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1. Student Academic Life

Student-Faculty Relations

We can learn quite a bit about how students experience Hamilttooking at
the extreme attitudes—both good and bad—that students hold towardacthty.f
However, we need to be cautious when talking about “students’ attitodesds
professors.” There are no easy formulas such as “most stud&etsHamilton
professors,” since most students only have experiences with a gonadn of the
Hamilton faculty. The students themselves differentiate betwden types of
relationships they have with professors, tending to do so in four rough grbups
professors they have a close relationship with, 2) professorshéiveya “professional”
relationship with, 3) professors they dislike, or whom they have hadl a&tzerience

with, and 4) professors they do not know.

A mentor beyond academics

Just over half (32 out of 61) of the students interviewed reported heldisg
personal relations with one or more professors, and many notedelyabhdve spoken
with some professors about personal or social matters on a numbercasioos.
Meanwhile, thirty percent (18 out of 61) of students interviewedrtegdhat they did
not have close relations with a faculty member—many of theskersts, however, noted
that they maintained “professional” relationships with faculty.mdal number of the
students surveyed (7 out of 61, or 11%), when asked directly about whethierere
close with a professor, did not directly answer the question in either a positiegative
way. Four students not only responded that they did not have closen®latith

professors, but gave specific examples of bad relations with professors.



1. Reported having at least one close professor B

2. Reported not having a close professor 31% (20)

3. Did not directly answer question 11% (7)

4. Reported bad relations with professor(s) 7% (4)
Total 100% (63)

Collapsing category 4 into category 2, and omitting category Jjndethat the
typical Hamilton student, then, reports being close to one or morespoo$e though a

significant percentage of the student body does not.

1. Reported having at least one close professor B2
2. Reported not having a close professor 42% (24)
Total 99% (56)

Students who reported having a professor close to them repeatedlyseaagha
how they frequently dropped by their professors’ offices “justfchat™—a professor’s
availability for informal discussion is a key component in a clsgeglent-professor
relationship, according to these students. However, more importantiypg$o of these
students is their ability to meet with professors outside tissrdam and talk with them
about issues other than academics. Students with professors clheentoeport how
they feel they can talk about issues outside of class work aderaccs with the
professor, and in many ways this is a primary charactedagtcstrong student-professor
bond. Further, students reported that this bond increased when they mpetofedsors

outside of the classroom, or saw them outside of an academic setting. “John” noted how,

S: The best things about having a relationship with a professor, as
opposed to just being one of his students, is that often they can, you know
you see them outside of class; and | think some of the best thoogg a
you know, really knowing professors is seeing them outside s$,céand

then you know, feeling that they actually do thin[k] of you as agperSo

you know, | could just see a professor in Café Opus or something, you
know, we could sit down and talk for five minutes or an hour, or whatever
it happens to be.

l: Like who?

S: Well, my adviser has been really...he’s just a reallg giay. |
mean, he... asks about, you know, things outside of, you know, my course
work and stuff. So | mean, you know, when | came back from abroad, he
wanted to hear about, you know, you know, what I'd done there, where |
traveled, all things like that...l would say the thing | value natmut my



relationships with professors is, is, is really just being &blapproach
them at any time, not just when they’re sitting in their ofbicavhen, you
know, when they're packing up their stuff at the end of a lecture. So |
think that’s the best part. [“John”]

Another student, “Poetry,” commented how her interactions with hefegsor

outside of the college on class trips helped her to get to knoyprdfiessor better as a

“friend.”

S: Most of our class was hands-on, like going to...[meet]
representatives and senators and having dinners and lunch with them, and
just talking to them back and forth and stuff. And so that madabigeto

like, was able to like, you know, grasp like, you know, she’s not just a
professor, she’s actually a friend, you know, that’'s really helped m
[“Poetry’]

Further, students noted how their closest professors go out of @ngitonhelp

them, whether it be reminding them of deadlines and course requirearenétping

them to raise their grade in a certain class. “Jonathan Thompson” commented that

S: Personally, if | could pick my top professors, it would be the ones
who took the extra effort to help me out or to like help students out
generally. | took a psychology class with [name omitted], anadl been
struggling in class. | asked to see him during office hours,| dad out

my plan, like here this is how I'm going to get my grade backoup B.

