What is Engaged Education?
Students who come to my classes often encounter a different style of pedagogy from that to which many are accustomed. While this pedagogy has many names, I call it Engaged Education. 
The fundamental principle of this approach is simply that both instructor and student must engage the process of learning if real education is to occur. 

But what does that mean in real terms? What does it mean for the instructor? And, perhaps more importantly to the student deciding whether to take a class using this approach, what does it mean for them? 

For the instructor, it means

· Beginning with an awareness of time needed for preparation beginning with the time needed to read the material. The lowest expectable reading speed of students leaving high school is 2 minutes per page (most read at a faster rate). The average preparation time for every hour of class expected of students in colleges and universities in North America is two hours. This awareness is essential to creating assignments demanding reasonable amounts of time.
· Selecting interesting, informative and provocative readings which can be read, reflected upon and developed through class preparation activities in a reasonably expectable amount of time prior to and during classes 
· Creating preparation activities which develop the readings, raise questions demanding critical and creative thinking and assist students in seeing where the ideas in question are already present in (and thus relevant to) their lives 
· In classes with required writing components it means creating structured writing assignments which require students to research and critically reflect upon what they write and how they write. This always includes an insistence upon the consistent demonstration of college level writing skills. 
· In many classes it means creating quizzes and exams to test student familiarity with the objective material being covered (e.g., thinkers and their ideas, historical events and periods which provide context, expressive humanities [art, music, literature, drama, film, architecture] and their creators)

· Preparing and delivering lectures, leading discussions, creating and directing group activities  

· Grading tests and assignments, evaluating group presentations and offering feedback to students so they can improve their performance

What it does NOT mean is the minimalist approach many students come to classes expecting: daily lectures by the instructor to which passive students might listen, optional attendance, open topic essays when writing is necessary and multiple choice quizzes and exams as the primary component of a final grade. Cleary, Engaged Education is not for the lazy. 

So what does it mean for the student? Engaged Education includes:

· Reading assigned texts and materials PRIOR to class. This is important because class activities will inevitably build upon and presume familiarity with the reading. 
· Completing preparation activities which will be due at the beginning of virtually every class. These activities range from worksheet questions to a critical précis analyzing assigned material to exercises requiring reflection. All prep activities are designed to insure students come to class prepared to discuss the ideas at hand. While students sometimes mistakenly see this as “busy work,” college instructors, unlike their colleagues in public schools, don’t particularly need for their students to be busy outside or during class; they simply want them to come to class prepared.
· Attending all classes on time. Engaged Education does not view attendance as optional, it sees it as essential. One cannot learn from others or contribute to the learning of others if they are not present. That means the full class time. 
· Paying full attention in class. This by definition means that prior to class students will turn off all electronic equipment to avoid being distracted from class activities. It also means not working on assignments for other classes.
· Participating in groups. Engaged Education means engaging not only the material but other human beings as well. Accountability to groups may be evaluated by your instructor, your group mates and your classmates serving as your group’s audience.

· Participating in class discussions. Engaged Education uses a modified form of the Socratic Method of question and answer to engage every student in discussions.
· Participating in self and group evaluation processes which assess one’s own performance as well as that of one’s group and other groups as an audience member

· Submitting writing assignments by the due date/class discussion which evidence academic integrity and college level writing 
· Completing quizzes and exams by the due date in classes where required
What it does NOT mean is the pattern that many students have become accustomed to following: seeing class attendance as optional, spending class time on face book and text messaging, waiting for instructors to cover the assigned readings in lectures, presuming everything needed for the grade will be on a test for which they will cram the night before. Again, Engaged Education is not for the lazy.
For some students, this may already sound a bit formidable. Actually, it’s not at all, it’s simply unfamiliar to many of you. Again, Engaged Education begins with an assessment of reasonable time demands. Moreover, the grades from these courses almost always evidence a high side grade distribution, i.e., the chances are that students will make a good grade. Thus, it’s both manageable and potentially profitable for students, educationally and grade wise. 

Of course, some students - by their own admission - come to college having been minimally challenged in their high school courses with relatively few demands placed upon them. Others have taken classes at the university where the expectations were minimal. Given that background, it would be easy to presume that the minimalist, bottom line approach to education is the norm for all college courses, particularly general education courses. Indeed, that’s an appealing belief since minimalist pedagogies generally translate to minimalist demands on students. In short, whether this is the norm or not, many of us want it to be, come to expect it and become angry when that expectation is not met.  
But is this a reasonable expectation? Indeed, when such expectations are met, do students really benefit? 

