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1
RETHINKING THE WHOLE
S T U D E N T I N W I C K E D WA Y S

T

his book begins with the assumption that what we all want for our
students is for them to be capable of changing the world. The changes
they make may be big, or they may be small. They may be political or
spiritual or procedural or pedagogical. They may involve a chemical formula
or a reading of Shakespeare, the evolution of Weber’s thinking, or a development of evolutionary theory. The point is, in the end, when students leave
college, we want them to enter the world not as drones participating mindlessly in activities they’ve been assigned but as thinking, deliberative beings
who add something to society.

Wholeness
Although my thinking on this topic is the culmination of a career’s worth
of research, teaching, and learning, the ideas in this book really came into
focus a few years ago when I heard a college president speak of the features
that she said made up the whole student. Expanding on an Ignatian tradition
that argues that we need to educate the mind, body, and spirit, this president
included three additional elements: emotions, creativity, and . . . well, I have
to admit I don’t remember what the sixth element was.
Although I understood where this scholar was coming from, my sense
was that any construction of students as a culmination of parts vastly misses
the mark. Let me put it another way: I do agree that when educating our students we must treat them as more than just names in a grade book. We must
recognize that they are complex beings made up of interacting minds, bodies,
spirits, emotions, and so on. On some level, we need to design universities
that recognize, value, and account for these complexities.
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I also believe we can design universities and university curricula that
address all these characteristics—and whatever the heck that sixth component was—and nevertheless still send our students out into the world lacking
a sense of wholeness, a sense of themselves as fully capable human beings who
can have a meaningful impact—sometimes large, sometimes small, but always
meaningful—on their surroundings. In fact, I think we do this all the time:
Every year, colleges implement agendas intended to make sure students have
contact time with curricular and extracurricular features designed to check
off the various whole person boxes. And every year, we graduate students who
enter the workforce desperate to get a job, desperate to earn a good paycheck,
certain that all they need to do to be happy in life is be a good employee and
play by the rules, and in short, go out into the world with a stunted sense of
their capabilities and of what it means to live a rich and fulfilling life.
Of course, I recognize that academia produces plenty of graduates who
have a strong sense of purpose and of their ability, even their right to pursue that purpose. Nonetheless, a lot of our graduates leave campuses with
a degree and little else. Indeed, as Arum and Roksa (2011) so eloquently
reveal, as far as most students are concerned, the certifying power of the
degree is the sole purpose of going to college, besides, of course, the social
life. Once they have that degree, they believe they can become part of the
workforce, prosper, and be happy. In this context, then, educating the whole
student means little more than creating a student who can slide easily into
the workforce, participating in the status quo.