He was like okay, and if anyone’s in class who can do it, ibg.y
[*Jonathan Thompson”]

And “Amy” reported that one time her professor, at the end aféraail about a class

discussion,

S: Wrote “you know | was reviewing your transcript and just wanted

to make sure you know that you need this one more class...before you can

graduate,” which was definitely, | mean | knew | needed it, you kiosy

it was nice that there was someone who was checking up on me and

looking out for me. [*"Amy”]

Students report that having a professor as a friend has academicocial
benefits as well—it gives students opportunities to work on their m@fasresearch
projects, to design independent studies to replace or supplement soursdwork, and

to network with professionals in their field of study, in additioptoviding the practical



benefits of having an academic and intellectual ménige also know from survey data
that students who report being satisfied with student interactibnfagulty have higher
GPAs. This correlation may not just be one-way, but may be reapergnod students
may find that they have better relationships with their profegsois find more venues
to foster such relationships such as join student-faculty reseanggcts) than poor
students, and students with close relationships with their professoysfeal more
inclined to work hard, revise their work with their professors, andenfialk use of their
professor’s availability, which might well help their grade. hy &ase, close student-
faculty relationships seem to have a very positive effect on stedpatience, work, and

satisfaction with Hamilton.

A “professional” relationship

A large portion of students reported having, what some of thaled, a
“professional” relationship with their professors—one characterigefiliéndliness and
respect (but not to the degree that the student would call the proféssadg and by an
exclusively academic, in-class relationship. This seemed tio laeway, the default type
of student-faculty relationship—the one most students seemed td &xpea@ professor,

and the one that some of the students preferred:

S: Other professors, you know, aren’t really the same, you know, they
just sort of want to get through their class. | mean, but | think you c
almost like expect that. | mean you can't expect that a profesgming

to like have, like developing close, you know, friendships with all their
students, you know. So | mean, there is, | think, you know, relationships
between like professors and students | think is like, its sort of ajg@pr
for, | mean compare it today like a professional relationshighi®most
part... | think most professors, like it seems to be more of &gsmnal
relationship, which | think is fine, that's to be expected. [‘Sean”]

Even students who reported being close to their professors ajgessed that this

closeness, in some ways, remains “professional.”

! One particularly important issue further reseaebuld focus on imhenstudents seem to bond with their
professors, and how their time at Hamilton is skapewhen they make these bonds.



S: You know, professors know you and you can talk to them; you can
get to know them a bit; and you don’t get lost, you know, you're not a
number... I'm not anticipating getting invited to anybody’'s house for
dinner, but you know, it's not that | don’t know people here.

“Tom” commented on his time at Hamilton that,

S: One of my regrets is not having very strong relationshits thve
teachers; something to learn from. [“Tom”]

S: | mean, 1 don't, like | don't really have a professors ttean go in

and talk deeply. But | mean | go in and talk to professors about work and

stuff if I have questions. [‘Luke”]

The “professional” student-faculty relationship is characterizedskfpdus purely
on the academic work of the classroom, and a degree of distanceotimealtpersonal”
issues. This is the relationship that most students, it seemstexkpe have with their
professors upon entering Hamilton—most who had close relationships théth
professors seemed surprised and delighted that such a relatiomshpgossible, despite
the fact that the majority of Hamilton students have at leastof those relationships.
We should note that the majority of student-professor relationgpratzably of this
“professional” sort, since most students who were close to ags@fwere only close to
one or two, out of a possible dozen or more professors with whom theytdiaare
classes. In this sense, and as students have reportieeiriexperience, “professional”
student-faculty relationships are the default, and close relations are th&éanse

Students repeatedly report how beneficial it is for them to hguefassor they
have worked with or simply talked to in a more personal way. In tlag, these
relationships are to be encouraged. The administration and théyfaeem to realize
this, and have, each in their own way, taken steps to foster and deveksp the
relationships, steps which have taken form in Hamilton’s advisingrano, to which we

will turn next.



