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ADVANCE \d4
In preparation for the Academic Affairs Faculty Symposium, the organizers invite you to share with fellow participants some brief reflections on the concept of academic rigor. We would appreciate receiving by Friday, April 7th, your perception of academic rigor, your personal experience with academic rigor as a teacher or student, and/or your thoughts on what faculty and the University should do to promote rigor in our academic programs


__________________________________________________________________________________________

Essay ID:285666 

1. Relevance and the Connection to Rigor

ADVANCE \d4As James Beane (1997) has argued, the most powerful sources for curriculum are the concerns of students about themselves and about social issues. Relevance as Beane defines it, connecting curriculum to students' concerns and interests about themselves and the world, may seem irrelevant to rigor, with all rigor's implications of rigidity and definitiveness. Students' concerns and interests, by definition, are not rigid or definitive. However, if by rigor we intend to call for meaningful, substantive, and useful knowledge and skills, then we can hardly expect relevance to be irrelevant to our students. If students see knowledge and skills as relevant to their concerns, relevant to real-world tasks required for success in a course, relevant to their capacity for success in their chosen field, then relevance and rigor are, in fact, intertwined. What does that mean in practical terms in college courses? It means making efforts to connect coursework to community, to have students put theory into practice in the real world. It means involving students in decisions about what and how they learn and involving students in making decisions about how they will be evaluated. Service-learning—intentionally connecting academics to community issues, problems, or needs—can provide both the theory and the pedagogy to connect rigor and relevance.
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ADVANCE \d4To me, an academically rigorous course is one in which students are continually challenged throughout the course to increase their previous level of knowledge and skills. The difficulty for instructors is to establish student’s initial abilities and continually determine if students are being challenged with new skills and knowledge. Courses without rigor often teach material that students have already mastered, teach the same material repetitively without recognizing that students have mastered those skills, or simply teach content as material to be memorized rather than applied and analyzed in new situations. On the other hand, courses that are too rigorous fail to respond to the student’s accomplishments: Instructors start or move to more material before students have demonstrated mastery of the content and skills they need. By these definitions, instructors of courses with just the right degree rigor are those that perform multiple assessments to determine if the student’s have mastered the material and respond by adding increasingly challenging material when they know students are ready. 

ADVANCE \d4This introduces the major problem I see facing instructors who wish to add rigor to their courses –how to create and respond to assessments when you have many students. For example, the best assessments allow you to test student mastery through authentic means, if you are teaching an engineering course, the students should be able to engineer something at the end. This type of assessment takes a great deal of time to evaluate, and needs to be tiered so that it builds on initial introductory skills to greater detail and complexity. Instructors must provide feedback to help students master these skills in a progressive format, but providing feedback takes time and energy. The more students you have the greater the time required. Additionally, instructors who teach many students have to be able to account for differences in ability and speed at which students can master content and skills. Not every student can work at the same rate, and as I mentioned above, demanding students to move beyond their mastery creates courses that are too rigorous and students who are unsuccessful. Successful completion of a course should be contingent on mastery of the skills and knowledge through assessments such as tests, papers, and other presentations, and in a rigorous course these are progressively paced and matched to student ability. Instructors must walk a fine line to insure that their course continues to demand rigor while allowing students to be successful.
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ADVANCE \d4I recently had the opportunity to work with a master teacher and mentor. She was remarkable in her insight about the nature of teaching and learning, a keen and intense observer of teacher/learner interaction, and a wise, enthusiastic guide as I worked to improve my skills. She was not attached to the academy, but I found in her the essence of the academic—a devotion to rigorous learning, engagement, teaching, and reflection. Rigor (or, as she termed it “mild push”) describes not an end point, but an attitude or approach.

ADVANCE \d4How unfortunate, then, that the word's definitional history is almost wholly associated with the negative (cold, harsh, stern, hard). This woman who I cite as example of rigor is one of the warmest and vibrant people I've ever encountered. To rectify this disconnection, I prefer to meditate on the following sense of the word from the OED--”Strictness of discipline, etc.; austerity of life; an instance of this.” Rigor's association with discipline, and by extension, disciplinarity, seems appropriate to the consideration of the life of the academy and to our experiences of our own disciplines. We submit ourselves to the austerity of this life, to the rule of the discipline (of study, research, learning, teaching). By so doing, we are free to explore that which we profess.

ADVANCE \d4Any promotion of rigor will not work if there is not an attitude that rigor is valued. Strong modeling of a rigorous approach can go toward that goal. Can we consider, for example, ways to make our research and our work more visible to students, not through publications, press releases, and scheduled talks, but through more intimate, class-room centered engagements? As a student, I found the enthusiasm of my instructors infectious. I realize now that they were good models to me of the life of an active, engaged mind that took a rigorous approach to academic work. 

ADVANCE \d4The appearance of academic rigor is easy to achieve. By maximizing the tangibles (grade distributions, accreditation experiences, faculty pedigrees, student scores and GPA's, placement statistics, etc.), an externally focused approach to improving learning quality can seem extraordinarily successful. I suggest, however, that by turning inward, by committing to a culture of rigorous engagement with student learning, we may better achieve sustainable increases in those tangible markers while also shifting the culture of the academy.
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ADVANCE \d4Academic rigor is like pornography-- hard to define, but we think we know it when we see it.

ADVANCE \d4We all support academic rigor and believe that we demonstrate it in our teaching; but we suspect that our colleagues aren't so rigorous and that students don't like it.
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ADVANCE \d4Academic Rigor

ADVANCE \d4I doubt there is a single formula for ensuring academic rigor in the classroom. We, the professors attending this Symposium, each face our own classroom challenges and must develop our own strategies. I have the good fortune of teaching students in a professional degree program. They are talented and motivated. They have chosen this course of study and are eager to succeed. Providing academic rigor in that setting is quite a different proposition than if I were teaching a mandatory course for first year college students who really had no choice (and perhaps no interest) in the subject.

ADVANCE \d4In my experience, the two keys to providing academic rigor in the classroom are expectations and example. It is critical to establish my expectations early and those expectations are set by example. If I expect my students to be prepared, I must be prepared. If I expect them to have read the assigned materials with great care, I must do so as well. If I expect them to go beyond a surface understanding of the words that appear in statutes and cases, I must provide the framework for exploring that broader understanding. If I expect them to have achieved a basic understanding of the assigned readings before class begins, I must structure the class accordingly. My students’ expectations of themselves is determined to a considerable degree by what they perceive to be my expectations of them. 