An Alternative Metaphor
In this book I’d like to offer an alternative metaphor for understanding what
it means to be whole as well as an exploration of the consequences of that
understanding for course and assignment design and pedagogical practice.
This approach begins with an incident that took place a few years ago when
I was attending a workshop. A department chair stood up and said, “Well
obviously, we don’t want our students to be the line workers, we want them
to be the line managers.”
Although many in the room nodded at this comment, some of us found
ourselves pausing, wondering if this was indeed the case. Didn’t we, in fact,
want our students to be the ones who walk into the room, look at the line
managers and line workers, and ask, “I wonder if there’s a better way?” or walk
into the political debate, look at the entrenched right and the entrenched left
and ask, “I wonder if there’s a better way?” or walk into a nongovernmental
organization and look at the employees and the clients and ask, “I wonder if
there’s a better way?”
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What’s more, in addition to asking if there’s a better way, I feel that
someone who is whole would have an idea of how to go about exploring the
current dynamics of the situation, whatever they are, and possible alternative
approaches to the situation. And beyond that, this person would have an idea
of his or her ability to engage in this process, a sense that the world and the
workplace are fluid and ever changing, and all of us as citizens are allowed to
participate in these changes in thoughtful ways.
In other words, if we’ve educated our students effectively, they move into
the world as questioning, informed, thoughtful agents of positive change. This
isn’t to say that they engage in change for change’s sake; doing so would erase
the word thoughtful from the equation. The point here is that wholeness is not
quantitative in nature—if you’ve been educated using X + Y + Z, you are now
complete—but qualitative: You’re whole, you’re complete, you’ve reached a key
level of your essential potential when you understand that you have the ability
not just to watch the world but to participate in it, to shape it, to change it.
Thus, when we educate a literary scholar, we expect the scholar to understand the basic skills and methods of that field and to use them appropriately;
but finally what we hope is for that scholar to come back to us not simply
parroting established readings of texts but adding something meaningful to
the conversation, revealing an insight that hadn’t previously been noticed.
And when we educate a chemist, we expect that person to understand and be
able to apply the methods and knowledge of that field; but in the end, our
greatest hope is for that chemist to improve the field of chemistry or the work
of chemists by discovering, say, a means of developing biodegradable plastic
or an environmentally friendly form of motor oil.
Similarly, when we educate a social worker or accountant or psychologist, although we recognize our responsibility to graduate someone who is
proficient in the basic tasks of those fields, we are not adverse to the idea that
somehow that social worker might find a better protocol for dealing with
clients, that the accountant would have the wherewithal to go to a superior
if he or she noticed systematic failures in corporate applications, that the
counseling psychologist would be capable of transcending known practices
to help a client whose symptoms don’t necessarily conform to those in the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.
It is worth noting the way the issues described here reflect the changing nature of life today. The late Edmond Ko, a key thinker in the field of
general education, liked to talk about how his engineering students often
faced wicked problems, that is, situations where the parameters of the problem and the means available for solving them were changing constantly. “If
they’re going to face wicked problems,” Ko used to say, “we need to give them
wicked competencies” (E. Ko, personal communication, May 4, 2010).
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Of course, this applies not just to engineering students and engineers
but to all students and all workers in all walks of life. 10 years ago, few
people anticipated the opening of Myanmar to the rest of the world, the
rise of the Islamic State, face-to-face chat on cell phones, legalization of
gay marriage across the United States, fake news, or the Zika virus. The
parameters are changing. The tools and technologies are changing. We live
in a wicked world, an unpredictable world. We need wicked graduates with
wicked competencies.
This is an ambitious goal, one that some might see as problematic. After
all, is it really our job as academics to engineer social, political, and economic
change? And what if a student’s goal is simply to get ahead, get a good salary,
and fit into corporate (or nonprofit, governmental, or academic) culture?
With regard to the question about engineering change: Perhaps this is
not our job. But neither is it our job to create mindless individuals who
simply do as they are told. Our world faces complicated problems with the
natural environment, the political climate, education, poverty, and technology. We need educated citizens who have a sense of the world around them
and of their ability to interact in that world in meaningful ways.
With regard to the question of a student’s choosing to assimilate into the
status quo, this is also fair enough to ask. But the key here is choice; choices
can only be made when people are fully aware they have other options. If a
graduate truly chooses to participate in existing structures, that’s perfectly fine,
but he or she must make this decision with eyes wide open, cognizant that
placing self-interest above public need is only one of several available options.
In summary, when we in the academy state that we desire our students
to be whole, I believe we mean that we want them to leave college capable of
achieving their full human potential to shape and reshape the world—and
themselves. Indeed, I would go further and say this is our sole hope for our
students: We want them to enter the world knowing they have the ability to
participate in thoughtful and constructive ways. To hope for anything less
would be, I believe, to acknowledge an essential meaninglessness in our work.