The Advising Program

The faculty have attempted to, in part, institutionalize some sfclbse faculty-
student relationship in the advising program, in which studentshagefully) paired
with faculty members in their field of study in order to develop anexnadplan for their
years at Hamilton. The vision put forward by the faculty in thew‘nidamilton

curriculum” holds broad but very important goals:

Academic advising is one of the many ways in which students engage with

faculty on an individual basis. Advisors and advisees work together to

craft a unique, individual academic plan based upon each student's

strengths, weaknesses, and goals. Hamilton College views the advising

relationship as an on-going conversation that transcends mere course

selection and attempts to assist students as they explore dloghboé the

liberal arts curriculum, experience college life, focus on goma

concentration, and prepare for life after Hamilton.
While the rhetoric surrounding the advising program suggests that adtager on the
role of the mentors and friends characteristic of close studemtyarelationships,
students report that their relationships with their advisors are typigatiyessional,” and
tend to only center around practical matters such as courseaegs where professors
arerequiredto approve the student’s course plan. Let us look at some exaimles
students’ words.

“Victoria,” similar to a good number of students, reported havinglase

relationship with her adviser:

I: So have you formed any close relationships with any professors?

S: Well yeah. | mean especially with my adviser. That's like
closest because I've had her since like my first semeagshrhan year.
Like | had her, she wasn’'t my adviser at that moment, becauseashay
professor. So it was like since that moment until now, and then she
became my adviser, it's been just like a really close bond, likeré¢ally
enjoyed it. [“Victoria”]

Note, however, that this professbecameher adviser, and was not her originally

assignedadvisor. The same student later commented, about the same professor, that:

2 Hamilton College Website: http://www.hamilton.eacademics/info.cfm.



S: We talk about everything. It's like when it has to be
academic...it’s like registration period coming or, you know, orrwite
was something to do with like a deadline coming up but other than that, it
would just be like catching up on — so how have you been, how ars.thing
And It'll be like yeah, how are the classes going and all of. tBat
besides that, like so what things are going on in your life.’Sdiké it's
been really helpful, and it’s just been really like, it's been a good time, like
I've enjoyed it so much. [“Victoria”]

One student, “James,” summed up his relationship with his adviser @swaany other

students echoed:

S: | think I've probably mentioned this before in these interviews, but

the one faculty member that | haven't really connected witimyisown

adviser. | still see him in the gym or somewhere, and he jystlsal

don’t even know, | think he knows my name, and when | come to those

[course advising] meetings he knows it... | mean, that's one peandrit

hasn't really bothered me much. | don't, | didn’t really feel thedrteebe

too close to him just because, | meet with him just becauseas$ed.

[*James”]

Some students did report being close to their advisors, descrilegl their
friend, meeting with them outside of an academic setting, andhgalkith them about
issues outside of academics. However, these students did not thaporthese
relationships arose out of the advising process, but the exact oppsisitlerts switched
their advisors, when they could, so that their closest professor sio@glyme their
advisor While we cannot sagonclusivelyfrom the information given from the students
that no or very few close student-advisor relationships waresedby the advising
program® the data we have, reported by the students, suggests thattttéscisse. The
success stories of the advising program—those cases wherelahenship between
student and the advisor are both like that between two friends and beatvesger and
apprentice (in other words, it is both a social and an acaderilgattial relationship)—

seem to not have come out of the advising program atball are the kinds of

% It would be very difficult to compulsively demorete this, since all the data would have to bentepo
from either students or faculty, neither of whomuldbnecessarily or reliably be able to staten where
their close relationships came.



relationships that develop anyway between some students and tiegsprs which are
then institutionalized (i.e. the student simply switches advisors to their ghwséstsor).

The expressed goals of the advising program have not been met,esnptsiio
institutionalize close faculty-student relations have not come uibiofi. There are
numerous reasons why this may be so, some structural/organizational, and same soci

First, assigning professors to students and hoping for a positive outcemelar
to assigning people to be friends—it rarely works. Second, trgrgmmoassumes that all
students and all advisors are open to forming the types of relapsriblei program seeks
to encourage, while many students reported that they actualgrmeka “professional”
type of student-professor relationship. Third, professors are noababdintable for their
advising, and are not evaluated in the same way as they are wheedtte classes, thus
they have no structural incentive to advise well, or even at alltiFomany students’
intended majors upon entering Hamilton (which is what the assignoheadvisors is
based upon) changes during their freshman or sophomore year, andheenaevisor
changes. Since, for most students, advising is most important doeindinst two years,
many students find themselves having spent two critical ye#tisaw advisor outside of
their eventual field of concentration. Fifth, some advisors, students report, jussekem’
to care about their advising of students, meaning that many students change thais advi
to those professors who do seem to care, thus overloading thosem®iggh advising
work. Sixth, and finally, there is no structure within the advisingcgss—it is
amorphous. What this means is that the program gives predefinedlgdataly sets up
one in-program requirement (that advisors approve courses), and thugivasyone
small way to achieve its large goals. If the&se structural way to create close student-
faculty relationships, it should probably have more of a structure in the first place

