.  Dr. 
Cosby saw a change in students once they started work-
ing in groups. She said, “What I saw was not only cohe-
siveness but collegiality amongst each other in that they 
now understood and could speak the language to one 
another. So there were multiple benefits.”

A Description of Student-Created Video Projects

We define a student-created video project as a struc-
tured, well-defined course assignment that has a video 
created by a student or a group of students as the out-
come product or deliverable at the end. When profes-
sors design a student-created video assignment, they 
are constructing a learning experience, letting students 
use computers, iPads, cameras and software as cognitive 
tools. These cognitive tools help students understand, 
organize, and construct their own meaning through the 
process of research, decision making, and the creation of 
a video (Jonassen, et al, 1999).

 The steps students must take to create the final vid-
eo product are precisely what makes this assignment 
such a robust learning experience for students. Within 
the assignment, the content is researched, written, ed-
ited, and produced by students. And because students 
typically must learn the technology involved in produc-
ing a video, that technological process becomes part of 
the assignment and also part of what students learn.

Video Design in Varying Disciplines

Understandably, there are many variables other than 
content to be taken into account when developing video 
assignments. Some of these variables are technical issues 
but most are choices in the overall design that must be 
made. We will be going into more depth about the as-
signment design later in this paper, and while it is not 
possible to cover every variable, we include here two 
brief descriptions of assignments in two very different 
disciplines that can illustrate a few of these variables.

1. Using a one-take video, education students create 
quick videos in class of the principles of a particular 
Model of Instruction that they have been assigned.  
Their task is to present the main ideas on video by 
writing a quick script, creating props and filming 
without the need for video-editing software.  Students 
researched the Model prior to coming to class and then 
were given an hour to produce their video.  After the 
hour, students showed their videos to their classmates 
who had been given a note-taking guide in order to 
capture the main ideas (click here to watch one of these 
one-take videos from the class).

This assignment requires very little technology training 
since students make a “one-take” video using a smart-
phone or iPad with no editing involved. Although this 
assignment is technologically simple, it is also robust 
with students doing all the research, writing and edit-
ing of the script. In addition, students can go back and 
redo their video. This process creates deeper and deeper 
learning as they refine the content, timing, steps and 
procedures. This type of assignment works well in many 
disciplines such as in the Sciences to demonstrate lab 
procedures or explain a chemical reaction, in Political 
Science to summarize a political theory or strategy, or in 
Nursing to demonstrate a patient assessment procedure. 

2. Music History students compare and contrast the Clas-
sical era to the Romantic era using images of architecture, 
fashion and art, quotes from literature and sound bites 
from music. The content of the video should identify, ana-
lyze, and illustrate the shifts in musical styles, architecture, 
culture, and literature through these historic movements. 
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This assignment is much more technologically compli-
cated than the previous one since students will be using 
images, texts, sound bites and perhaps video clips to il-
lustrate their findings. In addition, students may choose 
to do a voiceover and develop or compose their own 
soundtrack; therefore needing access to video editing 
software. This assignment will require more technology 
scaffolding and tutoring, but does not necessitate any 
special equipment other than a computer and video ed-
iting software. In addition, there are online tools such 
as PowToon or Kizoa that would allow students to do 
an assignment like this without any video editing soft-
ware. Again, students are doing all the research, writing 
and editing and in addition, they must also choose the 
images, texts and music samples they feel will illustrate 
their content.  This type of assignment works well in 
disciplines that rely on images such as History to tell a 
story with multiple images and text or in Art to demon-
strate the different characteristics of the Impressionistic 
period. If you click here you will see a wealth of ideas for 
video projects in many different disciplines with more 
ideas in the resources section at the end.

Well-designed Assignments

When designing a student-created video project it’s 
best to start with the end in mind by using Backward 
Design. Backward Design is a well-documented design 
system that has you ask yourself, “What do I want stu-
dents to be able to know and do when they finish their 
videos?” Once you have established what the learning 
outcome is, you ask yourself, “How will I know that 
students know and can do everything I want them to 
know and do in this assignment?” It is only after you 
develop these two critical components that you move 
forward with the rest of the design. For more on Back-
ward Design, see this web resource by Dee Fink (2003) 
on designing for significant learning. 

 

Now that we have defined what student-created videos 
are and briefly considered the benefits of BD, let’s look 
at a complete video assignment.  Fig. 1 is an assignment 
from our colleague, Dr. Jeff Sullivan, Kinesiology profes-
sor at PLNU. Dr. Sullivan designed this student-created 
video assignment for an undergraduate Kinesiology class. 

Fig. 1 
Physical Examination Video Tutorial Assignment 
by Dr. Jeff Sullivan

In this assignment, you will partner with two colleagues 
to produce a tutorial video on the Clinical Examination 
of a specific joint of your choosing. 

 In your video tutorial, make sure to include an Ev-
idence-Based Approach: demonstrating the most clini-
cally useful Manual Muscle Tests and Special Tests used 
to perform a physical examination of the joint.  You 
will share your video tutorial with your colleagues via 
YouTube for their education and constructive feedback.  
You will each also comment on the other tutorials creat-
ed by your colleagues via Discussion Board in Canvas. 

Your tutorial should include and discuss:

• At least 10 of the most commonly used special tests 
to evaluate the joint that you select.