ADVANCE \d4Institutional support can play an important role in establishing the level of academic rigor in the classroom. Every institution says it places great emphasis on classroom instruction. Unfortunately, not all institutions do what they say. Most of us know that the primary measure of professional stature in higher education is scholarship, and that is as it should be. But where does teaching fit in? Are scholars encouraged to be good teachers, or is teaching something to be endured so as to afford opportunity for scholarship? Do rigorous teachers occupy leadership positions in the school or department? Are they respected and valued by the administration? Young professors, like students, set their professional expectations by what they observe. 

ADVANCE \d4The University of Georgia continues to send mixed signals in this regard. On the one hand, it has established a Teaching Academy to recognize the value of superior instruction. It also sponsors Symposiums such as this to afford reflection and dialog. On the other hand, it schedules its fall break around a football game and appears to back down when students demand to know the grading patterns of individual professors so they can set their academic compass to find the path of least resistance. Changing an academic culture is a long term process. The long term strategy that I would recommend is to fill key departmental administrative positions with people who value and will reward academic rigor. They will set the expectations for professors, who in turn, will establish appropriate expectations for the students.
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ADVANCE \d4Academic rigor begins in the classroom.

ADVANCE \d4Students must be challenged with intellectual tasks that grow in complexity as they progress from first to fourth year. The tasks must be appropriate to the discipline but should involve solving problems, and writing to develop analytical skills and technical competence. Such active learning must be incorporated into all seminar, lecture, and lab classes.

ADVANCE \d4The mode(s) of testing and grading have a dramatic influence on student achievement and learning. Unannounced pop quizzes (short time and low percent) have a huge impact on student learning by promoting timely engagement with material rather than last minute cramming.

ADVANCE \d4Faculty development efforts are the central key to enhancing rigor in the curriculum. Faculty must be convinced that it is worth their time and energy to devise these exercises, and to provide these challenges to the students. Faculty also must have appropriate support in the form of undergraduate interns or graduate assistants so that the tasks/challenges can be graded, and appropriate feedback provided.
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ADVANCE \d4I believe that academic rigor is achieved when students feel that their main goal is to learn something that will be useful in their future lives and instructors feel that their main goal in the classroom is to teach something that will stick with the students for years. This is in contrast to students wanting foremost good grades and to graduate with a diploma and instructors wanting good evaluations and to survive the semester.

ADVANCE \d4How do we achieve academic rigor? I was once told that students don’t cheat in classes where they feel that their instructor is a real person who is interested in their success. They only cheat in classes that are impersonal. I think that this is a first step. Beyond this, the instructor must be passionate about the material, showing the students how it should matter to them, and challenging them to understand it. 
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ADVANCE \d4I am not overly fond of the term academic rigor, which implies a process rather than an outcome. The goal that we seek in teaching at all levels is high quality and meaningful academic work, carried out with integrity. In my twenty-plus years at UGA, I have seen movement toward this goal, but significant challenges remain. In my department, I have seen stronger gains in academic rigor at the graduate rather than the the undergraduate level.

ADVANCE \d4Undergraduate students are better prepared for college-level work than they were 20 years ago, and the proportion of students who do outstanding work in the classroom and beyond has increased. It has been exciting and gratifying to see undergraduate students present research in on and off-campus forums, author or co-author published papers, and, in larger numbers than ever before, win prestigious awards and graduate-school fellowships. It is also gratifying to see many of my colleagues teaching challenging undergraduate courses with significant demands for writing and original research. I have always taught using essay-style examinations and original written assignments. Twenty years ago that was unusual for undergraduate courses in my department, but nowadays it is the norm for most courses beyond the introductory level. 

ADVANCE \d4Nevertheless, as a faculty member teaching undergraduates one often has to encounter what I call “the climate of hustle” in which a few students resist undertaking the challenging work they are capable of doing. Instead, they attempt to negotiate less challenging assignments, request unwarranted deadline extensions, turn in recycled work that is off-target for the assignment, or, in the worst of cases, engage in academic dishonesty. Many claim their ability to carry out assignments is limited by heavy employment schedules, which is puzzling in light of relatively affordable costs at UGA and the high proportion of students who receive HOPE scholarship assistance. Although the “hustlers” are not a large group of students, dealing with them can be very draining. The frequency with which these practices occur suggests that they must be successful in some classes and with some instructors. My sense is that the “climate of hustle” is stronger, or at least more overt, at UGA than at many of the undergraduate institutions we would like to emulate. 

ADVANCE \d4Institutional support for faculty who insist on high quality academic work has been variable. On the positive side, we have seen a step-up in rhetoric from top administrators supporting academic rigor, and greater public recognition of students who do truly outstanding work. On the negative side, we have experienced institutional practices that seemingly undermine this goal, among them ill-timed holidays fitting football schedules rather than academic needs, third-party monitoring of student athletes in classrooms, undue interference by administrators on behalf of students in classroom situations, publication of grade breakdowns by instructor (with no clear explanation of why UGA prepares such tabulations at all), and a variable, often quite lax, system for dealing with academic dishonesty.

ADVANCE \d4Thus, I concur with task force members that the achievement of academic rigor requires a multi-level approach and significant institutional change. 
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ADVANCE \d4Reflections on Academic Rigor

ADVANCE \d4Having a learning environment in which challenge is an integral part of the classroom experience requires commitment from the students and the instructor. If only one party is committed in the endeavor, then the other party will inevitably adjust expectations in order to arrive at some middle ground in which the students and the instructor can tolerate. In almost every case, expectations are adjusted down. 

ADVANCE \d4I believe that the groundwork for challenge should be established when students enter the University. First year, first semester required classes should set the bar for the student so that the student will know what to anticipate in the coming semesters. Having to fulfill requirements to write and conduct research should be commonplace in these classes, albeit at the introductory level. Students have a wealth of resources provided by the University (e.g., library, computer, facility resources) to ensure their success. However, if students are not expected to utilize these resources during their first semester at the University, then the learning curve for them gets steeper, and expectations are in need of adjustment. 

ADVANCE \d4I believe that it should be commonplace to find students in the library or study locations during the majority of the day on Saturday and Sunday. As I observe the academic environment around campus, I haven’t observed this as the norm. How do we get to a point when it is commonplace? Of course, it will be over time. But the initial change must be evident in the requirements we place on each first year student during their first semester at the University. 
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ADVANCE \d4Achievable Rigor, Relevance & Mentorship 

ADVANCE \d4By promoting and instilling high academic goals, objectives, and standards of learning in the classroom, and hence for students, educators are encouraging students to try and reach their fullest potential. However, for this strategy to be successful several key elements need to be present in the classroom. 