Authority
All this is a very nice vision, of course; very few would argue with the idea that
students should leave college with the capacity to engage in positive change.
But how do we achieve it? Almost reflexively, most institutions and academic
programs respond to this question with the following simple equation:
CONTENT KNOWLEDGE + SKILL KNOWLEDGE
= THOUGHTFUL CHANGE
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Although the acquisition of content knowledge and skills is crucial in
arriving at the goal of thoughtful change, the kinds of complex challenges
we’re discussing here require more than that. Simply put, if content and skills
were enough, education would already have achieved this goal, particularly
after the rise in standardized testing that the United States has experienced
over the past two decades.
In the end, content and skill knowledge must be augmented by an attitude, a disposition, a sense of one’s ability to enter the world not as a mere
cog in the machine but as a thoughtful, competent individual who, when
the situation calls for it, is able to step forward to ask questions and propose
solutions that may lead to a reinvention of the machine. We might illustrate
this idea along the following lines:
CONTENT KNOWLEDGE + SKILL KNOWLEDGE +
ATTITUDE = THOUGHTFUL CHANGE
To a generation of faculty wary of a culture of entitled students, this may
seem like a risky venture. It’s important to note that the attitude we are after
here is more than confidence or agency. After all, one can be confident without necessarily being correct or even informed. Similarly, agency, the ability
to act on the world and reshape it, does not necessarily require wisdom or
forethought. A 16-year-old driving a car the wrong way down a 1-way street
has agency. But certainly we hope for more than that in our students.
Instead, I would like to suggest the term authority. Using this word has
its problems, so let me get a few things out of the way immediately: When
I use the word authority, I do not mean anything related to authoritarianism,
arrogance, bullying, bossing others about, or dominating people. Authority
in this context is not a word about being at the top of the food chain, being
in charge or feeling superior.
Rather, I’m using the word in a way that looks both forward and backward. Authority in this context implies authorship, the ability to write and
rewrite, shape, and create. At the same time, this ability comes from something or someone. Authority is granted, given, earned. The content and skills
students acquire during their years in college are crucial; they are part of what
creates a sense of authority in students. What we teach them matters. As my
friend Eric Amsel has put it, in this context authority means mastery of these
content and skills. Perhaps, then, we’re not looking for a single equation but
two simultaneous, even contradictory, equations such as the following:
CONTENT KNOWLEDGE + SKILL KNOWLEDGE
= SENSE OF AUTHORITY
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and

CONTENT KNOWLEDGE + SKILL KNOWLEDGE + SENSE
OF AUTHORITY = THOUGHTFUL CHANGE
How we teach our students is also crucial in the development of authority. If what we’re talking about is a kind of authorship of the world, it follows that the learning process that prepares students for this kind of active,
thoughtful response to the problems we face must allow them to practice
these skills. In other words, the only way to truly develop authority is to
practice it, consistently, from the start, in ways at first small, then increasingly large. We need to develop authority in ways that are perhaps less
complex (although never simple), then increasingly more complex, that allow
students to fail, fall down, and pick themselves back up again. Authority
should allow students to learn how problems are solved with deliberation,
creativity, resilience, and collaboration that allow them to understand that
they are capable of solving problems and that solving these problems leads to
a rewarding relationship with the world and with themselves.
In short, we need to develop authority in ways that allow students to
understand that engaging in this way in a messy world is what it means to
live to their fullest capacity as a human being.

The Nuts and Bolts
So how do we construct curricula and courses and assignments that provide
our students not just with the content and skill knowledge they need to perform in our fields but also with the authority that gives them the ability to
respond to a complex world?
My experience is that some students arrive at college with this sense
already firmly entrenched in their psyche. Some arrive fresh from the military, where they’re often forced to accept responsibilities whether they want
them or not. Others come from families that seem to throw them into the
deep end, essentially telling them, “Here’s a problem, you handle it.” Still
others have involved themselves in cocurricular activities that have pushed
their levels of maturity, such as 4-H, or working in inner-city organizations
that pair them with older members of the community.
It is worth noting that in all these cases, authority is earned through
experience, practice, trial and error, and continued effort that eventually
leads to some level of success. It seems safe to say that the best way to create
an environment conducive to developing authority in our students is to place
them in situations where they must assume it. This is a crucial concept for this
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book and has major implications for designing our courses, so let me state it
again: The best way to gain a sense of authority is to practice it in meaningful, content-rich contexts.
In some ways, this is perhaps nothing new. Kuh’s (2008) work on highimpact practices revealed that the more students are engaged in particular pedagogies, the more likely they will perform well on the Association
of American Colleges & Universities’ essential learning outcomes such as
assuming personal and social responsibility, integrating knowledge, and so
on. Further, his data seem to indicate that frequent encounters with these
practices are particularly beneficial to traditionally at risk populations, resulting in greater retention and higher grade point averages.
A glance at the following list of high-impact practices reveals a variety of
pedagogical contexts that require the assumption of authority:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