• Demonstration of specific direction on patient po-
sitioning, direction of testing, S/S of a positive test, 
and pathology that each test rules in/out.

• Wherever possible, comment on the reliability, 
sensitivity, specificity and predictive ability of the 
special tests that you choose. (It is critical that your 
colleagues have a sense about which are the most 
clinically useful and valuable tests to choose when 
conducting a differential evaluation.)

• Indicate if a cluster of special tests might be used  
to increase your ability to diagnose a condition  
(e.g. SI joint tests) 

Resources

• Resources on how to create and edit video are avail-
able under Course Materials in Canvas. 

• Videos from the previous 2 years, along with cri-
tiques are posted for your review in Canvas.

Due dates:

Oct 7:  The list of your group members and  
 specific joint you will be examining

Oct 14:  Each student turns in his/her own  
 Video Planning Sheet

Oct 18:  Groups’ first draft of Video Planning Sheet   
 (Will be critiqued and handed back)

Oct 28:  Groups’ final version of Video Planning Sheet

Nov 4:  1st Peer evaluation

Nov 20:  Video is due and posted in Canvas

Nov 22:  2nd Peer evaluation

Learning outcomes being met by the assignment: 

Students will utilize and master the components of the 
orthopedic examination process to determine the pres-
ence of physical problems in patients.

Students will discover and execute the process of differ-
ential diagnosis, which involves determining which pa-
thology—from among a variety of possible conditions—
is the probable cause of an individual’s symptoms.

 Note: Students will create video tutorials and dif-
ferential diagnosis algorithms to aid in learning the dif-
ferential diagnosis process; you will edit and refine the 
work of your colleagues in this process.

Criteria for a good video assignment

The Kinesiology assignment in Fig. 1 has many pedagog-
ically sound features and has also been proven to achieve 
superior results. And though there is much variation 
inherent across disciplines and across different types of 
video assignments, we will use this assignment as an ex-
emplar for our discussion. Let’s look at its overall struc-
ture and design criteria, identifying the best practices 

embedded here in two strategic areas: the design of the 
assignment and the assessment of the student’s work. 

The Design

In the following few paragraphs we examine the basic el-
ements of the project design in order to ensure a success-
ful finished product under the headings: Make it count! 
Make it clear! and Make it creative! 

Make it count!

When choosing to use video as an assignment, there 
must be a driving purpose for selecting a visual, creative 
medium for the assignment. And, because video projects 
can be time-consuming, the learning outcomes should 
warrant the time students must invest in the project by 
fostering critical thinking, deep processing of essential 
content and inspiring creative energy. Dr. Sullivan has 
students create injury evaluation videos because they 
will be doing these processes “the rest of their careers.”  
They are crucial to his course. Dr. Cosby says that before 
she implemented student-created video projects, she 
“lived at the podium and just lectured.” But things are 
very different now that she’s implemented student-cre-
ated video projects. “Our labs are so much more robust 
because our students have had a chance to actually do 
the special test and …. really get the skills.” 

Make it clear!

Once you have chosen key learning outcomes from 
your course that work well as a video assignment, think 
through all of the essential elements that must be in 
the videos to demonstrate that students have processed 
all of the information you want them to learn. Make a 
thorough list of these elements; be specific and precise. 
Your students should not be guessing at what you want. 
In Dr. Sullivan’s assignment (Fig. 1), he specifies that 
students will “demonstrate the most clinically useful 
Manual Muscle Tests…” and he tells them to include “at 
least 10 of the most commonly used special tests to eval-
uate the joint.” And since students must figure out what 
these things are and how best to portray them in a vid-
eo. the learning is dynamic. Dr. Sullivan demonstrates 
a good balance between being specific and giving room 
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for creativity. He outlines minimum expectations, but 
wisely leaves room for students to discover things for 
themselves and make their own choices and decisions. 

 Providing students with a rubric for the assignment 
is an excellent way for students to visibly see the expec-
tations for the assignment. (Rubrics will be discussed 
more in depth under Assessment). Another way to make 
expectations clear is by giving students an exemplar vid-
eo. When Dr. Cosby first started including video assign-
ments in her course, she posted video exemplars from 
YouTube for students to watch. Now she uses students’ 
videos from previous semesters as her exemplars. (Click 
here to watch a student-created video from Dr. Cosby’s 
class.)  An exemplar video can instantly show students 
how the learning outcomes can be met in a video. Just 
be sure that you are pointing students toward what is 
important – the content. “Video really helps the stu-
dents to learn. If a picture paints a thousand words, vid-
eo - a million words.” But Dr. Sullivan warns, “don’t fall 
in love with the technology just for the wow factor… 
Make sure that you’re using the technology that’s going 
to enhance learning.”

 In addition to making expectations clear, the steps 
needed to accomplish the assignment must be clear as 
well. Think through the assignment and break large, 
complex tasks into smaller, doable steps. This can be ac-
complished with a detailed timeline so students know 
what is expected of them and when things are due. This 
also highlights the beauty behind Dr. Sullivan’s Video 
Planning Sheet (click here) where he created precise ex-
pectations and clear directions for students to follow so 
they know how to be successful. Dr. Sullivan, Dr. Cosby 
and Dr. Posey all provide online tutorials and resources 
for students’ technology needs.  Dr. Posey says, 

“The first time I tried to be the resource myself and 
that about killed me because you have 25 students 
depending on you to teach them how to edit video. 
…[Now] I’ve developed tools that they have... in 
Canvas… to help them learn how to do that.”

