The Space Between: CSIU’s Teaching Circle on Diversity Education
By Katie McGrath

If you teach perhaps you’ve had this experience. You read something that inspires you—perhaps an article from a journal in your field, a cartoon from the New Yorker, whatever. You instinctively cut out the clipping and become very excited about the prospect of incorporating it into your teaching. You write up a mini-lesson, create questions, feverishly jot down notes—all the things good teachers do. Then, after consulting your calendar to find the perfect day for it to fit within the carefully constructed design of your course, you go to your class eager to try it out. But when you do try it out, it doesn’t work as you had planned. The students look at you and listen, take some notes, one or two answer your questions, but they just don’t have much to say. You invent a few more questions, turn up the conviction and enthusiasm in your voice, but they’re still not interested. The class ends, you pack up your bag, sigh or moan, and wonder: Is it them? Is it me?

Of course, we all have good and bad days, but what creates this distance, this awkward space between their experience and ours? What is this space between teacher and student, or between student and student, that sometimes makes us feel like we’re too different, our interests too disparate, our backgrounds too dissimilar? More importantly, where is that space that unites, excites, and motivates us despite our differences, or perhaps even because of them? How do we create authentic learning experiences for our students that are relevant to both their lives and our disciplines? This range of questions represents some of the issues CSIU’s Teaching Circle on Diversity Education has been wrestling with this semester. Representing various departments of the college, the Teaching Circle consists of 17 faculty  members who share the common interest of finding ever more effective ways of reaching our students. So as the earth began to worm in early spring, we emerged from our offices to discuss issues of pedagogy and practice that affect us all. We read scholarly articles, shared classroom stories, laughed, listened, and exchanged ideas about how to inspire and engage our students. 

Coming out of CSIU’s earlier discussion of Mary Louise Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone,” we explored who we are as educators in relation to who our students are when they come to us. According to Pratt, contact zones “refer to social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations to power…” If we imagine our classrooms as contact zones, we soon enter an exciting, frustrating, messy and vibrant space where students and instructors must together build a stage for learning. In our first discussion, we looked at what we advocate in the space of these classrooms and how. We asked ourselves, for example, if an instructor should openly express her opinion on the hot topics of the day, or if she should veil it in a more neutral stance. We wondered, to quote Louis Menand, if we conduct our classes “in a spirit of disinterestedness,” what this means, and if it is even possible. In practical terms, we described how we model inquiry and teach students to think critically, particularly when our classrooms become a nexus of myriad worldviews and assumptions. 
To consider our belief systems as they relate to diversity education, we read two article which examined the role culture plays in the learning process. One article, for example, was a case study that compared how three culturally distinct groups of college students prepared for class and interacted with course materials.  Of particular interest was the author’s findings that the more successful students used a similar approach to learning regardless of their cultural background, but that the students’ beliefs about learning and very purpose of higher education varied markedly depending on their culture. For example, American cultural ideals of individualism and competition were often at odds with other cultures that value collectivism and cooperation; moreover, some students valued fact-centered learning while others took a more utilitarian approach, finding that only courses directly related to their interests were worth taking. As the students in the case study mirrored many of the students we have at Bergen, the readings prompted us to question what higher education means for our students and what their expectations are when they greet us at the beginning of each semester. Specifically, we focused on the strategies we employ when faced with resistant or reluctant learners and what we do to make learning both immediate and transformational.
Keeping this fundamental goal in mind, we also read Ken Bain’s What the Best College Teachers Do to ferret out, probe, and debate universal principles of good teaching. In spite of the goofy cover (there’s a photo of a very limber college teacher doing a one-handed handstand, which naturally begs the question, is that what the best college teachers do?), this book provided a lot of rich material for discussion. In essence, we pondered the big questions of teaching: What do we expect of our students? How do we conduct class? How do we evaluate our students as well as ourselves? Joined by Dr. Edgar Beckham from the Association of American Colleges and Universities, we broke into small groups to discuss where we were inspired by Bain, where we took issue with him, and where we saw real implications for diversity education. We explored a wide range of issues from scheduling to psychology, asking, for example, when instructors find time for spontaneity in the semester or how vulnerable our students are to stereotype threat. While we did not always agree with each other, or with Bain, we engaged in spirited intellectual conversation that generated insight and genuine collegial bonding.

And finally, to close the semester, we put our creative thinking to work by sharing real-life adventures from the classroom. For our last session, each member of the Teaching Circle presented a practice related to diversity that was successful in engaging his students. By sharing these lessons, we opened up a space to brainstorm and synthesize ideas, fostering collaboration with our colleagues and innovation in our classes. After a restorative summer, we will look forward to the fall to continue our conversations in the year-long Diversity Seminar. We will pursue further explorations in best practices, particularly in light of Dr. Beckham’s counsel to align our efforts in diversity with the educational mission of the college. Most importantly, we will embrace the new academic year eager to carry out CSIU’s vision of promoting excellence in teaching and nurturing a shared commitment to intercultural understanding.