The advising program is over-ambitious, in that the faculty hagmpted to give
a formal structure to the close student-faculty relationshipsdtiatyone agrees, benefits
those students who have them greatly. If all students could have onkeemefrnthe
faculty with whom they were close with, all students would probablgetter than had
they no such relationship—this much we can say with relative ertand this much
the faculty, and many of the students, consciously recognize.\\gowa attempting to

create a system that in effect tries to force theséiarthips, the new curriculum has



instead created a largely burdensome program, full of strudfaned, which cannot meet

its goals.



Student-Administration Relations

In addition to asking students about their relationships with membetkeof
faculty, this year we also asked them about their attitudegdevead relationships with
members of the administration. Our data indicates that the nyagbrstudents’ attitudes
towards the administration are characterized primarily by cmnfuas to what the
administration consists of. Numerous students, when asked whethehdaheygood
relations with the administration, and whether the administratiaenisto students,
answered first by reinforcing their notion of what the adminisimatonsists of, saying
things such as “like the big board of trustees and stuff?” [Katie]“college
administrators, do you mean like deans?” [Tom], and then, working offdB@nition,
talked about their relationships with the administration. Studentsusmmf as to what
constitutes the administration is not unique (even social scientistsito problems of
defining such organizations), and should be expected—students and adtonsidive
very different lives, work in different environments, focus on differssiies, and work
towards different sets of goals. Given that these worlds raredy, retudents’ impressions
of the administration are shaped by the two types of casdsiah they do: first, by their
brief and rare encounters with those who they think of as administratot second, by
decisions and policies announced by the administration that affestutients in some

way.

Encounters with “the Administration”

While students and faculty meet regularly for classes, wprichide a focus for
bonding and interaction, there are no formal and ritual activitiesnetrators and
students share, hence student relations with individual administratwistod be far
weaker than those they share with their professors. Thoseviinegsstudents do interact

with members of the administration are generally isolated and short incidents

S: I’'m an international student. And like they [the dean of studenitepff
help us out. We get rides to the airport...always with complete cespleey’re
extremely helpful. Other administrat[ors], | sat down with §itent] Joan



[Stewart] to have a pow-wow...she’s very comfortable with studehtagifant
cow’]

The one event students repeatedly noted when asked whetherhithieythie
administration listens to them is the president's open hours. Numstodisnts were
aware of the open hours, and remarked how they think they aredatlgog for the
president to have. Despite this positive reaction, almost no studsptsnded that they
had gone to the president’s open hours. Students, then, seem to spenttur as a
nice symbolic gesture on the part of the president, but rarelyathkantage of it, and so

maintain their sense of distance from administrators.

I: Do you feel that the administration listens to students on the whole?

S: | think so. | mean | don’t know a lot, but | think, | mean presidesw&t
has her open hours. [*Kathleen”].

S: | feel like [administrators are] probably available, you knawst falk to

you if you have problems or questions or you want to arrange stu#ah rthe

president has her open hour or whatever it is, which you know, itsskema
good policy. | mean I've never felt like | wanted to go and chautthings with

President Stewart. But you know, I'm sure that some students ddrthétevay,

and it's good that she has that. [*Sean”]

While the majority of students have only random and infrequent iti@nacovith
administrators (or none at all), there is a slim portion of thedestt body that does
regularly meet with administrators, and subsequently have a wacyeate idea of what
the administration is, who and what it consists of, and what studemmtiattation
relations are like. These select few tended to be studentde@adembers of the student
assembly, class presidents, heads of clubs, members of the stedejt and hence had
formal reasons and means to access the administration (and, dkéwise accessday
the administration). These students’ views on the administratidarestingly (and
perhaps expectedly), tended torhachmore positive than those students who had had
few interactions with administrators. While they noted bureaigcdsficulties inherent
within the administration and its relations with students, thas#ests also singled out

individual administrators and administrative departments for being gquipathetic to



and accommodating for student needs and wants. Some of these studens lea

commented in the following ways:

And,

S: [With the administration,] | haven't really had as much aintdth them
until this year, with HALT because we have people come in padks And it's
sort of been interesting because | had no idea that these [admimgdtexisted,
or what they were doing. [“Linda”]

I: All right. What about the college administrators, do you have good
relations with them?