Make it creative!

As you design your video assignment, you will get more 
buy-in from students and ultimately a better product 
from them if you allow some freedom of choice. A lit-
tle bit of freedom can encourage creativity and own-
ership, while building students’ motivation levels. Dr. 
Posey says that in his Graduate Education classes, the 
student-created video assignment helps students find 
“something new inside themselves—more confidence, 
more energy, more creativity.”   One of his students says, 
“iMovie...allows you to be more creative… you get to 
really hear and feel who that person is.” Another student 
was so motivated by the video project he said, “I was so 
excited about the project I went home and started it that 
night.” Isn’t this the kind of response we wished all of 
our assignments created?  (Click here to see an example 
of a student-created video from a Graduate Education 
course.)

 Keep in mind that creativity is at the top of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy (Bloom,1984) - the level of learning you 
want to encourage because it is so deep and long last-
ing. These students will never forget what they learned 
through their video projects. But creativity is also some-
thing you must support with solid scaffolding. Scaffold-
ing takes the form of technology training, step-by-step 
instructions, deadlines, feedback, rubrics and clear ex-
pectations. Scaffolding helps students know how to be 
successful and establishes the boundaries that can actu-
ally help them be creative.

 Dr. Cosby’s first foray into video assignments didn’t 
allow students to make any creative decisions and she 
found that students’ “personalities didn’t really shine; 
they just did it” to get it done. She now gives students 
more freedom, allowing them to choose how long the 
video will be, and exactly how they will portray the nec-
essary content. Now with more freedom, Dr. Cosby says 
students “[go] over and beyond what I could ever ex-
pect.”  The effect of this little bit of creativity is evident 
in a short interview with Elizabeth, one of Dr. Cosby’s 
students. In the interview Elizabeth uses the word “fun” 
eight times and says, “It’s a fun a project… more fun 

than sitting at your desk typing a paper for five hours….
[and I] learn[ed] so much more in the same five hours 
than I would’ve [if I’d] spent [it] writing a paper.”

Assessment

The way you design assessment plays a large part in the 
successful outcome of a video assignment. We look at 
assessment in these next few paragraphs under the head-
ings: Make it ongoing! Make it visible! Make it individ-
ual! Make it collaborative!

Make it ongoing!

It’s important to create a complete assessment system 
that takes into account both high stakes and low stakes 
(or no stakes) grading and provides for both individu-
al and group accountability. For most students, this is 
a new type of assignment, so including quick and do-
able ways to give feedback especially in the initial stages 
will help students know they are on the right track. You 
can see in Dr. Sullivan’s assignment (Fig.1) a deadline 
about a week and a half in where he gives feedback on 
the group Video Planning Sheet (click here to access 
the planning sheet). This type of early deadline helps 
jumpstart the project and gets groups working together 
as a team right from the beginning. Note that Dr. Sulli-
van’s time commitment stays manageable since there is 
only one Planning Sheet per group. Depending on the 
project, early feedback can be given on many different 
things, such as outlines, a list of research topics, a liter-
ature review containing the most significant 5-10 refer-
ence books, articles, and/or web pages a group is using, 
or a preliminary script or storyboard. Click here to see a 
chapter of John Bean’s helpful book, Engaging Ideas, for 
more ways to give feedback on early drafts. 

 In addition, if you choose to give class time for 
group research you can interact with each group and 
dialogue about their work. All of this feedback allows 
students (and their professor) to know the assignment 
is progressing in the right direction. Ongoing feedback 
and deadlines help everyone and assures that groups are 
working steadily.

Make it visible

Rubrics are a strategic part of making expectations 
clear, so before students begin working on their video 
projects, they should know the criteria they are being 
graded on and how the grades are weighted. Rubrics can 
also give professors a double bonus by making grading 
easier and faster (click here for an example of a grad-
ing rubric). When creating a rubric for a video project, 
think through what the most important aspects are and 
weight them accordingly.

 Rubrics for group projects need the additional con-
sideration of how to measure group work. This can be as 
simple as including “Teamwork” or “Collaboration” as 
one of the criteria of the rubric (click here for Dr.Cos-
by’s rubric).  Dr. Cosby weighs Collaboration as 25% 
of the rubric grade. This type of assessment, however, 
can sometimes be problematic since the teacher is not 
necessarily in the best position to judge how well stu-
dents collaborated with each other. A more equitable 
way to assess teamwork might be to create a separate 
rubric for peer assessment that lets team members assess 
how each member of the group participated and added 
to the overall project. Peer assessment will be discussed 
more fully in the next section, but we include it here 
because it is a crucial element of visibility and is the one 
tool students have to affect the behavior of the members 
in their group.

Make it individual!