There are a lot of reasons some instructors do not use the Engaged Education approach in their classes. In all fairness, in some cases it may be the result of laziness. But more likely there are other factors involved. To wit:

· The Factory Approach -  Large state universities like ours often use big auditoriums to offer courses in a lecture/test format in order to insure students can get sufficient credits and meet program requirements to graduate. Mega-sections with hundreds of students are always driven more by economic considerations than pedagogical. Clearly, sections with more than 50 students do not lend themselves well to the Engaged Education approach simply due to logistics of attempting to conduct discussions and grade the prep work of so many students. Hence the inclination in such cases toward the minimalist approach.
· The Tenure Chase – Those who are hired as assistant professors at most universities are required to “publish or perish” as a requirement for tenure. For example, UCF requires seven significant publications in academic journals or other publications within seven years of hiring. Research and writing takes time. Professors who are scrambling to teach and publish may well choose to maintain less demanding classes to insure adequate time for research and publication. Hence the inclination in such cases toward the minimalist approach.
· Overload -  A common way for universities to meet their undergraduate teaching loads today is to hire permanent or visiting (meaning they are only hired for up to four years) instructors, graduate teaching assistant instructors and adjunct instructors. In almost every case, the expectations of these instructors tends to be enormously demanding. Permanent and visiting instructors often teach four large sections of undergraduates, classes which often include graduation requirements such as writing and math competencies. As universities have increased enrollments, class sizes have increased, in some cases up to 300 students per instructor. Such huge classes make it impossible to give much attention to individual students (indeed, to even learn their names) much less grading many assignments. They also take precious time away from grad student teaching assistants who have their own classes to complete and research and writing to finish. Hence the inclination in such cases toward the minimalist approach.
· Banking Concept – Many instructors historically have been trained to operate out of what Brazilian educator Paulo Freire called “the banking concept.” In this approach, instructors are presumed to be the experts charged with saying anything about the subject that requires being said and students are presumed to have nothing to contribute to the process except to passively absorb the pearls of wisdom spoken from the lecture podium and to regurgitate them upon command like Pavlov’s dog on exams. Along with this concept go a host of other traditional – though largely unsupported - presumptions about college instruction: Students are adults and can choose whether to attend class and complete assignments as they see fit. Whether they get the material or not is entirely up to them. They know what they need.
This instructor operated out of this approach and those assumptions for a number of years. But he gradually came to see that there are a lot of flaws with the premises of this approach (e.g., Is it reasonable to expect students right out of high school to fully function as adults? Does making attendance optional not signal to students that you don’t care if they attend? Does a student right out of high school really know what they need to learn?). His educational experiences took him to Latin America where Freire’s pedagogy is regularly employed. And thus he came to see that there are a number of reasons why Engaged Education is superior to the Banking Concept. 
Here are some of those reasons:
THEORETICAL REASONS FOR ENGAGED EDUCATION: 

· Building on a foundation -  One of the primary elements of the educational philosophy of John Dewey, one of America’s greatest thinkers, is practicality. Dewey observed that when students were taught ideas that made sense to them given their life experiences and contexts they could remember them and develop them further. Dewey believed students could only use learning which connected to their lives. When students are asked to simply memorize data and regurgitate it on command (i.e., exam), an approach that relies heavily on short term memory, students rarely remember much of it within hours of the exam. Engaged Education connects the subject material to the lives of the student and to the world context in which we live. As such, it builds upon what students already know and allows them to develop the new material in light of that knowledge.

·  Problem-posing Education – Educator Paulo Freire offered an alternative to the banking concept approach he criticized. He called it problem-posing education in which participants are expected to be involved, critical and creative thinkers. His approach sees students as “beings in the process of becoming -- as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a likewise unfinished reality.” As such, rather than simply waiting to be “invested” with the minimal data required for bestowal of a degree, students must actively engage their educations, that engagement determining what the “unfinished reality” will eventually be.

· Human Dignity – Problem-solving pedagogy begins with an assumption of the human dignity of the student. It assumes they are capable of – and thus responsible for - forming an understanding worth being heard and considered by others. It assumes their life experiences and their connections to the material are worth hearing about. It treats the student as a subject of the educational process rather than its object. 
PRACTICAL REASONS FOR ENGAGED EDUCATION:

· Higher Grades – While students have historically complained about Engaged Education, at least initially, the reality is that grades are generally higher when this approach is used than otherwise. The graph below, from a HUM 2210 Gordon Rule class Fall 2009 illustrates that reality. 
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Clearly this is a high grade curve. Many classes I teach end up with high side grade curves. There is a reason for that which is reflected in part by the way the class components break down:
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	COMPONENT
	WRITING 
96% (A) average
	PARTICIPATION 
94% (A) average
	QUIZZES 
89% (B+) average
	EXAMS 
85% (B) average 