ADVANCE \d4By way of an example, a student once informed me that “if her teacher didn’t give a damn, then why should she!” Hence, low expectations in the classroom only help to promote low expectations from students. Subsequently, the goals, objectives and standards of learning set for a classroom should be rigorous and challenging. However, they should also be viewed as realistic and achievable by the students. To help achieve this view educators should be sensitive to the diversity of their students, and their strengths and weaknesses. For instance, students have different learning styles (e.g., visual versus verbal) so educators should plan to incorporate a broad array of teaching approaches within their classes, while also offering different types of assignments (e.g., papers, individual and group presentations, class discussions). This approach would help to compensate for different learning styles, while enhancing overall student learning and potential for achievement. 

ADVANCE \d4Educators that take an interest in their students' lives, while also drawing upon real-world experiences and current understanding of the skills and abilities needed by today’s industries are better positioned to offer academic assignments that are both relevant to their students and the current market. By striving to demonstrate to students the connection between classroom assignments and success in their schooling and their long-term career plans, educators help students to become invested in their classroom assignments and learning. In line with this, it is also the responsibility of educators to provide students with the proper tools, skills, and information needed to successfully complete their assigned work. 

ADVANCE \d4Most people benefit from relationships that foster their growth and development. When people take the time to listen and be supportive of our needs, we often recognize their contribution and become energized in our own endeavors. The same approach works with students. Educators that strive to build relationships by making time for their students often become mentors. This mentorship not only plays a crucial part in a student’s current learning, it also (in many cases) provides the root impetus for future learning as well. 

ADVANCE \d4Unfortunately, many students find the learning environment an impersonal and uncaring place. In general, educators do not place much time or emphasis on nurturing enthusiasm for learning nor do they seek to create lasting relationships with their students. Admittedly, a major part of the problem is that educators do not have an infinite amount of time or resources and much of their time is dominated by their research endeavors. 

ADVANCE \d4Limited time and resources often results in students being assigned grades with little opportunity for feedback. Yet, without feedback how are students to learn by their mistakes and to improve upon future assignments? Similar, limited time also allows little opportunity for educators to routinely evaluate and monitor the effectiveness of their assignments as a teaching tool. Educating diverse student populations with challenging lessons within any given class can be successfully accomplished, but only if educators are well-trained and given the necessary support to achieve success. Education programs that seek to better train and equip educators in the various pedagogical techniques and tools available for enhancing student learning are needed. Ongoing developmental training opportunities for educators are also needed. Opportunities that help to continually expand educator’s knowledge about teaching and student learning can only help to enhance their teaching abilities, the use of innovative teaching techniques, the classroom environment, and student learning. 
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ADVANCE \d4Essay on Academic Rigor: Personal Reflections

ADVANCE \d4I have given some thought to the notion of academic rigor and often find myself at odds with the notion to some extent – primarily its more negative aspects. Most definitions of rigor suggest hardship, severity or strictness and I generally do not make my classroom a place of severity or hardship (unless I have a student who is unwilling to work). Yet at the same time, I would never call my course easy- rather I think it challenging but fun and interesting. Some parts of it are difficult but that is where I see good teaching playing a role. Good teachers convey the material in a way that makes it approachable. Thus, I attempt to challenge students, but at the same time I challenge myself, in that I try very hard to make what might seem confusing without explication clear as day once it is unveiled.

ADVANCE \d4In my view, almost anything can be difficult. Driving a car is difficult if no one ever shows you how to drive. Just because something, in this instance, a class, is really hard (as evidenced by low grades), does that make it an academically rigorous class? I have been in classes as an undergraduate where the teacher has instructed students that no one would make anything above a C. Is that academically rigorous? Does that challenge a student to work harder? What is the outcome? Who has learned in this environment? Who has been challenged? Who has been inspired? 

ADVANCE \d4My view is that there is an objective level of difficulty for most areas. Is organic chemistry difficult for most students, yes, if they have not had good teachers in their prior chemistry or other science courses, if they are not interested in the topic, if they do not have good tools to help them learn, and if their teacher makes it more difficult than it already is. But even organic chemistry can be made more accessible and kept to a high level of academic standards. And basically, that is what we mean by rigor. Do we apply an objective standard to success or failure in terms of the material taught? Is the standard high-- reflecting expectations of excellence in terms of a students’ knowledge and application? Do we present students with the newest ideas, the most challenging aspects, the most complex models in our classes? To me that is academic rigor.

ADVANCE \d4Rigor comes in the evaluation of their work and the types of material presented. We should keep our standards high. But in terms of the process itself, we should make the material accessible and the evaluations fair. For example, much to the disdain of some of my peers, I always post my notes from lecture. This allows students to listen during lecture rather than trying to write down everything I say. It has never really had an impact on attendance. 

ADVANCE \d4In the end, the point that I am trying to make is that academic rigor should have real, positive (not a negative) meaning applying to what we teach, our expectations of students, our evaluations of students and to how we teach. But it should not mean that we are fixed to a certain grade distribution; that we seek unfair means to bring about such distributions; or that we should not try our best to make the material as comprehensible as possible. When someone tells me I have too many As or Bs in my class and I must not be very rigorous, it offends me terribly. They did not sit in. They did not take the exams. So when we approach the goal of increasing academic rigor, I want to make sure it not simply reflected in grades. I do think there is a problem of grade inflation generally, but a cookie cutter solution will be more harmful to academic rigor, and likely be unfair to students and teachers alike.
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ADVANCE \d4I, for one, dislike and distrust the word “rigor,” whose dominant association, as one can see by googling the word, is “rigor mortis.” Certainly the notion of achieving excellence through the word’s cognate, “rigidity,” would give one pause. As University of Indiana biologist Craig Nelson warns, we should be alert to “Dysfunctional Illusions of Rigor” (http://www.idea.ksu.edu/consulting/nelson-dysill.html). If we shift our institutional culture, as I believe we must, from a teaching-centered to a learning-centered approach, we will find that the rationale of assessment -- and the basis of excellence -- changes. 

ADVANCE \d4Our goal would be not to certify more rigorously, to pick more selectively for excellence, but rather through continuous assessment of our performance to improve the learning of all students. Our mission would not be to identify ability but to facilitate its development. We should understand more excellently the processes of cognitive development and incorporate with our teaching that understanding (captured in brief by the Chinese proverb, “Tell me and I'll forget; show me and I may remember; involve me and I'll understand”). 