When you create a group video project, individual ac-
countability is a strategic ingredient. Each student must 
be held accountable for knowledge of the entire project, 
their contribution to the finished project, and also to 
the group. The assignment itself and the assessment of 
the assignment must be designed to encourage each stu-
dent to participate fully as opposed to a group where the 
work is divvied up and individuals only know a small 
portion of the entire project. When each student brings 
his or her whole self to a project, the creativity and brain 
power multiplies exponentially and becomes more than 
the sum of its individual parts.
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 As important as it is, individual accountability can 
be tricky to ensure, so you must be diligent to find ways 
to include it in the assignment design. Some ideas for 
ways to ensure individual accountability would be hav-
ing individual assignments such as Dr. Sullivan’s Video 
Planning Sheet (click here to see the Video Planning 
Sheet) which is researched and handed in by each stu-
dent before group work begins or sometimes during 
the group work phase. Students can also keep a journal 
documenting their work and perhaps group dynamics. 
In the journal they can answer metacognitive questions 
you supply that help them reflect on their learning pro-
cess. An almost counterintuitive idea is to include class 
time for groups to research and plan their projects. You 
can then walk around, interact with groups and witness 
students participating in their groups. 

 Perhaps the most important assurance for individual 
accountability is having students do peer evaluations of 
each member of their group. Peer Assessment helps to 
create checks and balances within teams that encourage 
equal participation and collaboration (click here to see a 
peer evaluation form that you may find helpful). It is usu-
ally best to do at least two peer evaluations, so students 
have the opportunity to up their game in response to the 
feedback they receive. Whichever way you do it, the final 
peer evaluation must affect each student’s final grade on 
the project. This powerful tool allows students to influ-
ence the behavior of their group members and can make 
the difference between groups with equal participation 
from all members and groups comprised of some over-
worked, angry members and one or two loafers.

Make it collaborative!

While there is a multitude of ways to create collaborative 
video projects, Dr. Sullivan also includes collaboration 
in the assessment by using peer critique or peer editing. 
In Dr. Sullivan’s assignment (Fig.1), he has students post 
their videos to Canvas. Each student is then responsible 
for viewing each video and providing a critique of the 
content (click here to see an example of how to use a 
Discussion Board for student critiques).

 Students must ask a probing question, share an 
insight, make a suggestion for improvement, offer an 
opinion, validate an idea, or expand on a post. Through 
the years, students have given kudos to each other for a 
job well done and have also pointed out errors in each 
other’s videos. As they critique they are building their 
expert knowledge and honing their skills of the joint 
evaluation process that will be a significant part of their 
professional lives.

Supportive Resources

As stated earlier, how students will learn the technology 
must be a consideration and a part of the assignment 
design. Along with this, you as their teacher must have 
knowledge of and experience with the technology and 
process you are asking your students to use. Learning 
the process is not difficult, and will help you know how 
to develop your assignment. You should create your own 
video and know the ins and outs of the process, and use 
the software and websites you are asking your students 
to use. One idea would be to create a video introducing 
the project to your students. That would give you credi-
bility and experience at the same time. 

 Giving technology support can be handled in a va-
riety of ways. Dr. Posey, Dr. Sullivan and Dr. Cosby all 
provide tutorials in Canvas, but you can also have your 
IT department come to your class and give a hands-on 
lesson to your students. Dr. Posey says, 

“With any piece of technology, which would in-
clude video and video editing, I need to understand 
it myself and how it works….If you can’t teach it 
to them… then you need to have resources avail-
able… tutorials and that sort of thing… to give 
your students.”

 Although the process of learning the technology 
can seem daunting, most students take it in stride. One 
said, “You learn as you do it.   I’m much better at tech-
nology than I thought… I have the ability… to adapt 
and learn quickly. I was proud of myself in that.”

 

 In order to assist you in developing an understand-
ing of both the technology use and the assignment it-
self, we have developed a list of resources that you may 
find helpful.  You will find them listed in the Appendix  
below. 

Conclusion

In this report we have explored the benefits to student 
learning through the use of student-created video as-
signments as well as provided ideas and resources for 
creating well-designed assignments that work in many 
disciplines. We have also considered the perceptions of 
both students and faculty as they participated in these 
types of assignments. These reported perceptions echo 
the findings of authors and researchers:  that the assign-
ment itself must count towards course objectives, must 
be clear to students in its expectations and must offer 
the opportunity for student creativity.  The interviews 
also indicated that participants felt that student-created 
video assignments lend themselves to a different, high-
er-level of thinking. Isn’t that the goal of higher educa-
tion across disciplines - to assist students in thinking 
differently than they have before? What we discovered 
is that well-designed student-created video assignments 
can have a profound effect on student learning, motiva-
tion, and student engagement.     
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The Yale Center for Teaching and Learning is based out of Yale University and features resources for teaching writ-
ing skills as well as the effective use of technology in the classroom. The CTL’s website features a section titled, “Ideas 
for Teaching”, where educators can find resources for preparing lectures, adjusting to students’ learning styles, and 
teaching students how to read and interpret journal articles. Educators can also find resources for leading classroom 
discussions and teaching controversial topics. 
http://ctl.yale.edu/ 

The Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence and Educational Innovation is based out of Carnegie Mellon Uni-
versity in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The Eberly Center is dedicated to providing faculty and graduate students with 
resources to guide their teaching and to encourage student learning. The Eberly Center website features a section on 
designing and teaching courses with instructions on creating a syllabus, selecting course content, identifying effective 
instructional strategies, and managing a course. The Eberly Center also has resources on assessing student learning 
and solving common teaching problems. 
https://www.cmu.edu/teaching/index.html 