S: College administrators, you mean like deans and stuff like that?

I: Yah, like the Dean of Students, Office of the President, Res Life.

S: Okay. A little bit of a relationship... When | was on Student Addg, |
would meet with a couple of them every now and then to discuss thingan. de
Thompson was great. She’s very understanding...

I: Do you feel like the administrators listen to you and other students?

S: Definitely.

Social proximity, then, is central to student-administration tiogla&—most

students feel distant from and disregarded by the administratif@eling caused by, to

some degree, a self-imposed reluctance to engage administaabaso by Hamilton’s

lack of a formal and ritual means for students to interact adthinistrators in the same

way they do the faculty. While it might be impossible, or astempractical, to construct

a meaningful way for all or most Hamilton students to meet and intera¢h wi

administrators, at very least we should recognize that studegetiveeattitudes towards

the administration are tied to a sense of distance from it imh&methe social and

bureaucratic structure of the college.

Administrative decisions and the student body



The other way in which student lives come into contact with therasknation is
through administrative decisions and policies that effect the stinbelyt As a group
who, we might argue, is especially sensitive to change, studemisteeftown upon
many of the administrations’ decisions. There is a generak saneng students that the
administration is actively and consciously trying to limit studesbcial options, and
minimize their “social life.” Fraternity members espdgidkel that the administration
has taken an aggressive stance towards societies, and thaghtmesidential life
decisions and the revised alcohol policy, administrators have sougiithinate the role
of societies from Hamilton’s social life. In some sense, thay e accurate. Looking
simply at the policies approved by the various divisions of the adnaitiist and the
board of trustees, social optidnsn campus have, in practice been limited, especially
through tightening restrictions on private societies. What students,ifand out of
private societies, do not recognize is that administrative desisire rarely a product of
one administrator’s desires, or even the desires of an adminestigpartment, but that
they typically arise from various sources and for various reasdohse students’
recognition that administrative decisions have restricted sopibns for students is
mistaken for a desire by the president, the board of trustees ptindryadministrators, to
either “get rid of private societies,” to “make Hamilton a deynpus,” or to in some
other way change and limit the social life of students.

Students overwhelmingly feel that they should have a centralirradiecision-
making at Hamilton, and that such participation could be achieved throegiegr
contact between students and the administration. Few such chanstl®memally, and

until they are created, student satisfaction with the administration midlinelow.

* When using the term “social options” we refersaslents do, to the broad category of activity ehisl
can partake in, from joining clubs, to throwing s, to consuming alcohol. The term itself is hygh
problematic, because it means so many diverse tff@shavior at once, and so we will try to speaityat
type of activities are meant when possible. Typycahough, students use the term to mean simplaga
fun with other students, in whatever form that rese.



2. The Curriculum

Sophomor e Seminars

As a main part of Hamilton’s new curriculum, sophomore seminars are one of fe
core requirements for students outside of those of their majorr&igrteam-taught and
interdisciplinary, these seminars have had mixed results, isttlients’ eyes, during
their first few years of existence. Responding to the intergeestion of whether the
student’'s sophomore seminar “added anything distinctive to their tinkéamilton,”
around two-thirds said it did not. This is not to say that onlyrd i students enjoy
their sophomore seminars—around half of the students said they did, théalthtbat
they did not. In other words, a near-equal amount of students like theaselas disliked
them; however, most students reported that their seminars werg albtdsstinctive.
Further, in many cases, those students who like their sophomore sesuiggested that
they liked them not necessarily because they were sophomoneasgniiut because of
typical reasons why students like some classes: theyhiéstibject matter, they like the
professor who teach it, etc. Meanwhile, many of the negative resptmsards the
seminars point to the organizational and social problems inhereme structure of the
sophomore seminar program.

As we shall see, sophomore seminars face a number of padiems that
essentially arise out of 1) the goal of increasing inteiglisary interaction that has been
institutionalized in these courses, and 2) out of the basic requitéha¢ students take a
sophomore seminar. These problems, as many students report, corigigiaufr course
selections, which result in students taking courses they dislikéasges numbering over
their student capacity; 3) co-taught class professors havifigredit standards of
academic expectations; 4) disciplinary and intellectual dividhartis between professors
and between students.

