Christine Barbour

My six-point bottleneck/assessment plan

I'll be frank.  I picked too complicated or ill-defined a task and I just don't know how I would do this.  The FLP small groups I worked with were stumped too.  I should have bailed and picked a different bottleneck, because I honestly don't know what to say about this one.  I don't think the model applies very well to what I want to teach students here - it isn't really so much the learning of a specific task as the fact that I am trying to move them up the Perry scale, and I don't know how to set about doing that. I think I got most of them to move from looking for black and white facts to recognizing the complexity and ambiguity of the world, but I didn't help them too much to learn to formulate values and standard to help them out of the relativism.  Partly the problem was a class of 300 + persons, freshmen-seniors, majors and non, at different levels of sophistication of thinking, dealing with a highly emotional issue.  In a way, as the comments I cite below reflect, we got students to "think outside the box" and they are just experiencing discomfort or surprise at the way the world looks from their new vantage point, and they just need to adjust to it.

The FLP group this summer helped me to think about the problem in new ways, but the 6-point model just didn't work very well for me.  I got through three steps and just kind of fizzled.  I am sorry.

1. Identify:  Bottleneck Moment:  Students wrote "Minute Memos" once a week in a 200 level class called "September 11: Before and After." When asked to tell us the biggest question that was left unanswered by the lecture of the day, the most frequent responses (no matter what the lecture topic) were:  "Where is Osama bin Laden?" and "What does this have to do with September 11?"  Some students were coming to the class for clear-cut answers and were uncomfortable with the level of ambiguity and abstraction that we as political scientists always deal with.  (Some typical student comments at the end of the semester that I feel sure came from the students who wrote those questions: "This class has not been helpful in an emotional way."  "When answers aren't plain black and white my mind doesn't comprehend them as well."  "I liked the world better when I had my ignorance."  "This course has not changed the way I see the world in any way.  I am still patriotic and 100% behind President George W. Bush.")  I am sure that this is in some part due to the fact that the events of September 11 are recent, that they were traumatic to students, and that they brought many students into political science classes for the first time, but they are similar to problems I often see.

Key Problems:

Looking for absolute "black and white" answers, discomfort with uncertainty and complexity.

Confusing feelings, personal experience and opinion with scientific knowledge or rigorous theory.


2. Define basic learning tasks students need to learn:
· that the political world is a complex place, 
· that we can nonetheless begin to understand it in a fairly rigorous way, 

· that our understanding, while not perfect, is better than (and qualitatively different than) guesses, faith, opinions, and emotional appeals?

3. Model those tasks explicitly:  I never really worked this out, and still don't know how I'd do it. I thought I could ask students to imagine a world where there was absolute certainty, no moral ambiguity, and none of the knowledge of political science, and then give them difficult questions to answer and let them see how difficult it would be to live a complex human life in a simple black and white world.  Or, I could draw a model for them (probably the ever-present pie chart) of how I deal with complexity – which areas of my thinking I like to have certainty in, and where I can tolerate ambiguity - how I strike a balance, and then ask them to do the same.