You’ll note that the more time and effort intensive the engagement required by the component, the higher the grade. 
Writing assignments had the highest average with 90% of all students making an A on the Gordon Rule papers. These papers including assigned readings specific to the assignment, in some classes a content quiz to insure reading, questions for reflection prior to the writing of the paper and finally a 24 hour window in which to write the assigned essay. This is the most time and effort intensive aspect of these classes. It also produces the highest yield grade wise.
The Participation activities component which included attendance and the preparation assignments due each class was a close second with 7 of every 10 students scoring an A. While few of these assignments required the average full two hours (including the reading) for the class hour in which they were due, they did require adequate time and consideration prior to class to come to class prepared. The numerous activities also offer several chances for redemption when a student performs poorly on a given assignment due to illness, family emergencies or poor time management skills. 
Scores for the Content Quizzes due each class in this GEP Foundations course show a sharp decline in the number of students making As to only 60% of the class. Like the prep assignments, content quizzes require students to keep up with the assigned reading for each class and are designed to insure students came to class prepared to discuss the material. But, rather than developing the material with open-ended questions requiring time and thought, it simply tests student knowledge of the basic data from the chapters with a short multiple choice quiz. Unlike prep assignments requiring 30 minutes to an hour, the total time required for the prep quiz was no more than 10 minutes. Clearly, these are the kinds of minimalist aspects of courses students tend to like the most. But the results in terms of grades are also lower. 
Finally, while students often presume that classes should only grade them on high stakes (and thus highly pressured) multiple choice Exams two or three times a term given their experience, it is here that students perform most poorly. Note above that the As drop to only 15% of the class on the Exams component. 
Why is that? Over 20 years of teaching college students, this instructor has observed that students often overestimate their test-taking skills based on their performance on high-stakes (but generally minimal standards) testing from high schools. Correspondingly, they thus tend to underestimate the time and effort adequate preparation demands for course exams (here again the result of wishful thinking confused with a realistic assessment of actual demand in terms of time and effort) and thus often fail to fully prepare. 
In short, the minimalist approach with its high stakes exam as the sole or primary component of a final grade so common in the experience of many students is actually the approach least likely to produce the higher grades most students expect, much less a lasting understanding of subject matter. Conversely, a series of written and preparatory assignments strung out over a semester, some of them requiring up to an average of two hours prep time prior to each class, are more likely to result in higher grades and often serve to save students who have prepared minimally and thus performed poorly on quizzes and exams. 
BOTTOM LINE:  Engaged Education is more likely to result in a good grade than the minimalist approach.
· Experience –  At the end of each semester, I often ask students to write a paper summarizing what they have learned about the subject matter and about themselves in the process. Inevitably, students comment that the Engaged Education approach proved not only educational for them, most found themselves enjoying it even as they were initially resistant to the engaged approach. Here are some comments from the students in the class whose grades are reflected above:
“I  realized that I really enjoy higher education. College is a great experience and teaches you a lot about yourself and not just about the material you are learning. I am learning life skills, not just facts and data. This class has made me more excited to continue learning…”
“Being continually questioned on what it means to be human critically altered how I looked at myself and others more so than any other class I’ve ever taken. I’m grateful for this experience and hope to maintain knowledge I gained from it for many years.” 

“I failed to recognize how narrow minded I was about this world. I had preconceptions and misconceptions about the subject matter and had made no effort to understand why I thought the way I did and why other people think the way they do…Because of this class, I have decided to make the maxim “the unexamined life is not worth living” a motto of my own life and fully intend to use this saying as a means of motivation to grow…” 
“I’ve come to really understand what I am fully capable of as a young human being with a mind. I used to say that I’m ready for whatever the world brings me, but I began to realize how passive that mind-state was. Now, I’m ready to bring something to the world.” 