While the seminars face these problems, they also seem tsuezded on two
fronts. Overwhelmingly, positive comments about Sophomore Seminarsetkateund
the benefits of making public presentations. With few exceptions, botke #todents

who generally enjoyed their seminars and those who responded thamiharseadded



something to their Hamilton experience mentioned, in a positive ligatpresentation
requirements. Even some students who greatly disliked their semiot@d how they
improved their public speaking and communication skills by taking tese. Many
students also commented on how having to write a large final papah(atme of the

classes required) helped prepare them for their thesis work later on.

Course selection

One of the first and probably the most problematic issues stufdeed upon the
institution of the sophomore seminars program was course selectiomaRgrstudents,
some fields were underrepresented, while others were overrepgisantl because all
sophomores were required to complete a seminar, many popular elads@sclasses in
underrepresented fields quickly filled during registration. Numestudents reported
having to take, because of scheduling problems, classes in fogigdetely unfamiliar to
and in some cases even disliked by them. While one of the go&ls pfdgram was to
encourage students to engage in fields outside their major(s) andgpirtbat many
student were essentially forced into classes outside their betause of requirements
and scheduling provoked a high degree of anger and frustration Ifiemm, treflected
repeatedly in their responses to our interviews. “Frank” speakdybabdut his seminar,

saying:

I: Do you think that your sophomore seminar has added anything
distinctive to your or helped you in any particular way?

S: | think it was a total waste of time.
l: Yeah?
S: Yeah. | mean the, the scope of what you can do is so limited that

you can get stuck doing something you really don’t want to do.

I: Well, can you tell me about your sophomore seminar and how that
was?

S: | got stuck in the [omit name of class], or whatever it eaked,
seminar and it was just a total waste of my time. | didrttaggthing out



of it as far as my major, and | wasn’t interested in @&latSo | think the
sophomore seminar is pretty detrimental.

I: Okay. When you say you got stuck in it, what do you mean by
that?

S: Well, it was the only one that really fit into my schedule. [“Frank”]

“James” echoed many students’ sentiments in his interview:

I: Do you think that [your sophomore seminar] has added anything
distinctive to your career at Hamilton?

S: No, not really.
I: Really?
S: No, | didn’'t, my, my sophomore seminar was, | don’t know. |

mean most of the time it was much the same as any other class, katept t

it was larger and that there were people in it that didn’t really want to be in

it. I think that was one of the only significant differences. [*James”]

Course selection problems are not limited to sophomore seminars—popular
courses, departments, professors, and class times can and do fgulgslye However,
thedegreeto which sophomore seminar course selection proved problematicidenss
is much higher than normal, a fact reflected not only in responses to our interviews, but t
course evaluations as well, in which sophomore seminars overaltacesignificantly
lower than the average Hamilton class by studeRtsther, students who responded to
our interview themost negatively about their seminars were typically those who were
“forced” into them because of a lack of alternative options. Such caalgetion
problems are compounded by the fact that, as team-taught couesssntimars demand
twice as much faculty attenti§nand thus limit the ability of the faculty to expand the
number of courses offered so as to alleviate the selection cafnsbphomore year
registration. This problem, as stated, is not necessarily aitégrthe program—such
problems arise with course registration frequently, though tesseledegree—but to

resolve it, would require some form of restructuring of how the cowseset up in

® This may nobnly be due to course selection problems, but judginladw frequently students reported
such problems with their sophomore seminars, i fii@dy a major factor in such negative evaluasion
® In addition to the fact that only senior facultgmbers are allowed to teach the seminars.



relation to one another and in relation to the desires, needs, anddoess of students

and faculty.

Volume within courses

Another problem, which is directly related to the one above, iofithe size of
classes within the seminars themselves. Some students repobettaise of either very
high demand for some courses (combined with those course’s prefesdmitting
students over the maximum), or very low demand for others, they hadbaftanced

class experience.

I: What did you take?...

S: The [class name omitted]. | think it was very, there wasmugh
structure in it for the size of the class, since there Vileze30 people in it.
It just meandered, and didn’t go anywhere.

I: How do you think that could have been helped?

S: Either a smaller class size, breaking in half with weegrofessors

or something; or a more structured environment.