ADVANCE \d4As Ken Bain reminds us, “The modern system of grading -- the idea of assigning a number or letter to someone’s learning -- is a fairly recent invention in higher education” which “gained increasing popularity only in the twentieth century as the culture sought ways to certify competence in an increasingly complex and technical world” (What the Best College Teachers Do, Harvard UP, 2004, p. 58). So while the ± system, for example, serves excellently to enable more rigorous certification, it contributes little toward excellence in educating students. 

ADVANCE \d4An exception to the negativity of the word is in the phrase “rigorous self-examination” -- that should be an urgent priority, and if we judge our efforts at teaching from a learning perspective, from the students' perspective, that examination will not be short or easy.
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ADVANCE \d4The organizers of the symposium clearly intend for us to consider academic “rigor” in its broadest and most positive sense, i.e., an adherence to meticulous but reasonable standards in curriculum, and particularly in our evaluation of students’ work. On the other hand, students are less receptive to the term, which they tend to interpret in its etymological sense, suspecting that faculty and administrators are conspiring to inflict harsh, rigid, and inflexible measures that will inevitably undermine hard-won grade point averages. (I am reminded of the use of the word “rigueurs” in French classical theater, where it is a cliché for the heartless rejection of a suitor.) 

ADVANCE \d4The recent haggle over “The Key” and the panic over the plus/minus grading system both illustrate the gap between faculty and student perceptions. Based on my own conversations with students, I believe that the resistance to such institutional measures is temporary. Trial periods such as the one accompanying the change to the grading system are reassuring, and will certainly be illuminating. I wonder, however, to what extent we can foster a culture of academic “rigor” without the support and creative input of student leaders. 
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ADVANCE \d4Academic Rigor – A Discursive Essay

ADVANCE \d4How is academic rigor defined? As part of the PRISM Project (Partnership for Reform in Science and Mathematics), I have been involved in discussions of this question as it relates to challenging courses and curricula in the natural sciences and mathematics. Not surprisingly, there are numerous viewpoints on what constitutes rigor, what are the most effective methods for delivering instruction, and how success should be measured. Below I share the consensus viewpoint reached after many months of deliberation by a committee whose members were drawn from several institutions within the University System. Three aspects of the learning experience were highlighted: content, instruction, and assessment.

ADVANCE \d4Content Components (what is taught)

ADVANCE \d4Organize major concepts into a limited number of units that are framed with essential questions, problem statements, or compelling issues.

ADVANCE \d4Integrate and connect ideas across courses to form a coherent curriculum.

ADVANCE \d4Instruction Components (how teaching is structured)

ADVANCE \d4Support a variety of instructional strategies that engage all students in inquiry-based and problem-solving activities.

ADVANCE \d4Offer experiences that are designed to stimulate higher order thinking skills.

ADVANCE \d4Assessment Component (what students learn) 

ADVANCE \d4Regularly monitor student achievement using a variety of assessment strategies.

ADVANCE \d4While this characterization of what constitutes challenging courses and curricula was designed within the context of science and mathematics courses, it precepts are generally applicable to other disciplines.

ADVANCE \d4Taking a more operational look at the question of academic rigor brings me to a topic that created a mini-furor last Fall – namely, student attendance (or lack thereof) the day before Fall Break. I drafted a memo on this topic that I reprint below. 

ADVANCE \d4The underlying problem is easy to identify – the coincidence of Fall Break and the Georgia-Florida football game. If UGA is truly serious about enhancing academic rigor, it should consider implementing one of the following options (there may be others). 1. Decouple the timing of Fall Break and the Georgia-Florida game. 2. Move the football game to Athens and Gainesville on a rotating basis. 3. Do away with Fall Break altogether. I can defend #1 on academic rigor grounds, while I find arguments against it as shaky. For example, the excuse that students simply will skip class the day or two before the game and thus, in effect, take two Fall Breaks smacks of rewarding bad behavior. If students choose to miss class, they do so at their own peril if the faculty shows some backbone and does what it is supposed to be doing – hold class, give exams, collect homework assignments, etc. Adopting #2 has monetary implications (Jacksonville businesses will scream, while their Athens and Gainesville counterparts will rejoice), alumni implications (Jacksonville alums will grumble), and perhaps athletic implications (football recruiting in South Georgia and North Florida may suffer). My response to these is - sorry, but academic considerations are paramount. Option #3 probably would be viewed as punitive, and, in support of students and faculty, I believe that all of us need a mid-term break. We need a serious campus discussion of this issue that involves representatives from the faculty, administration, student body, and Athletic Association. Until we are prepared to acknowledge the real cause of the problem, the academic image of UGA will continue to be affected negatively.

ADVANCE \d4Finally, I raise an issue contained in the Task Force Report. A recommendation on page 20 states: Channel more resources toward hiring additional faculty, so class size and student/faculty ratios decrease. Immediately preceding this recommendation is the statement: “Everything the Task Force wants to accomplish – more learning, more interaction, more thinking, more reading, more writing, better mentoring relationships – is contingent on this recommendation.” I agree most wholeheartedly, and thus I am deeply concerned that the issue of faculty hiring is not high on the University agenda for the coming year. Without additional faculty, any attempt to enhance certain activities comes at the expense of diminishing others. We are, in essence, robbing Peter to pay Paul. 
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ADVANCE \d4Academic rigor requires a dynamic approach to honoring the value of teaching, knowing, and learning as communal acts that cannot occur in a vacuum. There must be a shared vision of excellence that is supported by policy and practice at all levels of the university and that extends into both private and public realms of activity. When we embrace, encourage, and maximize academic rigor, we must make clear to all involved that there is an expectation of excellence—in teaching, learning, administration, research, outreach, and support.

ADVANCE \d4Academic rigor has two commingled components: rigor in teaching and rigor in learning. The first, rigor in teaching, involves my own professionalism, skills, attitude, and preparation so that the teaching environment is structured to encourage students to become actively engaged participants and to move beyond memorization of facts toward critical skills for thinking about and applying their knowledge to real-life situations. It also includes bringing students my own and others current research so that students are able to see how knowledge is applied. The second component, rigor in learning, rests within the powers of students. They must be sufficiently engaged so that they will have the desire to learn, to be prepared, and to treat the experience with as much dedication as they would be expected to apply as a professional. Both components require development of a relationship founded on mutual respect, flexibility, and a willingness to collaborate to maximize the efficacy of both teaching and learning. 