The Writing Program at Middlebury College is a program that supports student writing development and pro-
vides resources to faculty for teaching students writing skills. The Writing Program website has a specific section for 
faculty resources, which provides rubrics for writing assignments and strategies for teaching students writing skills. 
The section also includes instructional strategies for teaching writing skills to students who are multilingual or have 
English as a second language. Additionally, the section has teaching library list of suggested titles that faculty can 
refer to when teaching writing skills. 
http://www.middlebury.edu/academics/writing/teaching 

The Institute for Writing and Rhetoric is based out of Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire. The In-
stitute serves as a resource for faculty and students in the development of writing, speaking, teaching, and research 
skills. The Institute website has a section devoted to faculty teaching first year writing courses with guidelines to refer 
to when teaching students with varying experience levels with college writing from beginner to most advanced. In the 
section specifically dedicated to teaching first year writing courses, there is information for faculty to refer to when 
teaching writing as a process and designing syllabi and assignments. 
http://writing-speech.dartmouth.edu/ 

The University Teaching and Learning Center is based out of George Washington University in Washington D.C. 
The Center provides teaching resources for faculty members in all areas of teaching courses, specifically in course 
design. The Center website features a teaching guide with sections on hybrid courses, student assessment, and de-
veloping course goals and objectives. Of note, the Center provides guidelines to faculty on how to better utilize 
multimedia presentations to enhance student learning and outlines in-classroom teaching strategies, such as teaching 
large undergraduate classes. 
https://tlc.provost.gwu.edu/ 

Websites Related to Teaching and Learning

CURRENT CLIPS & LINKS

—Kayla Beman

“Currents Clips and Links” is a list of links to interesting, non-commercial websites related to teaching and 
learning, compiled by Kayla Beman. Currents invites reader recommendations of similar sites that they’ve 
found useful. 

Appendix
Point Loma Nazarene University Workshop

Point Loma Nazarene University Video  
click here http://youtu.be/Xsv8IfhPK6o

Student Created Video Workshop 
For PowerPoint  
click here https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-wZ8npOJaOPTV-
dOaTNDcUlPNHc/view?usp=sharing

Resources for Students

Video editing tutorials 
For Macintosh  
click here https://skydrive.live.com/embed?cid=-
2D89AD47F7A71DD5&resid=2D89AD47F7A71D-
D5%21124&authkey=APuYqUupX8mdPdQ&em=2&w-
dAr=1.3333333333333333

For PC  
click here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MiVyqQmCuw8

A process for Preparing Students for Video   
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21779

Resources for Faculty

Video Assignment Ideas

Dartmouth College Ideas:   
click here  http://www.dartmouth.edu/~videoprojects/
wp/?p=503

Free Technology for Teachers   
click here http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2012/08/5-video-
projects-to-try-with-your.html - .VSCN6fnF-Sr

Ideas from Common Craft   
click here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oCl1zoxs3Zo

Ideas using Flip Video Cameras   
click here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0TkqTPyeeoE

Ideas from Point Loma Nazarene University workshop  
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21777

One-take video example   
click here https://youtu.be/DuIxLsXTf3k

Philosophy of Education video example   
click here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUFVCVnC3-8

Video Assignment Resources

Kinesiology Physical Examination Video Assignment  
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21775

Kinesiology video planning sheet   
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21749

Video cheat sheet   
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21783

Assessment Tools

Criteria for Discussion Boards  
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21772

Rubric for Student-Created Video (group projects)  
click here https://onedrive.live.com/view.aspx?cid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5&resid=2D89AD47F7A71DD5%21750&ap-
p=Word

Rubric for Student-Created Video (individual projects)  
click here https://onedrive.live.com/redir?resid=2D89AD-
47F7A71DD5%21767



74 D E S I G N I N G  I N F O R M AT I O N  L I T E R ACY  I N ST R U C T I O N    |   Z E P H I R  B OO K  R E V I E W S   |   D E S I G N I N G  I N F O R M AT I O N  L I T E R ACY  I N ST R U C T I O N   75

C U R R E N T S   |   S E P T E M B E R  2 016

 For an instructor, following an in-depth needs as-
sessment comes the creation of expected learning out-
comes (or ELOs as Kaplowitz calls them). What, specif-
ically, will your students be able to do after your session? 
This chapter takes the reader step-by-step through the 
writing process, including Bloom’s taxonomy (revised 
too) as well as the ABCD method. Having Bloom’s tax-
onomy present, in a worksheet form, enables the reader 
actively to write ELOs next to the informative parts of 
the text. 

 Kaplowitz’ text builds on ELOs to help the reader 
develop an understanding of learner-centered teaching. 
The author covers topics such as how to keep students’ 
attention and the various types of activities that you 
could implement in your classroom. Included in the 
discussion are subjects like technology, accessibility, and 
delivery format, all of which are important to consid-
er when implementing ILI. Building off of the creation 
of information literacy learning activities or modules, 
through the implementation of learner-centered teach-
ing, the author also thoroughly covers assessment. As-
sessment stands as the third piece of the ‘tripod,’ serving 
to close the loop so that you can reflect, improve, and re-
write your ELOs and activities to better serve your stu-
dent population. Kaplowitz takes a stand for assessment 
in ILI: “there is more to assessment than accountability 
and grading” (p. 112). For many librarians, assessment 
is a hassle, an unnecessary add-on to a quick one-shot 
session. Kaplowitz acknowledges this, but forges anoth-
er path: she believes that we are constantly running in-
formal assessments that help us to guide our practice. 
She also advocates for formal assessments to prove ILI’s 
importance to stakeholders. Kaplowitz’s discussion of 
assessment and creating expected learning outcomes is 
something that new librarians interested in or engaged 
with ILI should read.