first-year seminars and experiences
common intellectual experiences
learning communities
writing-intensive courses
collaborative assignments and projects
undergraduate research
diversity and global learning
service- and community-based learning
internships
capstone courses and projects (Kuh, 2008)

Undergraduate research by its very name demonstrates increased
authority on the part of students. Traditional models held that research is
best reserved for graduate students, that students must first acquire a robust
and extensive foundation of knowledge before they’re ready to step into an
applied setting. The emerging thinking in undergraduate research, however, argues that students benefit from acquiring and applying knowledge
simultaneously. The result is undergraduates who are active rather than
passive in their learning, who get their hands dirty, assume the role of the
scientist (or the statistician or the theorist) almost from the start, develop
hypotheses, test them, pore over the results, and test again. In short, these
undergraduates take on authority from the very beginning.
A well-designed capstone course also asks students to assume a sense of
authority, albeit in a slightly different way, pushing them to pull together all
their previous learning to address a particular question or solve a particular
problem. In such a context, the instructor cannot possibly be the expert; he
or she hasn’t taken all the classes the students have taken, nor worked on
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all the projects they’ve been involved in over the years. The students must
assume that authority themselves.
On the opposite end of the educational experience, first-year seminars
have a similar effect. Although the term seminar is often applied to courses
with a small number of students, in the best iterations seminars place the
responsibility for course content on the students. Thus, although there
might be some lecturing from the professor, a major component of the
course should require students to present their own research. In a literature
seminar, one student will research and become an expert on Balzac, another
on Dickens, and another on George Eliot or on one particular work or aspect
of a writer.
The idea that students are not just assuming authority but are assuming it immediately and at levels appropriate for their learning is key to these
examples. This first point is crucial. Research shows that using or applying
information after encountering it leads to deeper and longer lasting learning.
According to Zull (2002),
Data enters learners through concrete experience where it is organized and
rearranged through reflection. When learners convert this data [sic] into
ideas, plans, and actions . . . things are now under their control, and they
are free of the tyranny of information. (p. 40)

At this point, Zull (2002) said, “data” become “knowledge,” information becomes meaningful (p. 40). In the context of a seminar, then, students
are being asked not to just learn information, or just take it in, but apply it
in some way and use it in some way, both of which strengthen their learning
and ask them to assume authority. This is in contrast to more traditional
constructions of the college classroom. More than once instructors have
said to me something like the following: “All this ‘active learning’ is just
fine, but in my class I need a good 10 weeks to get my students up to speed
before they can actually do anything.” I understand where this is coming
from: Certainly, it doesn’t make any sense to have students apply no information; that’s just bad teaching. At the same time, a traditional model that
tells us to lay an extensive foundation before asking students to apply that
information (in Organic Chemistry 1, they learn the basics; in Organic
Chemistry 2, they apply those basics) assumes a learning process that doesn’t
actually work for most people. In the end, what we’re seeking is a level of
“balance” between content and application (Zull, 2002, p. 34).
I expand on this more in the next chapter, but for the time being let me
make my first point that when I say it is best for students to begin to assume
authority almost immediately in their university education, this is a goal
that is not in conflict with good learning. When we ask students to practice
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authority—to take responsibility for course content, to be something of an
expert rather than a passive recipient of the content—we are asking them to
engage in practices that will deepen their learning, making it longer lasting
and easier to recall.
My second point—that students must adopt authority at a level appropriate to their learning—perhaps needs little explanation. Asking students to
adopt authority by performing tasks that are too simple or too difficult for
them will be equally unproductive. In the first case, students will not only
feel condescended to but they won’t gain much confidence from completing simple tasks, understanding that it means little to perform well at a level
below their abilities. In the latter case, students facing a task so far above
their knowledge level that the chances for success are minimal will likely gain
neither knowledge nor increased skills—and certainly not a stronger sense
of their own capabilities (Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, & Norman,
2010).
My experience is that that it’s better to ask more of students than less, to
push them further than they’ve ever gone rather than ask them to retread safe
ground. After all, the end goal here is to develop students who can encounter unscripted or wicked problems, situations that almost by definition they
don’t see coming. Turning a page on the syllabus, then, and seeing a problem
that at first seems overwhelming and even a little bit frightening is perhaps
not such bad training for life after graduation.