ADVANCE \d4My classroom experiences have revealed that students are willing to discover and apply new information if it is presented in an interesting and relevant way. I strive, therefore, to apply rigorous teaching methods across a broad range of informative, innovative, and interactive assignments. I structure my syllabus and my classroom in ways that take into consideration students’ diversity—as a class, as learners, and as individuals—and encourage collaboration and active learning experiences. My syllabus is a comprehensive guide for academic and personal growth and success in my courses. I also have discovered, however, that many students are ill equipped to respond with rigorous learning. Many students state that they have not been required to conduct research, complete a literature review, or write a scholarly report. Many have not experienced an environment that provides space for them to apply their knowledge or critique its relevance. They are unaccustomed to synthesizing information and often prefer to recite “facts” without considering how those “facts” were discovered or how they might apply within a particular bio-psycho-social milieu.

ADVANCE \d4Because each course has its own challenges, methods such as journaling, classroom discussion, daily written comments, essays, and integrative papers are evaluation tools suitable to my own courses and may be useful for others. These methods facilitate academic rigor and relevancy through strategies that allow students to integrate information they have acquired with information they already own. At the same time, these methods challenge me to continually strive to make my teaching simultaneously accessible, challenging, relevant, and rigorous. 
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ADVANCE \d4Perhaps “rigor” isn’t the best word for what we are trying to achieve. Dictionary definitions of rigor include such things as “something hard to endure” and “strictness or severity.” Perhaps the most familiar form of the word is “rigor mortis,” which means “a state of rigidity that prevents response to stimuli.” Surely this is not our goal. In fact, I think what we are after is exactly the opposite: We want students to be intrinsically motivated to go the extra mile and inquire into the nature of what they are studying.

ADVANCE \d4I propose that we want to avoid a form of rigor that is externally mandated by things such as a priori grade distributions, punitive tactics in grading and attendance, and making things “harder” by assigning more writing and more reading. Rather, I think our goal is for students to appreciate the wonderful opportunity they have at the University of Georgia to do nothing but think, discuss, debate, and develop their ideas and opinions. What a luxury! (In fact, if it paid better, I’d still be a student!)

ADVANCE \d4In working with young children, I have seen the influence a teacher can have by setting expectations from the outset. Teachers who expect children to make sense of what they are learning and who expect students to explain their thinking (as opposed to giving “sound bytes” for answers) have classrooms full of little people eager to explain and defend their thinking. Children in these classrooms say, “blah, blah, blah BECAUSE blah, blah, blah.” In classrooms where these expectations do not exist, children’s answers sound more like, “blah.”

ADVANCE \d4I recall taking a doctoral course with a professor who used the Socratic Method. After the first day in his class it was clear that a simple, straightforward answer would get you nowhere fast. He pushed, pulled, and picked apart your ideas–all in a kind and gentle way. Students knew that no one would escape his penetrating questions, and so we all worked a little harder outside of class–thoughtfully reading the assigned material, making reflective notes, looking for other sources of information on the topic, trying to draw connections between seemingly disconnected ideas–so that we would be prepared for class. 

ADVANCE \d4From my experiences working with children and my experience as a student in the class described above, I take away the message that we as teachers must not let students off the hook by accepting what they say at face value. Rather, we need to hold students accountable for what they say by asking questions such as

ADVANCE \d4How can you connect that to our assigned reading?

ADVANCE \d4Can you say more about that?

ADVANCE \d4What do you mean by ____?

ADVANCE \d4Can someone else who agrees with this offer another explanation?

ADVANCE \d4Can someone who disagrees with this offer a counter argument?

ADVANCE \d4Can someone who is undecided articulate what is unclear about this position?

ADVANCE \d4If we push students to inspect their own thinking and the thinking of others, it will raise the level of discourse in our classes. If we ask these same kinds of questions about what students write, it will raise the level of writing, too (and, by implication, the thinking that goes into that writing). The ultimate goal, I think, is to get students to ask these questions of one another–in small group discussions, in class dialogue, and in critiquing one another’s writing.
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ADVANCE \d4Personal reflections on academic rigor . . . 

ADVANCE \d4For a few semesters, in a quick survey designed to function as an engagement device, I’ve been asking groups of 300 or so students coming into our majors to tell me what a course or program needs to do in order “to challenge them.” Overwhelmingly, the most striking theme is that courses and experiences should teach them to think in new and demanding ways: in students’ words, to “force me to think,” “make me think out of the box,” “give me assignments I haven’t done before,” “make me stay involved,” “push me beyond and make me do it”; “let me practice for the real world I have to compete in when I graduate,” “stretch me past my comfort zone.” 

ADVANCE \d4Writing, critical thinking and academic rigor 

ADVANCE \d4Because of my background and academic work, I’ve seen writing in its many forms and uses accomplish many of these things for students, as well as faculty who attend to undergraduate writing. Attention to writing increases “time on task,” it involves and invests students in their courses and their ideas, it forces students to keep up and to do productive reading, it engages students at a level that makes deeper engagement possible. It gets students and teachers talking together outside of class. It helps students see and analyze their ideas. Related to these benefits -- and maybe even more important than writing’s capacity to teach students to communicate in the context of learning for a course, writing teaches students to think critically. It entails and enacts a particular kind of mental discipline, which states one of its relations to conversations about academic rigor. 

ADVANCE \d4Definitions

ADVANCE \d4While these comments make a nutshell case for writing’s role in academic rigor, the ideal of rigor overarches and encompasses more. 

ADVANCE \d4Two concepts that inhere in the ideal of rigor are “expectation” and “challenge,” “as a test of ability or resources,” hence a definition of academic rigor used by one institution: “the consistent expectation of excellence and the aspiration to significant achievement.” As a goal and feature of our programs at UGA, academic rigor implies an attitude toward intellectual tasks and the intellectual enterprise itself, including a belief in its intrinsic value. Academic rigor is a distinctive approach to learning as serious challenge, a set of standards that train one in the values and behaviors of an intellectual discipline by enacting – or exacting a discipline of its own. 

ADVANCE \d4Considerations for next steps 

ADVANCE \d4As a disciplined approach to learning in the disciplines (put another way, to learning ways of thinking and communicating critically and creatively about finding, framing and solving problems productively), the ideal of academic rigor requires the “systems approach” that we are giving it here. It applies to faculty, students, administration and other constituents, as well to the culture of Bulldog Nation. It will require effective communication to key groups, and the way we choose to communicate the goal will go a long way toward making heightened rigor a banner for us. 

ADVANCE \d4For students, this will mean explaining and reinforcing the ideal of rigor as an expectation and standard from admissions messages to orientation to syllabi to commencement and beyond. It will mean unpacking some engaging and motivating specifics, such as making expectations clear, telling students why they are doing what we ask of them, encouraging student responsibility, and attending to models of task engagement from theories of insight and from the attention sciences. 