 After assessment, the author asks us to take a step 
back from the ‘tripod’ to look more broadly at the orga-
nization of the ILI. Kaplowitz introduces both Gagne’s 
nine events of instruction and Keller’s ARCS to instruct 

readers how to organize and sequence the instruction 
materials. Here, she includes detailed charts explaining 
each method, including a detailed description, followed 
by how you can apply it to ILI (p. 141-2). The clarity of 
the tables in this chapter assists the reader in prepping 
the lesson before implementation. 

 After ILI organization comes implementation, in 
which Kaplowitz focuses primarily on marketing and 
performance. She covers areas such as developing an ele-
vator speech for on the spot marketing pitches, ideas for 
how to increase user participation, and how to relax due 
to ‘stage fright’ (multiple stretches and breath exercises 
are included in the workbook to de-stress either before 
or after your lessons). While the information present-
ed may seem somewhat disconnected, I appreciate this 
realistic approach to instruction. Librarians need to ad-
vocate for ILI. Librarians get nervous when instruction 
goes awry. Students sometimes don’t pay attention and 
we need to think on our feet. Kaplowitz covers the kinds 
of real feelings and situations that can emerge in the 
classroom and beyond. I appreciate how she not only 
covers situations that may arise in the standard face-to-
face classroom environment, but also covers the online 
synchronous and asynchronous environments, as well as 
what you should prepare for when filming an instruc-
tional video.

 Overall, I believe that any new professional engag-
ing in information literacy instruction should read this 
text. I greatly appreciate Kaplowitz’ workbook because 
of its clear and organized instruction. While the name 
‘tripod approach’ may seem just another piece of jar-
gon, the ideas, theory, and experience behind it are both 
sound and useful to information professionals today.

Designing Information Literacy Instruction: The Teaching 
Tripod Approach. By Joan R. Kaplowitz. Rowman & Lit-
tlefield, 2014. 220 pp. ISBN-13: 9780810885844

Coco Zephir, MLIS is an Instructional Services Librar-
ian at the Fitchburg State University Amelia V. Galluc-
ci-Cirio Library.

 Kaplowitz’s text joins a collection of recent litera-
ture that proposes new ways of approaching informa-
tion literacy instruction (ILI). Her text has three points 
of focus: an introduction outlining the importance of 
instructional design, the outline of her ‘tripod approach’ 
to instruction, and lastly, the implementation of ILI 
instruction using her ‘tripod’ method. Her ‘tripod ap-
proach,’ based on outcomes, activities, and assessments, 
is heavily rooted in instructional design (ID) and practi-
cal application—two aspects that make her book, as she 
says, appeal to the “What’s in it for me?” in all of us.

 ILI instruction has become a necessary component 
of liberal arts undergraduate education. According to 
the Association of College and Research Libraries, in-
formation literacy “is the set of integrated abilities en-
compassing the reflective discovery of information, the 
understanding of how information is produced and 
valued, and the use of information in creating new 
knowledge and participating ethically in communities 
of learning.” If undergraduate students are to succeed as 
they progress through their academic career, they must 
be information literate learners. The ILI instruction can 
and should be integrated into liberal arts classrooms in a 
collaborative fashion between librarians and faculty.

  In my experience, new academic librarians enter 
into the field with little to no formal teaching training. 
Perhaps some basic instruction theory was covered in a 

Masters of Library Science program, but otherwise li-
brarians begin their time in the field with minimal ex-
perience in this area. This text serves as an ILI workbook 
for new academic librarians, serving as both an intro-
duction to instructional theory and practice, but also as 
an interactive guide from which readers actively learn, 
reflect, and create instruction programming. 

 Kaplowitz’s text opens with an introduction to ID 
and why it is so important to instruction. The text pro-
vides just enough background information and analysis 
of various models, like ADDIE, ASSURE, and Char 
Booth’s USER method to introduce the topic, while also 
asking readers to consider a new method: the author’s 
“Teaching Tripod Approach.” This ILI method is devel-
oped for librarians who are unable to follow a student’s 
full academic course progression, but rather pop in at 
opportune moments to foster research skills and dispo-
sitions. Here, the presentation of popular and heavily 
used ID models in combination with the author’s own, 
provides the reader with context and clarity in relation to 
general ID as well as when applied to library instruction. 

 Kaplowitz begins her discussion of her ILI meth-
od by focusing on needs assessment. Who are your stu-
dents? Kaplowitz asks, “what is the knowledge gap” (p. 
46)? What is the culture of your campus? Who is willing 
to partner with you to meet these objectives? What are 
the liberal arts outcomes? Focusing on students, campus 
culture, and your position in ILI, Kaplowitz outlines a 
plan of action before instruction begins. Before you de-
sign your ILI it is imperative to explore your student 
population so that you can identify and understand the 
knowledge gaps that exist. 

