 ANALYTIC THINKING: Teaching Method and Faculty Training Proposal

Simon Glynn

It seems to me that the relative difficulty that many of our students face in expressing themselves clearly, organizing their thoughts and identifying and structuring arguments for and/or against a particular point of view or belief (skills foundational to educational success) is a consequence of their never having engage to any great extent in such activities either formally, in school, or informally, either at home, or when interacting with their peers, for instance. Moreover, the most effective way we have of teaching such skills would seem to be to have students both observe and directly participate in these activities. With this in mind I should like to suggest the following:

All incoming freshpersons should be expected to attend a “tutorial/seminar” style Dialogue class, lasting at least 2 continuous hours, once a week, over the whole of their first year. Such a Dialogue class would be limited to a maximum of 15 students (this being the maximum consistent with the level of student participation necessary to foster significant development, and, fortuitously also enabling each student to take the lead once over a full semester).

Furthermore, wherever possible the expected majors of the students in any given dialogue group should represent as diverse a number of disciplinary concentrations (as opposed simply to colleges) as possible. That is to say an attempt should be made to separately identify, and subsequently mix potential majors in the Sciences (including engineering and computer science), Arts, Business, Nursing, Humanities, Education, Social Sciences etc., while, so far as possible, the two faculty members should come from different disciplinary concentrations. 

Each week a (often deliberately controversial or contentious) topic should be preliminarily introduced by a different student, who might be expected to write (say) 1,000 words, which should  be made available to all participating students before, or at the beginning of the class (to facilitate their following the analysis presented) which they would then read to the group. This should then be followed by an informally structured discussion, differing significantly from a simple debate, between group members, upon the topic and issues raised by it, in which all students would be both encouraged, and indeed expected, to participate. The role of the faculty would be to impose some sort of structure: 
1. By encouraging each student’s participation.

2. Indicating when the discussion is digressing or taking off on a tangent.

3. Commenting upon the quality, of the sorts of arguments and evidence being presented in support or refutation of positions. 
4. And, where absolutely necessary, and only when the students themselves have not been able, introducing, or better yet suggest the introduction of, other information, evidence and arguments etc. which might be considered salient (irrespective, it should be communicated to students, of any particular view the faculty member may support, which should remain moot so as not to discourage students’ intellectual explorations). 

After each class each student will then be asked to produce, by the time of the next class, at least 500 words:

1. Summarizing, as clearly as possible, the major lines of analysis that emerged in the discussion, and adding any that might subsequently occur to her/him., 
2. Evaluating any arguments for or against alternative positions before 
3) Adopting a view and justifying it. 
While students may be encouraged to read up on a topic before the class, this will not be absolutely necessary, as, the student making the initial presentation may be reasonably expected to have become informed upon the topic, and the focus of the dialogue will be precisely the strengthening of analytic skills, or “know-how” rather than simply providing information to the students on the topics discussed, or “knowledge that”, which while desirable, is relevant to the class only insofar as it may support the arguments or provide the evidence to support a point of view.
There can be much flexibility in the topics discussed, although there may be something to be said for all classes or groups tackling the same topic in any given week, as this, together with the “interdepartmental” constitution of each group, would surely be instrumental in fostering intellectual relationships between students, and thus in catalyzing the students’ constitution of a university wide academic community (particularly important on a commuter campus such as FAU). While this promotion of academic community, together with the fact that such classes or seminars, providing students, at an early stage in their university education, with an appreciation of a number of different types of, and methodological approaches to, knowledge as it figures in a wide range of academic disciplines, could only help students in choosing those areas of study to which they may find themselves best suited, thereby fostering their academic engagement, which would significantly contribute to student retention, which is rightly of so much current concern.
Suggested Topics might include some from the following:

 STUDENTS 
1. What are the arguments for and against a publicly funded healthcare system?

2. Given that it is generally agreed that we could feed the world’s population 8 times over, what are the major contributors to world starvation and global poverty?

3. Do the wealthy nations have any obligation to help the poor ones? What would be the consequences of doing so?

4. What are the major causes of wars?

5. Should people have basic human rights? Why? And where might they come from?

6. Is / Are there (a) God(s)?

7. What are the pros and cons of space exploration? What currently motivates it?

8. What is morality, and where does it come from?

9. What is the difference between Absolutism and Relativism? Does Relativism have to be Arbitrary? What are the strengths and weaknesses of each.

10 What is Literal Meaning, and can it be established? What implications does this have for Fundamentalisms of any and all sorts? 

11. Does the fact that some people with little or no formal education can contribute to, and derive pleasure from the Arts, mean that education can play no useful role in Artistic Inspiration and Appreciation? How does Imagination work?

12.”My country, right or wrong”. A noble sentiment or a dangerous doctrine?  

13. Does Poverty have any impact upon Crime rates? What, if any, are the implications of your answer for the problem of Free Will?  

14. If I believe each individual is responsible and accountable for their own success or failure, does that mean that I should not care about which school I might send my children to? What are the implications of your answer?

15. Why did the US invade Iraq? 

16. “The business of business is, and should be, business”. Should businesses’ obligations to their shareholders trump all other obligations?

17. What impact has the computer had on society, culture and our lives in general?

18. Is euthanasia ever justifiable, and if so, why and under what conditions?  

19. What is biomedical research? Should it be undertaken? And what might its likely, and its possible, impacts be?

20. What is Globalization, and what are its pros and cons?

21. “Education teaches one to despise the money it prevents one from earning”. What did Wilde mean, is he right, and what would be the implications if he were?

22. Economic growth, which almost everyone regards as desirable, seems to require that we turn ever more of the earth’s diminishing resources into unusable junk and pollution, while going “Green” merely slows down this process. Is this so? What are the consequences of continuing to pursue this goal? To what extent would even a steady state economy face the same problems?

23. What alternative goals to the accumulation of wealth might one pursue, and why? 

24. What would be the economic, political, social and cultural consequences of zero growth and/or of long term economic contraction?

25. “Don’t ask don’t tell.” What are the pros and cons of the current policy of the military towards homosexuality?

26. Does an unborn fetus have a right to life? If so, where does it get that right, and does it outweigh a women’s right to choose? Always? Never? When?

27. Should business be regulated? If so, why, in what way, and by whom? 

28.. If democracy is so wonderful, and government regulation of the economy doesn’t work, how come the economies of the industrial democracies of the world seldom grow by much more than3% annually while China has had 11% annual growth rates over a number of decades? 

29. Are some freedoms worth trading for a certain prosperity which may promote freedom from hunger, homelessness, preventable disease and ignorance by enabling investment in food production, construction, health care and education? What are the principles involved in assessing any such trade off? 

30. Should I judge actors and their acts by the same criteria, independent of social, cultural and other differences? 

Etc. etc .Different topics might be proposed as alternative to some of these by colleagues from other disciplines. 

I would suggest that initially, faculty who expect to participate in such a program undergo training sessions in the same way as we trained for WAC courses. These would delineate the different, complementary, supplementary or conflicting, roles of Rational Argument, Empirical Evidence, Faith and Emotions in supporting particular beliefs, rehearse some of the more complex arguments, and demonstrate ways in which dialogues, which should differ from simple debates, should be structured and kept on track. 