ADVANCE \d4It may fruitfully involve articulating a common definition and a set of criteria that mark “academic rigor” at UGA as an outgrowth of the Symposium. As with the Task Force report, this could center on analyzing what we are doing and what we can do to create a culture of challenge across the spectrum and finding ways to package that, to make it visible, sharable, driving. It will involve assessing the cognitive landscape and exigencies of major players (students and faculty), and it may test institutional resources. 

ADVANCE \d4Threshold concerns

ADVANCE \d4Though it is tempting to think this way, a lack of challenge is not the fault of high schools or our students. For one thing, students have never come to campus as freshmen, as Derek Bok observes in Our Underachieving Colleges, knowing how to write effectively or to engage in the discipline of various applications of “critical thinking” as a response to a problem. In general, they do not come with minds “equipped to think.” But they are not “lazy,” except to the degree that they are allowed to be. The idea that they should have learned a subject or a skill earlier – and learned study habits and behaviors as well -- is wishful, not real. Entertaining this puts the responsibility for challenge on us as leaders, and it entails a sophisticated analysis of our audience in terms of our goals. 

ADVANCE \d4Students may boast of how “tough” a course is on one hand, bragging about how much work they have to do, and, on the other hand, concerned with grade, major and other pressures, they may avoid courses and experiences that ask them to write or to think in new ways. They drop courses that are “too much work,” that require “papers,” that “may ruin my GPA.” They may be disposed to avoid taking the intellectual risks that a more rigorous approach to their learning requires. 

ADVANCE \d4How do we make salient the rewards those risks might bring? 

ADVANCE \d4More basically, if we are to challenge them, how do we first engage them? How do we get their attention, focus it and sustain it long enough and deeply enough for the satisfactions of intellectual discipline to emerge for them, as they do for us, and for disciplined approaches to thinking to become habitual? 

ADVANCE \d4One part of this is a consideration of what contemporary and popular culture and emerging media do to the ideal of rigor as challenge here. How do media habits of our students affect their capacity for attention and engagement? How can they be recognized, managed and harnessed? I so welcome our discussions( 

ADVANCE \d4Postscript: while I started these comments before viewing the film, I’ll note two concerning perceptions dramatized in Declining by Degrees, as well as one of the most hopeful and one that remains complicating. Illustrating the “sleepwalking” and lack of engagement theme, one student reported that she had “no reason to come to class.” Another said she “wished more had been asked” of her, but that she was “having fun,” as other activities filled the challenge void. I encounter these students, as well as those who have never been taught or initiated into the how-to’s of class discussion or behavior. I also encounter those for whom financial pressures threaten to put sustained intellectual or college aspirations out of reach, students who work so much that they can’t approach our courses as a professional commitment. This usually entails discussions about priorities( 

ADVANCE \d4On the hopeful side, we saw the creative investment of the astronomy researcher, never trained as a teacher, who could have allowed the class of non-majors to snore. Instead he found a way to involve them and himself, and appeared to have found a non-tenure reward track. “Students respond to challenge,” his and other examples in the film suggested. To speak to a complication, market dynamics as competitive pressures were critiqued as a problematic force of the higher ed landscape. The conclusion of the film addressed this again, adding a cautionary note about the growth and gains of other intellectual markets in comparison to our own, these competitors presumably abroad. We encounter students from these other markets in our classrooms here, and in anthropologist Rebekah Nathan’s recent ethnography (My Freshman Year, in which Nathan went undercover with students), international students found U.S. classes “undemanding.” This take on “rigor” is educative. Students from other cultures add to our intellectual and experiential diversity, and they often model a work ethic, a rigorous approach to learning, that distinguishes them from other students. They often testify to the power of an expectation about the nature of academic work as an enterprise that requires discipline, respect and self-direction. 
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ADVANCE \d4I find it useful to think about academic rigor as three separate concepts. The first relates to quantity – the amount of work we expect our students to do. The second relates to quality – the extent to which we expect the students to be brilliant, creative, insightful, and the like. The third relates to consistency: should we demand excellence every day in our classrooms, or should we accept that there will many be days when the students won’t be at their best? As a relatively new teacher, I have struggled with each of these issues.

ADVANCE \d4As to the first, relating to quantity: when I was in law school, my professors generally assigned much more reading than they could possibly discuss with us during class meetings. The message to the students was clear: it was up to us to learn the material on our own. I am skeptical about this approach generally, and particularly as applied to my students today. I have found that most of my colleagues use class time to go through the reading assignments, page by page, and even sentence by sentence. And the students appear to expect the same; they seem concerned when a particular issue is not discussed in class. So my general approach has been to move slowly through the materials, sacrificing coverage in favor of what is, in my view, greater comprehension. I don’t believe that my class is necessarily less rigorous as a result. Indeed, an approach that requires students to focus on fewer materials, but to know them well, may be even more demanding that an approach under which the students read more but, perhaps, understand less.

ADVANCE \d4Perhaps I am saying that what I think of as the second dimension of academic rigor – the expectation of high-quality work – is more critical than the quantity of work the students are assigned. These expectations of high-quality work, however, can be problematic at law schools. First-year students are, almost without exception, dedicated and hardworking. But for the most part, they have arrived at the school with almost no understanding of how the study of law works. As a result, I sometimes find it difficult to discern whether certain student responses reflect shoddy thinking (which I need to discourage) or simple unfamiliarity with the law (which I merely need to correct). If it is the former, I want to challenge my students to think harder, and better; but if it is the latter, I think I have a duty to the students to clear up some of the fog.

ADVANCE \d4The upperclassmen present a different dilemma. Many of them are engaged and bright. But they are also very busy and may not have much time to focus on classes. (The name of the game in law school is to load up, if one has the opportunity, on extracurricular activities – law review, moot court, and the like – and the better students are the ones who get those opportunities.) Meanwhile, the other students, the ones who don’t get those same opportunities, may be discouraged, disengaged, and generally just ready to get out of school. As professors, we may exacerbate these problems by limiting our review of our students’ work in most classes to a single final exam. When the students know that they will be evaluated based solely on that exam, what incentives do they have to master materials at the early stages of the semester? If they put off this process until immediately before the exam, won’t that dramatically reduce their opportunities to come up with those moments of clarity, insight, and brilliance? This is not to say that the students don’t learn the material eventually: they generally seem to understand the materials quite well by the time they take the final. Should I be happy with that result? Or is it realistic to expect more?