Clearly, Engaged Education has enormous potential to help students become educated human beings in many ways. These include:
· Class function – It is this instructor’s consistent observation that an Engaged Education approach which requires students to come to class with assignments based upon the reading results in a much more productive use of class time. There is little more frustrating than trying to extract a discussion from a group of students unfamiliar with the material. Alternatively, a constant diet of stand and deliver lectures can be draining for the instructor and rarely tends to fully engage students. This in turn encourages students to seek distraction with their technological toys. When students come to class with assignments in hand which have required them to read, reflect and then write on the topic for the day, they come prepared to engage discussion, the instructor and each other. The result: more interesting classes which are often quite fun to attend and in which to participate. 
· Learning from each other -  If Dewey and Freire are correct that students learn and remember more if they can connect what they are learning to what they already know, the sharing of that life experience and resultant understandings in the classroom provides a rich resource for all the members of a learning community to draw upon. This instructor is prone to remark “We often learn as much from each other as we do from the instructor.” This is partly because students are able to construct and articulate their understandings in ways that their instructors simply can’t but which their classmates readily understand. Moreover, none of us bring the same life experiences or understanding of those experiences to bear on any subject. In a diverse learning community, hearing the same idea being articulated through the lens of the life experiences of others allows each of us to hear how limited our own understandings might be and reconsider them in light of what we have heard. Indeed, instructors using the Engaged Education approach learn from their students every class. 
· Overcoming bad habits – My father is fond of a maxim which asserts that “The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.” Clearly that can be seen in the well-intentioned but (in my observation) profoundly misguided approach to public education practiced the past decade in the form of high stakes testing. While standardized tests have long been used in school districts to diagnose learning achievement and deficiencies for schools to then address, the use of test scores to determine graduation, pay for teachers and funding for school districts is simplistic, an inappropriate use of the data and often harmful to the school districts and the students therein. Not only have such tests resulted in examples of students cheating, teachers doctoring results and the predictable lawsuits, they have engendered some unforeseen results that haunt their test-takers long after high school. 
High stakes testing implicitly suggests that the only thing a student really needs to know is that which will be found on a test. This testing approach not only lends itself to the memorization of data and the regurgitation of the same on command much like Pavlov’s famous dog, it actively gravitates against any kind of deep and long-term understanding of the data, its import, its applications, its flaws. 
On Bloom’s taxonomy of learning, data-driven testing is at the bottom level of six possible levels of learning. Moreover, testing which focuses on data rather than understanding creates a minimalist pattern of expectation in students unlikely to be regularly met in college education or the workplace beyond. 
Questions which ask for mere remembrance of the 5 Ws – What, Where, Who, When and occasionally How – suggest to students that this is all they need to know. But mere data is simply the first stage of learning. Data must be organized into comparable units to become Information. Information must be considered vis-à-vis other information to become Knowledge. And Knowledge must be considered critically before it can form an Understanding. Memorization of data is merely the bottom line.
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This data-based, test-driven bottom line approach in public schools has readily translated to student approaches to college education which also shoot for the bottom line. Instructors often hear questions which reflect this mentality: “Is this going to be on the test?” (i.e., If not, I won’t feel compelled to pay attention); “What do I need to do to get a B?” (i.e., I’m not willing to do any more than the bottom line). 

The problem with bottom lining is that it requires a level of performance rarely found in human beings – perfection. If a student shoots for the bare minimum required, they must hit their target every single time; if they fall short in any aspect of that attempt, they fail. The only thing below the bottom line is failure. 

SO WHAT?  

If you have read this far, you have begun to realize that the course you are considering taking may be demanding as well as potentially rewarding. Clearly, the Engaged Education approach is not for every instructor, it does not fit every instructional situation nor will every student find it appealing. Indeed, if you want to see some of the negative responses to the Engaged Education approach my courses utilize, I invite you to read the comments on the many online sites which purport to rate instructors but whose real function seems to be simply to warn other like-minded students which instructors to avoid. 

I don’t tend to take the online rating sites very seriously. They confuse being a college student with being a consumer and thus they have little valuable information for college instructors. As a rule, the sites are incredibly problematic from a statistical validity perspective  and tend to draw alternatively students with an axe to grind or those who feel compelled to defend the instructors they like. 

But at some level, I see those sites as doing instructors like myself a real favor. If students don’t want to be bothered with the work load this class requires even with the generally high grades and understanding of the subject said work produces, then they will do both themselves and the instructor a favor if they don’t take the courses I teach using this approach. So while I never visit these online sites, prospective students might want to do so. Indeed, the comments regarding my classes I’ve observed there are not entirely inconsistent with some of the comments on my term end student evaluations. 

My evaluations as an instructor regularly contain complaints regarding work load and the requirement that students think critically. But they also tend to rank me at the top of my department and the College of Arts and Humanities in my overall evaluations. And they regularly comment on the value of the Engaged Education approach and the concern for student learning it evidences, much like the comments from students above. 
I am a believer in informed choice and truth in advertising. I have prepared this essay as a means of informing potential students of what they can expect should they take a class with me. I readily admit that my pedagogy is not the only possible way to teach a college course and that some very fine instructors use different approaches with positive results. My approach is the result of more than 20 years of college instruction and an ongoing study of educational practices and the philosophies which inform them. It is the current stage in a long process of development. It, too, may well be subject to change. But for the current semester, it’s the approach my classes will use. 
 It is my sincere hope that you will consider taking a class with me. Should you choose otherwise, I wish you well in your endeavors to become an educated human being. 