The Purpose of This Book
Kuh’s (2008) work with high-impact practices is important in that it demonstrates the veracity of our thinking. Many, if not all, the practices that have
been shown to increase the abilities of our students contain elements that
increase authority, enriching students’ capability to engage in meaningful
dialogue with the larger sociopolitical contexts beyond college.
This book is designed to bring this idea down to the level of our everyday, run-of-the-mill courses. If our goal is to develop students’ capacity to be
engaged and deliberate citizens, what do we need to do in our classrooms?
How should we design our assignments and exams? What texts should we
assign, if any?
The structure of the book is simple enough: Chapter 2 takes a broad
view, asking what goals should drive our work; chapter 3 examines the implications for shaping the classroom and the rhythm of the semester. Chapters
4 and 5 look at assignment or project and exam design. Chapter 6 explores
more than 20 day-to-day activities that can enhance authoritative learning.
Finally, chapter 7 offers some suggestions on how to assess authority-driven
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courses in thoughtful, productive ways that will allow faculty to focus on
what they care about while also keeping the assessment gods happy.
Scattered throughout chapters 2 to 6 are several steps titled “Designing
Your Course” to allow you to apply the information and ideas in each chapter to your own course. Additionally, there are two Intermissions (one after
chapter 3, the other after chapter 6). I’ve included these to create an opportunity for you to put some of the pieces together, because in the end, that’s
the whole point: Goals can lead to structure, which can lead to assignment
design, which can lead to daily strategies. Because there’s a lot to keep track of
as we go through this process, I’ve found that it makes sense to have multiple
opportunities for the instructor to step back, line things up, see how they
work or don’t, and consider and reconsider initial ideas. In the end, this sort
of application mirrors the deep learning process of the brain and the sorts
of discursive revision, reconsideration, and rethinking we require of our students. I strongly encourage you to take a stab at the “Designing Your Course”
steps and the Intermissions.
Indeed, although I’m generally resistant to algorithmic approaches to
anything and particularly to teaching (a spirit of irreverence that I hope is
present throughout the book) I would encourage anyone hoping to design
a new course or redesign an old course to go through the book chapter by
chapter. Although this kind of deliberativeness can feel wearying at times,
I find that it leads to a fulfilling final product, namely, cohesive courses that
allow us to focus on what we really care about, shake us up a little bit in terms
of teaching strategies, and create assessment data that reflect our values, falling, as Tewksbury says, “naturally out of the course” (B. Tewksbury, personal
communication, May 19–22, 2008). Finally, I find that because this process
can actually free us from old and sometimes overused approaches, it often
results in courses that are a joy to teach.
If, however, you find yourself inclined to skip around, or if you’re just
looking for a quick fix for day-to-day exercises or assignment design, feel free
to ignore the chapter on assessment. I always do. If your course isn’t test heavy,
you might pass on chapter 5 as well, although I think you’ll get a certain level
of pleasure in including wicked questions on a final exam. Paradoxically, it’s
entirely possible to ignore the issue of authority altogether if you so choose
and simply use the book as a guide to basic course design, beginning with
goals and moving all the way through to day-to-day teaching strategies.
In the end, whatever else you do, be sure to read chapter 2. Although
the whole issue of course goals and learning outcomes can be a little ponderous, I find that properly handled in a reasonable way, clearly stated goals for
a particular course can really free our thinking, making everything else in
designing and teaching the class that much easier.
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