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Recommendations for Silk Roads Studies at Evergreen

This report is based on the Silk Roads faculty institute that took place at The Evergreen State College (TESC) in the summer of 2005. Participants included Stephen Beck, Lin Crowley, Hirsh Diamant, Jean Eberhardt, Russ Fox, William Green, Martha Henderson, Ryo Imamura, Rose Jang, Alexander Mar, Char Simons, Sherry Walton and Tony Zaragoza. Other interested faculty and staff who could not attend are Chris Ciancetta, Sylvie McGee, Steve Niva, Doug Schuler and Therese Saliba.

This fruitful two-day, interdisciplinary institute was an opportunity for faculty and staff to discuss their scholarship and teaching in various aspects of Silk Roads studies, including China, Central Asia, the Middle East and the Americas. Participants also discussed concrete ideas on how to solidify and strengthen what we see as an exciting new field of coordinated international studies at Evergreen.

I. Introduction – What are Silk Roads Studies?

The name “Silk Road” was first introduced in 1877 by Baron Ferdinand von Richthofen, a German traveller, geographer and scientist to indicate the old trade route that linked China to the Roman and Byzantine empires through Central Asia. Exploration of the ancient and contemporary trade routes; the Silk Roads of the Far East, Middle East, Africa, India, Oceania, Europe, and North and South America could be an inspiring organizing metaphor for contemporary international studies. While the Silk Roads were historical land- and sea-based routes, the contemporary Silk Roads add the dimensions of interdependent advanced technology, global economy, education, culture, and politics.

The study of historical and contemporary Silk Roads can focus on the preservation and diffusion of cultures, a sense of place, respect for cultures versus cultural appropriation, and cultural cooperation and enrichment versus cultural dominance. Curriculum can be region-specific and/or thematic, and include local applications.

Components of Silk Roads studies at Evergreen would include connections among peoples, openness to new ideas, culture and commerce. While it is true that empires have used the trade routes as roads for conquest, the more peaceful aspects of commerce and cultural diffusion along the Silk Roads grew out of grassroots efforts. These peaceful aspects could be an inspiring vision for an interdependent world of the future based on principles of good will and cooperation.

An integral part of Silk Roads studies at Evergreen would be international education. Multi-directional exchanges have been a hallmark of the Silk Roads. Educational multi-directional exchanges need to be incorporated into the curriculum of study so that students can more fully engage with the world. Increasing the numbers and strengthening the presence of international students at Evergreen would be an important part of such multi-directional exchange. 

II. Why a Silk Roads curriculum? 

Responsible citizenship is a hallmark of liberal arts education. Evergreen’s mission statement: calls for the college to “provide graduates with the fundamental skills to communicate, to solve problems, and to work collaboratively and independently in addressing real issues and problems.” Furthermore, Evergreen’s values as articulated in the strategic plan include curricular and pedagogical experimentation and innovation; a commitment to the college’s five foci; multiple modes of study and active respect for cultural differences. We believe a Silk Roads international studies curriculum would strengthen Evergreen’s mission and values by filling an existing need.

Silk Roads international studies at Evergreen will be a cross-campus approach. At a minimum, it will include full-time faculty and programs, Evening/Weekend Studies, Extended Education, Academic Deans, Academic Advising, Admissions, College Relations and Advancement.

· What is in the curriculum already? Through existing planning units, bits and pieces of a Silk Roads curriculum exist already. Most noticeably, they are in the areas of language study (Spanish, Japanese, Arabic, French, Russian and German) and periodic cross-cultural comparative area studies.

· Gaps in the curriculum: Despite the above-mentioned offerings, there are significant curricular gaps. Most pressing are China studies including Chinese language, regional/cultural geography, comparative cultural studies, and science as part of an interdisciplinary overarching framework. Except for about 20 Japanese students from institutions with which Evergreen has regular exchanges, there is a noticeable lack of international students enrolled at TESC. Although the college consistently offers study abroad opportunities, participation is relatively low. More effective outreach to current and potential students for study abroad opportunities may include options such as short- and long-term language study, community service and theme-based travel and learning.

· Impact on faculty hiring. Silk Roads studies are a broad theme, which can incorporate several disciplines, including cultural and religious studies. Silk Roads curriculum will have the emphasis on the greater whole and will alleviate narrow departmentalization. 

· Need for more effective faculty-to-faculty and faculty/staff coordination of pre- and post-trip resources. Currently, faculty who are interested in taking students to another country must informally network with colleagues to learn all that is involved in planning and implementation. Similarly, faculty who have taken students to other countries have no formal outlets for sharing information about learning accomplishments. We envision a vibrant faculty dialogue for study abroad planning, sharing of “best practices,” and discussing of concerns, questions, and post-trip outlets for dissemination of student and faculty work as well as student recruitment for future international studies options.

III. Recommendations for Implementing Silk Roads studies

Silk Roads studies can support the broader tenants of a liberal arts education, which John Dewey described as engaging students in the surrounding community; focusing on problems to be solved rather than academic discipline; and collaboratively involving students and faculty (Democracy and Education, New York: Macmillan, 1916). Political scientist Benjamin Barber described a liberal arts education as “the willingness to engage in public issues (which grows out of self-esteem); empathy and respect for differences; commitment to nonviolence and conflict resolution; and the ability to analyze information, evidence, and argument” (Benjamin R. Barber and Richard Battistoni, Education for Democracy: A Sourcebook, Dubuque, Iowa: Kendall-Hunt Publishers, 1998).