ADVANCE \d4It seems to me that in a truly rigorous learning environment, the students’ mastery of the materials by the end of the semester should not be enough. We should expect not just quality from our students, but consistent quality, on a daily basis. I wonder, though, whether this is possible in a law-school setting, where the students are busy with outside work, and where they have come to expect that, other than the one or two times they will be “called on” each semester via the Socratic method, their participation in class will be minimal. I have tried to address some of these issues by using a different grading system in one of my classes this spring. I told the students that I expected the class to be discussion-oriented, and that I expected voluntary participation from them. I told them that their in-class participation would count for a substantial portion of their grade, and I have required them to turn in three short graded papers during the semester. My preliminary judgment is that the system hasn’t worked very well. Maybe the class is just too big (it has more than 80 students), or maybe the students are simply too accustomed to the traditional Socratic method (under which they are not expected to make voluntary contributions to class discussion), but I have found it very difficult to get students to talk freely in class.

ADVANCE \d4One way of encouraging consistent excellence, I suppose, is to be “tough” on students – to chide them when they are not adequately prepared, to express disappointment with them in a very dramatic and public way, and the like. I find myself torn over whether this is the right approach for me. It has clearly worked well for many professors, and as far as I can tell, some students actually prefer it when their professors take this approach. One of my colleagues recently said to me, “Students want us to be the equivalent of their personal-fitness trainers. Just as you want your personal-fitness trainer to be tough on you, to get you into physical shape, the students want us to be tough on them, to get them into mental shape.” I am sure he is right about some of the students, but I am also quite sure that there are many others who don’t feel this way. And being “tough” on the students just doesn’t come naturally to me. I hope it is possible to teach rigorously without being “tough” on the students – but perhaps a few more years of teaching will change my mind on that score.

ADVANCE \d4At any rate, whether or not I am “tough” on the students, I do want my students to think of my class as “tough” – because it challenged them to work hard, to think through problems with clarity and thoroughness, and to think in new and different ways.
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ADVANCE \d4Reflections on Academic Rigor and Relevance

ADVANCE \d4Academic Affairs Faculty Symposium ~ Unicoi Lodge ~ April 2006 

ADVANCE \d4I. Perceptions of Academic Rigor on Campus

ADVANCE \d4I asked my undergraduate students about rigor on campus. The consensus of the discussion: in many classes the bar is not set high enough. Students are not going to ask for it to be set higher, but they want to be challenged. In the short run they may grouse when faced with higher standards, yet many secretly want UGA to be as prestigious as UVA or Chapel Hill and they are willing to work toward that goal. 

ADVANCE \d4II. Experience with Academic Rigor 

ADVANCE \d4The bottom line is that grading under more rigorous standards tends to result in more students wanting to meet outside of class to “discuss” grades and to get help. Given the fact that there are only 24 hours in the day and P&T (at least in my college) is grounded in research productivity, this is a disincentive for many faculty to set higher standards. (Also, there’s the added kicker that teaching evaluations may be adversely affected.) I’ve just finished reading Tom Friedman’s The World is Flat and Hersh & Merrow’s edited collection Declining By Degrees. As I think about UGA and academic rigor, here are some questions that come to mind: 

ADVANCE \d4- What is our “value-add” (Friedman 14) in the classroom? What do we add to our students’ education that they could not find out in seconds by Googling or by checking Wickipedia? 

ADVANCE \d4- Do we push our students beyond their “comfort zones” (Friedman 305) to explore the world and to do things right? Are we role models for learning? Do we work into classroom lectures/discussions what we are learning in our research? 

ADVANCE \d4- How can we stimulate “positive imaginative thinking” that cannot be commoditized (Friedman 443)? 

ADVANCE \d4- In his Foreword to Declining By Degrees, the ever-dapper Tom Wolfe provides an elaborate description of Harvard seniors “dressed like nine-year-olds” (ix). Do we dismiss our students as base-ball-hat-wearing Dawg fans or do we treat them like young scholars? 

ADVANCE \d4- How much do we structure our courses to minimize time spent grading undergraduate work (Sperber in Declining 134)? 

ADVANCE \d4- Does the current system of rewarding research over teaching “institutionalize” neglect of undergraduate teaching (Sperber in Declining 138)? 

ADVANCE \d4- Is it possible for UGA to be a “student-centered research university” (Kirp, in Declining 119)? 

ADVANCE \d4- What’s happened to “liberal education,” the kind that “enriches the life of the mind and prepares students for the responsibilities of citizenship, at home and abroad” (Schneider in Declining 64-65)? 

ADVANCE \d4III. Recommendations

ADVANCE \d4As U.S. Poet Laureate Rita Dove said when she was at UGA giving a Charter Lecture, we are capable of anything, even eating an elephant, “if we take small bites.” A few considerations: 

ADVANCE \d4- Evaluating current course content to determine ways to raise the bar appropriate for the class. 

ADVANCE \d4- Instituting peer review of teaching and make it an important part of faculty evaluations/promotion/merit pay. 

ADVANCE \d4- Keeping the +/- grading system. 

ADVANCE \d4- Approving “UGA 1101,” the course currently proposed by the SGA to set the “expectations” tone. 

ADVANCE \d4- Creating more writing centers on campus, including a “grading support” component for faculty. 

ADVANCE \d4- Finding ways to connect with students so that they do not feel like they are anonymous in classes. E.g. taking advantage of the Student Enrichment Fund, e-mailing students who do not perform well on exams, increasing office hours around exams, promoting active learning in class, etc. 

ADVANCE \d4- Being a role model as a “life-long learner.” 
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ADVANCE \d4Essay on Academic Rigor and Relevance

ADVANCE \d4It is possible to combine academic rigor with real world relevance in the college classroom by integrating scholarly research and inquiry, interactive and problem-solving learning and an understanding of diverse cultures and viewpoints. The successful classroom is one where students enjoy learning, accept responsibility for their own learning process and are capable of integrating their new knowledge and skills in multiple ways outside the classroom. Research has shown us that students learn better and more efficiently when they take an active role in their own learning process and understand the relevance of their learning for a lifetime of productive living and working. Therefore, the effective classroom is one where interactive learning and problem-solving takes place at both the theoretical and practical levels, thus promoting intellectual independence which is the ultimate goal of education. We need to teach and encourage our students to continue to learn on their own, to solve problems and to find answers both inside the classroom and out. In addition, as professors and/or administrators in a major research institution, we not only should strive to be dedicated and talented classroom teachers, but must have experience conducting scholarly research in our particular areas of expertise. In order to stimulate one's own intellectual vigor and that of one’s students, it is imperative to strive to critique, analyze, generate and integrate new and existing knowledge into the curriculum. Finally, as our students’ academic leaders, we must have practical experience in and an understanding and tolerance of the diversity of peoples, cultures and viewpoints. This understanding should be expected of our students and should be one of the underlying educational goals of a college curriculum campus-wide. We need to encourage our students to have a continuing commitment to learning throughout life, in order to thrive both in the work environment and outside and to interact intellectually and humanely in an increasingly complex and diverse global society. 
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ADVANCE \d4A student's ability to conduct rigorous and relevant academic research is built on a foundation of each respective discipline's core content knowledge. Frequently, this foundation is best taught through a transmission model of pedagogy. Testing provides a relatively simple, and appropriate, means of assessing students' ability to recall and apply essential content. 

