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Student Last and First Name: 
Program, Course or Contract Title: Awareness 

Quarter and Academic Year: Spring, 2007

DESCRIPTION:

Faculty: Sarah Williams and William Ray Arney
The word is a prison cell, or straightjacket constructed by unquestionable experts; and what we call education, particularly higher education ... forces people into this straightjacket…. Rituals [e.g., schooling]… have an ability to generate in their practitioners a deep adherence to convictions which may be, internally, highly contradictory, so that somehow, the adherence to the belief is stronger than most people's capacity to question what they believe.

 -Ivan Illich

Enlightenment is never easy.  It is frightening to leave our old selves behind, because they are the only way we know how to live.  Even if the familiar is unsatisfactory, we tend to cling to it because we are afraid of the unknown.

-from Karen Armstrong’s Buddha
We started here: The modern university is based on a rupture, effected a millennium ago, between head and heart. This institution—the one in which we meet as teachers and students—is devoted almost exclusively to the technical and critical disciplines.  Ascetic disciplines were left in the proverbial dust.  Secularization rendered proverb and metaphor, even language itself, disenfleshed and idolatrized.  Our task in this program is to become deeply aware of the devastation caused by this rupture, this loss.  Because of what has been betrayed, we dare not simply imagine an alternative form of education, much less another new institution, devoted to the healing of this rupture or the recovery of any loss.  Instead, we will, through disciplined, mutually supportive inquiry, become mindful of what we scholars participate in, here and now. 

An overarching program inquiry is the relationship between "thick description" and "reality."  Students were invited to write careful, accurate, effective descriptions of their thinking, of "meetings" in seminars or "meetings" with books, of research.  When such description gets added to affects, we tend to call that art; when thick description gets added to effects, we call that reality. We want, this year, to explore the relationship between thick description (and its affects and effects) and increased awareness. Is this relationship between what we perceive as reality/art and increased awareness natural? Supernatural? Cultural? Historical? Evolutionary?

We introduced two particular ascetical practices designed to interrupt the rush and flow of typical academic habits.  Yoga classes once a week encouraged students to pay attention to their bodies in the space of learning.  They kept a yoga journal and a “body map” as means of reflecting on embodiment in relationship to learning. Readings for participation in yoga included: Donna Farhi, Yoga Mind, Body and Spirit, and Frank Jude Boccio, Mindfulness Yoga, and Richard Miller, Yoga Nidra.  We adapted a form of lectio divina, the traditional practice of the contemplative reading of holy texts, for one form of seminar.  It encouraged students to attend carefully to the texts and to their responses to it in the context of communal, careful, deliberate reading; it forbade the typical I-think-I-think-I-think ping-pong of seminars and slowed associational responses to the text.  Beyond that we set aside time to review mind maps on critical questions; the maps were constructed using Tony Buzan, The Mind Map Book.  The personal, “radiant thinking” expressed in the mind maps became the basis for essays that were to make this learning public.

A significant part of a student’s work was independent study.  They were to answer five questions: What do you want to learn?  How are you going to learn it?  How are you going to know when you have learned it?  How are you going to show others—faculty and colleagues—that you have learned it?  And, what difference will it make?  The terms of this work were negotiated individually with the faculty, but students gave public presentations of their work twice during the quarter.

Students joining this ongoing program in the winter quarter were asked to prepare by reading Ivan Illich’s notes on “Ascesis” and “The Educational Enterprise in Light of the Gospel.”  Readings continued from the previous quarters David Cayley’s Rivers North of the Future, Martin Buber’s Meetings, Luce Irigaray’s The Way of Love, and David Howes’s Empire of the Senses.  New readings for spring quarter included: John Berger, G, Annie Dillard, Pilgram at Tinker Creek, Barbara Duden, Disembodying Women, Pico Iyer, “Imagining Canada,” Luce Irigaray, “Divine Women,” Martha Nussbaum, “Tagore, Dewey, and the Imminent Demise of Liberal Education”, Rabindranath Tagore, “The Wrong Heaven” and “The Parrot’s Tale,” Peggy McIntosh, “White Privilege, Ivan Illich and Barbara Duden, “Guarding the Eye in the Age of Show” (2001) and “The Scopic Past and the Ethics of the Gaze” (1998), and selections from John Caputo, On Religion, Luce Irigaray, The Way of Love, and Constance Classen, The Color of Angels: Cosmology, Gender and the Aesthetic Imagination. Films and videos viewed included:  John Berger, Ways of Seeing, Alejandro Inarritu’s Babel, and selections from a Stan Brakhage anthology and Dennis O’Rourke’s Cannibal Tours.

Students met regularly in peer groups to review independent research, edit each other’s written work, including self evaluations, and plan a community service project.  Students also conducted their own seminars once each week, wrote response papers to the seminars, wrote reflective essays about the thinking reflected in their mind maps, and attended lectures and seminars by the faculty.  

EVALUATION:

Written by:  [faculty]

[Name] successfully completed “Awareness.”  In keeping with the reformative pedagogical design of this program, the accompanying Student Evaluation of Personal Achievement is the most comprehensive assessment of student achievement.  Its creation was supported by program work and is the result of participation in self-assessment exercises, peer reviews, faculty reviews, and an individual evaluation conference.  The following is a response by the faculty to [name]’s winter quarter work and self-evaluation.

In the spring our inquiries turned to the organ of the eye and practices, historical and contemporary, of vision.  One of our guests, Lee Hoinacki, had written, “When one sees sensible reality, one sees into it.  In a pure, piercing vision, one sees … what is there.  All good poetry is filled with examples of this….  When I read poetry, I immediately learn how much I have been missing, how much I do not see.”  Barbara Duden and Ivan Illich’s work argued that under the modern “scopic regime” we see what we are shown, that we live in the “age of the show.”  One must engage in various practices—ascetic practices, disciplined historical inquiry—to be able to “guard the eyes” and see truly.  Luce Irigaray spelled out the interpersonal and social implications of “perception [that is] an act other than seizing, naming, reproducing….  The attentive approach to the other gives me a real and a meaning still to come and unknown for me….  From the other irradiates a truth which we can receive without its source being visible….  The light that then reaches us illuminates the world otherwise [and] opens new possibilities of perceiving and elaborating space and time.”  In response to the challenges implicit in this course of inquiry, [name] ________

EQUIVALENCIES:




TOTAL CREDITS EARNED:  16

4- Secular Education: Histories, Theories, Practices
4- Ascetical Education: Histories, Theories, Practices
4- Experiential Writing: Reflection and Self-Assessment
4- Individual Research Project: TBD for each student
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