In order to develop the concept of Silk Roads international studies at Evergreen and to engage faculty, staff and students in its development and success, we propose the following activities for 2005-06 academic year: 

1. In collaboration with other faculty groups, such as the faculty/staff spirituality group and the faculty Global Citizenship group, sponsor Silk Roads events and discussions twice a month during Monday afternoon governance time. Activities could include brown bag presentations, guest speakers, and “outside of our heads” gatherings of tai ji, meditation, calligraphy, and other workshops on movement, culture and spirituality. These meetings can also include community members.

2.Present Silk Roads international studies proposal at September symposium, Evening/Weekend Studies faculty retreat, fall faculty retreat and other venues. 

3. Get international studies included in TESC’s mission statement and strategic plan. Current official TESC versions make no mention of international studies (“…As evidenced by these principles, an important part of Evergreen's educational mission is engagement with the community, the state, and the nation…”, TESC mission statement). Silk Roads international studies would support Evergreen’s mission and five foci in every way. 

4. Co-sponsor the fall quarter study abroad fair. This will include the showcase of student art, photography, video, written work and presentations. Support the expansion of the study abroad fair in coming years in order to do more effective, coordinated outreach for students on study abroad opportunities.

5. Assist in expanding Evergreen’s participation in study abroad consortiums with other institutions. This would allow Evergreen to share resources with other colleges and universities and give students more options in study abroad.

6. Teach a summer interdisciplinary program on Silk Roads studies for high school students, counselors and teachers.

7. Convene a summer institute for Evergreen faculty and staff on study abroad.

8. Create a strategic plan for Silk Roads international studies for two, five and 10 years from now. For example, in five years publish a Re-envisioning Silk Roads magazine and convene an educational symposium. 

9. Develop ways of processing and preserving knowledge and information gathered in Silk Roads international, educational and cultural studies at TESC. 

10. Develop a system for archiving past Silk Roads studies programs, study abroad tips, and service learning projects. Web space could be one of the ways to do this.

11. Engage the Center for Community Partnerships for ongoing contacts with host country partners. Include Evergreen students in the research, development and archiving of Silk Roads studies.

12. Publicize Silk Roads international studies, and where information is available on the Web.

13.  Encourage research activities and projects that synthesize research and the liberal arts curriculum.

12.  Increase the number of international students at TESC. The number of international students at Evergreen has dropped from about 60 in the late 1990s to about 20. We currently have two reciprocal agreements, both with institutions in Japan. 

Resources for international students can be found at the National Association for Foreign Student Affairs and the U.S. State Department. The U.S. Department of Education also offer scholarships for international students to study in the U.S. For some of these government-funded opportunities, Evergreen would be required to offer a limited number of scholarships. For others, Evergreen merely needs to get on the list of participating colleges. A third venue would be for Evergreen to send application materials and catalogs to key academic fairs overseas in order to familiarize international education administrators and potential students with Evergreen. 

IV. Cautions to Silk Roads Studies

We envision 2005-06 as a year to plant seeds of a Silk Roads international studies curriculum. It will take time to crystallize the curriculum, as well as to build support among administrators, faculty, staff, students and the broader community. Heading into the planning period, we recognize that the curriculum and related activities must take into consideration the following concerns:

· Do indigenous peoples want us in their cultures? What responsibilities do faculty and students have when in another culture? How do we not exploit host communities? 

· Need for continuity in community-to-community exchanges and partnerships where all parties share responsibility for building and maintaining relationship, e.g. Santo Tomas project

V. Conclusion

Silk Roads studies could be an exciting opportunity for Evergreen to develop and implement interdisciplinary international studies on a broad scale. Silk Roads studies can involve full-time faculty and programs, Evening/Weekend Studies and Extended Education programs to provide Evergreen students and community members with shared diverse resources and richer educational options. 

In today’s world, as in the ancient world, international studies and meaningful contacts with peoples of other cultures are essential. Competition is fierce to attract students to institutions of higher learning. Strengthening international studies at Evergreen is one more good reason for students to enroll. More and more institutions are expanding their international studies programs. For example, St. Martin’s University recently established a new department of international programs and boosted their international student enrollment substantially. At the University of Delaware, 85 percent of all students participate in study abroad, and at Worchester Polytech, engineering students are required to do community service and encouraged to do it internationally. Many do two-month service projects in host countries. Evergreen could add a visible, vibrant and viable option to international studies among institutions of higher learning.

Evergreen’s educational philosophy and Silk Roads international studies are a natural fit. While the competition from other institutions is stiff, implementing Silk Roads studies would be an opportunity to forge creative collaborations and partnerships with other institutions of higher learning in the U.S. and internationally, NGOs, businesses, governments and others to better prepare students for the world they will enter after graduation. 

For more information please contact Char Simons at simonsc@evergreen.edu or Hirsh Diamant at diamanth@evergreen.edu
