Designing our Covenant

How People Learn – March 31, 2005

Rationale:

A covenant is a set of agreements and guidelines made by a group of people about how they are going to work together.  It can be a tricky thing to formulate especially if there are many people involved; it’s hard to meet everyone’s needs.    In some programs faculty decide the terms of the agreement & students can be in the program if they agree to the terms of the covenant.  This strategy has been useful in setting expectations and structure in some programs.  I’ve often wondered how the covenant could work if it was developed within the community it’s supposed to serve.  The one time I’ve tried to do this in the program, it took 2 quarters to develop the covenant!  The process was definitely interesting, often frustrating and ultimately we never came to any agreements about what needed to be on the covenant!  Democratic practice can be complex.  

So, here we are at the beginning of this program, and in the spirit of learning how to develop a meaningful working document that will serve this learning community, I’d like to try again.   

In one short week you’ve had a chance to begin getting to know each other by work & collaborate with several different people in small groups & in seminar.  

You’ve gotten a chance to know about each other through conversations in which you’ve identified:  

· What you need to increase the likelihood that you’ll have Aha! moments in this program. 

· What things are going on in the world that you think we need to pay attention to

· What knowledge, practical skills, reasoning skills and dispositions you think are important for people to ethically and effectively operate in the early 21st century.

Then there have also been the voices of our visiting speakers, Sonja Nieto & Terry Tempest Williams who are urging us to consider on the one hand the socio-cultural/political factors that impact whether learning will happen; and on the other hand what it means for the individual to create an open space for democracy.  

Goal: Today, I’d like you to take all these experiences and information into account as you work collaboratively to develop a covenant for our class.   We will also explore how to use the covenant as a resource in our program.

Objectives:

1. Share your understanding of what it means to create an open space for democracy.  How will that idea be relevant in the context of our class?

2. Reflect and share on what will support learning, risk taking, & accommodating difference in our class.

3. Come up with some statements to capture the key supports & expectations for your group.

4. Aggregate the groups’ needs and expectations. Write big and clear so that everyone can read.

5. Read & put a check on the things that are also important to you &/or that you can support/accommodate.  

6. Notice statements many people can support & ones that not everyone can support – discuss how TTW & Nieto might speak to these similarities & differences.

7. Discuss what it will look like to use this covenant in the program:  Workshops?  Projects?  Group work? Seminar?

Get folks into groups of 4 – what do you want to learn about each other?

1. What is the open space of a democracy?  What does it mean to create such a space?

· Share and explain visual maps of TTW with each other
· Share your understanding of what it means to create an open space for democracy.  

· How will that idea be relevant in the context of our class?

(30 minutes)


Groups report out the gist of their conversations.
(15 minutes)

BREAK – 10 minutes

2. On our covenant there is room for us as a community to set some expectations of each other and ourselves around effort, curiosity, respect, community support, personal responsibility in the face of confusion, etc.  

Take 5 minutes to individually reflect on what you, or others, can do to:

· support your learning?

· encourage you to take risks in your learning?

· prepare you to accommodate perspectives that are different from your own.?


Think of a moment from last quarter that was really challenging and frustrating.

(5 minutes)
3. Share what you wrote about these four areas with each other.  

· Notice the themes that came up in your statements. 

· Notice the important unique needs & expectations.

· Together compose up to 2 statements for each of the three areas listed in #2 above, that capture the essence of the most important needs, goals and expectations for your group. 
· Write your statements in clear print on the butcher paper on the walls.
(20 minutes)

Post the posters spread around the room at head height.

4. Walk around with a pen & read the posters.

· Put a check by the expectations that are also important to you.

· Put a check by the expectations that you can agree to support.

(15 minutes)

5. Notice statements many people can support & ones that not everyone can support – discuss how TTW & Nieto might speak to these similarities & differences.

(15 minutes)

key ideas that struck me from TTW:

· “I have always believed democracy is best practiced through its  construction, not it’s completion.”  (p.20)

· How language can be used to polarize people (p20)

· How one goal of knowledge can be to develop empathy (21)

· What are the extra challenges to “responsive citizenship” when we as individuals are afraid (21)

· “democracy can be messy & chaotic.  IT requires patience and persistence….every vote counts and every vote is counted. (22)

· Not about silence or complacency or “accepting things the way they are” (22)

· A citizen is someone who responds.  

· “Democracy is built upon the right to be insecure.  We are vulnerable.  And we are vulnerable together.”  … “Democracy invites us to take risks.” (25)

· “I do believe we can come closer to understanding why each of us is committed to our own points of view and perhaps even adjust our perspectives along the way to find creative alternatives that we cannot only both live with, but feel comfortable in proposing together...  …we could bring our imaginations to the table and find a way through our positions to possibilities.” (24-25)

· Use our own efforts to collaborate to envision “…how people can come to listen to one another with real, authentic exchanges.”

BREAK – 10 minutes

6. Notice what happened inside of TTW when she was challenged. Discuss what it will look like to use this covenant in the program:  Workshops?  Projects?  Group work? Seminar?

e.g. 
What does respect look like?


What do you do if you don’t come prepared to class? 


What can you do if your group is struggling to work effectively together?


What if someone is struggling to understand the program material?


What if someone shares a perspective/opinion that you really don’t agree with?


What if someone’s learning style grates with yours?


What if your faculty is not supporting your learning?

Etc.

(30 minutes)

Pass out & read rest of covenant & address any questions students have…

 6. Come up with a skit that describes a real or hypothetical situation that could challenge your learning space in the program.  A situation that would put the expectations you just constructed to the test.  
(15 minutes)


Each group presents the skit & class problem solves how to address these scenarios in a useful way.  Important thing was to (i) consider ways in which to address the situation; and (ii) imagine being the person who potentially interfered with someone else’s learning space & to imagine how you’d like to be addressed.

Pass out rest of covenant and address any questions people have on Monday.