 

Joan R. Kaplowitz’s Designing Information Literacy 
Instruction: The Teaching Tripod Approach 

BOOK REVIEWS

— Coco Zephir
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and between teachers, peers, and texts speaks to her be-
lief that, at its core, feminist pedagogy should support 
“collaboration across differences” (p. 181).  Though her 
stories do not always have ‘happy endings,’ per say, they 
do illustrate different ways of forming and reforming 
community from individuality (p. 183).  In this way, 
Fisher’s feminist classrooms become places where inter-
connection is possible – where “individuals with differ-
ent experiences and ideas can evolve into groups of peo-
ple who self-consciously incorporate elements of each 
others’ thinking into their internal discourse” (p. 73).  
For Fisher, feminist teaching and learning, understood 
and practiced as the act of embracing “external and in-
ternal tensions” (p. 121), facilitates a more complex and 
more complete understanding of the world, which is 
also the goal of a liberal arts education.

 Midway through her book, Fisher looks more close-
ly at a particularly interesting manifestation of tension 
in her examination of two dueling concepts faced by 
many feminist educators: issues of caring and issues of 
power.  In her discussion of the ethics of care in the fem-
inist classroom, the author candidly shares her gradual 
evolution in thinking.  Earlier in her career, Fisher felt 
only discomfort when considering her role in a culturally 
feminized profession.  As an ‘out’ lesbian and ‘childless 
by choice’ woman, she bridled when her doctoral student 
thanked her using language that reflected the entrenched 
idealization of ‘teacher as caregiver.’ When the teary-eyed 
younger woman embraced her, saying, “I could not have 
done it without you; [y]ou are the mother of us all” (p. 
116), Fisher felt frustration embroiled with contempt.  
Over the years, however, her position changed as her fo-
cus shifted.  The more she attended to the needs of her 
students, the more she opened herself to the role of a 
feminist teacher as ‘one who cares.’  She reflects:

Needs arose in the process of discussion, such as 
the need to be listened to with compassion or to 
receive a response to one’s ideas, feeling, experienc-
es.  Although I used to wince when students used 
maternal imagery to describe my teaching, I finally 

had to admit how issues of caring permeated the 
classroom. (p. 48)

Fisher’s guarded acceptance of her role as “othermother” 
(p. 130) to her students is clearly still in flux.  That said, 
she seems to have found a working balance for herself 
– “a combination of self-care and caring for others” (p. 
136) that feels authentic and sustainable.

 Positioned against sociocultural expectations of 
‘teachers as caregivers’ is ‘teachers as authority figures.’  In 
another chapter, Fisher explores the aspects of her femi-
nist pedagogy that concern “issues of power” (p. 35).cA 
self-identified progressive and constructivist teacher, the 
author begins by outlining the ways in which she strives 
to empower her students.  She details pedagogical prac-
tices she purposefully incorporates to grant her students 
autonomy and independence, specifically asking them 
“to develop their own projects, to take a hand in their 
own assessment, [and] to make their own presentations 
from the podium” (p. 84).  Further, she relates how she 
sits in a circle during class discussions as one scholar 
among many in an effort to downplay her power within 
the classroom (p. 83).  However, these steps do not, in-
deed cannot, alter a core reality of classroom education: 
the power that inherently resides with the teacher.  Here, 
Fisher expands on her impressions of a teacher’s role in 
curriculum design and implementation:  

Even a teacher who uses the discussion method 
cannot avoid transmitting ideas, information and 
values through her practice.  By selecting particular 
authors or topics for her course syllabus and arrang-
ing them in a certain manner, or by emphasizing 
certain parts of a text she asks the class to discuss, 
she asserts the importance of some ideas and mini-
mizes or ignores others. (p. 50)

Later in the same chapter, Fisher discusses her strug-
gles with assessment, yet another aspect of teaching in 
which educators inherently hold power over their stu-
dents.  Through the use of a long but compelling sto-
ry, she outlines the difficulty she has encountered when 

No Angel in the Classroom: Teaching through Feminist 
Discourse. By Berenice Malka. Rowman & Littlefield, 
2000. 328 pp. ISBN-13: 978-0847691234  

Katharine Covino, Ed.D. is an Assistant Professor in 
English Studies at Fitchburg State University.

 Fisher explores what it means to be a feminist 
teacher and what it means to engage in feminist teach-
ing.  Using her experiences in and out of the classroom 
as a woman, an educator, and an academic, Fisher un-
packs and addresses feminist pedagogy through the use 
of divergent yet overlapping theoretical perspectives and 
personal stories.  Focusing on the interplay between phi-
losophy and practice, she offers explanations, ideas, and 
examples that are both intellectual and accessible.  First 
and foremost in her understanding of feminist pedagogy 
is the interconnection between the personal and the po-
litical.  Guided by this premise, feminist teachers focus 
on open and honest discussions of women’s “‘personal’ 
matters – including sexuality, reproduction, and caring” 
(p. 28).  Such issues often play foundational roles in the 
design and implementation of (especially but not exclu-
sively liberal arts) course syllabi, materials, and activities.  
By focusing on these under-discussed topics, feminist 
teachers and their students can “be self-reflective in ways 
that are both uncomfortable and liberating” (p. 37).  