ADVANCE \d4However, the conduct of research demands the student actively assemble, probe, and revise information into new understandings. This is a performative process. It requires an active pedagogy where students and teachers collaborate to solve problems. Unfortunately, many students, acculturated to a transmission and recall model of instruction, struggle with a shift to performative research. Yet, this shift is essential for conducting high caliber, original inquiry.

ADVANCE \d4The writing process, which emphasizes the stages of writings -- assemble, probe, and revise-- is an excellent tool for introducing students to this shift in rigorous learning. By breaking writing down into stages of research, students can better understand what is expected of them. It allows the instructor to provide greater clarity to the process of conceptualization and articulation. By identifying problems early and allowing students to revise work, students see what is expected of them in the conduct of rigorous and relevant research. Attention to process generates superior products.

ADVANCE \d4Oftentimes, the shift to performative research is reserved for graduate school; sometimes it is not addressed until doctoral studies. I believe that attention to the writing process enhances undergraduate achievement as well. Engaging students in authentic performative research can begin as soon as students have declared their major. 
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ADVANCE \d4One essay that has already been posted poses the question, “Does the current system of rewarding research over teaching ‘institutionalize’ neglect of undergraduate teaching (Sperber in Declining 138)?” [emphasis added]. If we at UGA will further embrace a culture of undergraduate research and a community of scholarship we can have research enhance teaching. The recent CURO Symposium, for example, highlights what can happen when faculty allow students to see behind the curtain and join the research enterprise, instead of just being informed about it. It is mutually inspiring when faculty, grad students, and undergrads operate as teammates in the process of inquiry and discovery. And not just in the sciences, but in the humanities and arts as well. A second essay speaks of “committing to a culture of rigorous engagement with student learning.” It seems to me that undergraduate research provides a key way to do this. Rather than seeing professors as primarily dispensers of data (information), we can be fellow searchers, albeit more experienced. 
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ADVANCE \d4Academic Rigor

ADVANCE \d4How does one improve academic rigor when faced with students who lack the basic skills necessary for academic survival? When a college president, speaking in PBS’s documentary “Declining by Degrees” excuses students by saying that “not every youngster is so disciplined that they can sit in an auditorium and really listen to even a brilliant speech”? When a student interviewed in the same documentary finds a test on 2 chapters of an introductory textbook so challenging that he bemoans the fact that the professor did not tell him exactly what would be on the test? Can we really expect so little of 18-year olds who have completed 12 years of schooling?

ADVANCE \d4Which skills (if any) ought colleges not to allow students to matriculate without, and which (if any) ought they not allow students graduate without? In today’s society, where the consumer is always right, it sadly seems that the answer to both questions too often is ‘none’. At some point over the past few decades the notion seems to have taken root that the university’s task is not to make sure students learn, but rather to facilitate their emergence after a number of years with a degree in hand, regardless of whether learning took place or even whether initial standards were met. Western Kentucky’s president Gary Ransdell says in “Declining by Degrees”, “I want a degree in their hand so that they’re credentialed so they can get a better job.” Where is the learning in this? 

ADVANCE \d4In order to introduce rigor into the classroom, we have little choice but to teach students along two parallel tracks: our material, of course, but also how to learn. Doing so is not easy, but not impossible either. I spend a lot of time explaining to my students how to read scholarly articles, what kinds of things to focus on when studying for exams, how to write persuasively, how to do research, and so on. By and large I enjoy doing this, because it is very rewarding to see how much improvement students can make in these areas over the course of one semester. (Nevertheless, I feel strongly that high schools ought to make sure students acquire these skills before they enter college. If they did, I would be able to present more, and more challenging, material in my classes.)

ADVANCE \d4Two factors make this parallel teaching task particularly challenging. The first is the signals students receive from their parents. Too many parents feel that they are paying for a degree, rather than for skills and knowledge. It might not be a bad idea to make parents of prospective students read some books about what learning is all about. Earlier this semester, my department chair received a complaint from a student’s parent about my teaching. Specifically, I had told the student he was likely to get a low participation grade because he almost never showed up in class. In addition, on the first midterm I had given the student a B for the essay component of the test, and wrote two paragraphs explaining the reasons for the grade. This was hurtful and insensitive, according to the student’s parent — I should have just given the B and left it at that. In other words, I was deemed at fault for 1) placing a value on classroom discussion and learning, and 2) providing constructive criticism as way (hopefully) to help the student improve. If parents give their children these types of messages, how can we as faculty hope to make headway?

ADVANCE \d4The second obstacle to teaching students how to learn is that often we need to teach them how to think first. The passive consumerist attitude present in many students often makes it strikingly difficult to encourage them to think for themselves. Their entire experience until college appears to have trained them not to do so, making it all the more important — but also more difficult — for us to untrain them. After all, one cannot really begin to learn (as opposed to absorb, store, and regurgitate without understanding) until one first learns how to think. 

ADVANCE \d4On the whole, I suspect we have to accept that we need to teach students not just our material, but also how to think and learn. Although I think it ought not be necessary to do so, I also think it is reasonable to expect universities to make sure their students acquire these skills before graduating. 

ADVANCE \d4At the same time, however, I think we need to establish clearer limits on things we will not accept from the very start, and that therefore ought to be remedied before students enroll (even if it may be difficult to convince the politicians that provide a lot of our funding). If we allow universities to turn into simply four more years of high school, we do students, parents, and our broader society a disservice. Among others, we should be far less tolerant than we often are (because it is the path of least resistance) of students who treat classes and assignments as optional, spelling and grammar as unimportant, and using the work of others without attribution (i.e. plagiarism) as research. Students who are not ready to construct a coherent sentence of their own when called upon to do so (either expressed in class or written on an assignment) are not ready to be in college.

ADVANCE \d4Challenging students to think and learn, not just absorb and regurgitate, adds rigor to a college education, but also value, since it is something too many high schools fail to do. Setting — and not deviating from — minimum standards may not add rigor in and of itself, but without it, adding rigor may prove to be near impossible.
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