 Further, Fisher notes the extent to which many 
feminist educators incorporate thoughtful dialogue and 
debate into their teaching.  The purpose of such engaged 
discussion is not to arrive at a single ‘given’ answer, but 
rather to encounter a panoply of conflicting voices, val-
ues, expectations, experiences, and ideals.  Fisher’s en-
visioning of feminist pedagogy as an “intersection of 
identities” (p. 46) speaks to a larger trend within the 

field, namely the ideological shift from second-wave to 
the third-wave feminism.  Touching only briefly on this 
change, the author notes the sociohistorical moment 
when “Black, lesbian, working-class, and other femi-
nist activists point[ed] out that generalizations based 
on the experience of white, heterosexual, and/or middle 
class women did not necessarily apply to them” (p. 62).  
Though Fisher does not dwell on this transformation 
in feminist thinking, she does acknowledge its greatest 
legacy: the rebirth of feminism as a complex, contested, 
and deeply fragmented construct (Daniels, 2010; Gore, 
1992).  Her characterization of third-wave ‘intersection-
ality’ feminism as a fraught locale – where both “con-
nection and challenge” (p. 19) are possible, and her ac-
knowledgement of feminist pedagogy as a useful tool to 
navigate its “contestory and contradictory theories and 
practices” (Lather, 1992, p.130) reflect her belief that 
feminist educators should work to embrace, rather than 
deny, moments of conflict and tension in the classroom.

 In point of fact, Fisher’s call to feminist educators 
“to engage in a deeper way with questions of difference” 
(p. 105) is among the most compelling and resonant 
of her piece.  Like many other third-wave writers and 
scholars, she urges feminist teachers to acknowledge and 
embrace the interconnectedness of identity.  Feminism 
need not be ‘either/or’, but rather ‘all at once.’  Guid-
ed by this premise Fisher contends that differences are 
not only necessary and unavoidable, but valuable and 
enriching (p. 26).  The anecdotes she shares from her 
college classroom make clear that she practices what she 
preaches.  A frequently occurring theme of her stories is 
the need “to listen to each other’s conflicting and over-
lapping voices” (p. 146).  Her willingness to engage with 
and reflect on the difficult tensions that emerge within 

Berenice Malka’s No Angel in the Classroom:  
Teaching through Feminist Discourse

BOOK REVIEWS

— Katharine Covino
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BOOK REVIEWS No Angel in the Classroom continued

assigning grades.  When a student came to her in tears 
over her grade in the course, Fisher faced a quandary.  
As a feminist teacher, she had proactively sown seeds 
of empowerment, equity, and caring into the threads of 
her teaching.  But at that moment, she found herself in 
a quagmire – a position that could never be equitable.  
Here, Fisher reflects on her struggle:

I can idealize their interests in exploring feminism 
and thus bring out passions that support their au-
thority as participants in the class.  But no mat-
ter how much I encourage students’ potential for 
leadership, I cannot share with them my position 
as a professor – and this position is one important 
meaning of my authority.  They know it.  I know 
it. (p. 102)

In asserting her will, in assigning the grades she believes 
to be fair, Fisher exercises power over her students.  As 
with the issue of caring, however, the issue of power 
must be approached and considered from a perspective 
of thoughtful balance and moderation.  To that end, 
Fisher urges feminist teachers to develop pedagogical 
practices that strive to make sense of the power and 
authority granted to them by their positions and their 
knowledge (p. 53).

 If there is one critique against Fisher’s work, it is the 
way she purposefully writes primarily to and for wom-
en: a fact she addresses in an early chapter.  Therein, 
she shares her rationale: “Most teachers who identify 
as feminists are women and most students I teach are 
women” (p. 20). Though she makes a point of saying she 
does “not mean to diminish the importance of discuss-
ing what it means for men to do feminist teaching and 
the role of men as students in feminist classes” (p. 20), 
in many places, she does just that.  By focusing so exclu-
sively on the experiences, feelings, ideas, and actions of 
women, Fisher neglects the experiences, feelings, ideas, 
and actions of men (pp. 32-33).  As I read and reviewed 
the text, I came to realize that her understanding and 

practice of feminist pedagogy was markedly narrower 
than my own.  As a feminist teacher and scholar work-
ing at the dawning of the fourth wave, I believe that 
our movement must include men; that their active 
participation is vital for positive change and growth.  
To quote another well-known feminist: “How can we 
affect change in a world when only half of it is invit-
ed or feel welcome to participate in the conversation?  
Men – I would like to take this opportunity to extend 
your formal invitation.  Gender equity is your issue too” 
(Watson, 2014, para. 18-19). Though I agree with Fish-
er’s mission to understand women’s oppression and to 
promote women’s liberation through her teaching and 
scholarship, I feel that this work could be furthered by 
including all people (p. 50).

 With her book No Angel in the Classroom: Teach-
ing through Feminist Discourse, Berenice Malka Fish-
er offers a thoughtful discussion of feminist pedagogy.  
Through a balanced intermingling of theoretical per-
spectives and stories from the classroom, she makes clear 
that there is no single ‘correct’ path to feminist teaching 
and learning.  To use her words, feminist pedagogy is “not 
an ideal to be achieved but a process to be developed” 
(p. 59).  Though some may argue that the time for such 
books is past, that women have achieved enough, that 
their place in the world has vastly improved, I (together 
with Fisher) would disagree.  Women’s demands for “a 
fair and equal place in the world” (p. 211) have not yet 
been met – there is much left to be accomplished.  Even 
as this country stands potentially poised to elect its first 
female president, “the dominant culture still discourages 
women from speaking out politically.  Women’s speech 
is still stigmatized” (p. 2).  This book and its message are 
valuable for today’s feminist educators – men and wom-
en who, through their teaching, can continue Fisher’s 
goals of empowerment and equity.
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