Students frequently complain about the size of classes outside of sophsenunars,
and while the problem seems endemic to all types of clagsedepartments, students
seem particularly distressed sgminarclasses that are too large—these classes, after all,
are intended to be small and intimate, and to foster close disicussd intellectual
relationships.

Comparing students’ reports to the numbers available on sophomore seminar class
sizes, we can see how many student found themselves in classewetre sized
inappropriately for a seminar format. At the same time, by cangpéhis data to that of
typical Hamilton classes, we can see that, while some ofthenars were crowded, on
average they were significantly smaller than the typical class atltdami

For the class of 2005, the majority of whom enrolled in a sophomorenaemi
their sophomore year, the average class held around 12 students. Hibwgemamber is
misleading when accounting for students’ perspectives, since, amda@gram 5, 38%

of students are enrolled in classes larger than 20 people, whila shijhtly higher 42%



are enrolled in classes sized from 10-20 students, and 20% in classethan 10
students. Hence, many students wind up taking “seminar” classes thictice, are far
too large to accomplish the goals of the ideal seminar course.

Diagrams 1 and 2 show the change in sophomore seminar class@uzakdir
institution in 2002 to the present. Most notably, while the average dae has

increased, there are far fewer large classes.

Frequency of Class Sizes in Sophomore Seminars
(Fall 2002 and Spring 2003)
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Diagram 1. Mean = 12.45 Students per class; Median = 12 Students.



Frequency of Class Sizes in Sophomore Seminars
(Fall 2004 and Spring 2005)
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Diagram 2. Mean = 14.375 students per class; Median = 12 Students

Diagrams 3 and 4 display student experience of class size in soghsenanars,
or in other words, the likelihood of which a student would find him/hersedf ¢lass of
that size.

Student Experience of Class Size in Sophomore

Seminars (Fall 2002 and Spring 2003)
1-4 students, 12,
3%

30-34 students, 33,

8% 5-9 students, 70,

17%

25-30 students, 78,
19%

20-24 students, 46,
11%

10-14 students,

15-19 students, 19,
153, 37%

5%

Diagram 3.



Student Experience of Class Size in
Sophomore Seminars (Fall 2004 and Spring
2005)

30-34 1-4

students, students, O,
30, 7% 0%
25-30
students, O, 5-9
0% students, 5,
1%
20-24
students,
94, 20%
15-19 10-14
students, T students,
32, 7% 299, 65%
Diagram 4.

Diagrams 5 and 6 are condensed to better show the change in stymeidnee
of seminar class sizes. Most notably, Sophomore Seminar cl&ss lsze stabilized
around the 10-14 student area, which is suitable for this type sf 8amificantly, very
large and very small classes are far rarer than in 2002.



Student Experience of Class Size in Sophomore
Seminars (Fall 2002 and Spring
2003)(Compressed)
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82, 20%
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10-20
Students, 172,
42%

Diagram 5.

Student Experience of Class Size in
Sophomore Seminars (Fall 2004 and Spring
2005) (Condensed)
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1%

20+ Students,
124, 27%
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y — 331, 72%

Diagram 6.

This data, combined with student reports, suggests that due to the requirement that
students take a sophomore seminar their sophomore year, combinedhigithdemand
for some classes and a low demand for others, many students from the 2RG&S @¥ho



took these seminars probably in the fall of 2002 or spring of 2833rienced classes
far too large to fulfill the intended goals of the program. We ¢sm see from this data
that the students’ situation has improved since the program began,ilbdacsts
problems of class size that may be inimical to the schedutingtgre of these required
classes.

The potential for double standards within team-taught courses

Even those students who registered in seminars they wanted fadddnm
within the program, which manifested themselves within the classrglast significant
to many of the students was what they felt was a double-staofigrdding, teaching,
and evaluation, arising out of the team-taught nature of the semBamse students
reported receiving good grades or evaluations from one of thesclasdessors, while
grading poorly with the other, despite having done the same amountlohivhie same

skill level. “Jane Smith” reports how,

S: There was not always much sufficient agreement betwedwaohe
of [the professors], so we were getting papers back with Vile vtery
different grades, you know...I initially felt confused because weewe
getting mixed responses; that, and other stuff; they wetsngein. We
were more confused as well as like what we should realfgduesing on.

It was just, it was a big hodge-podge of stuff. [*Jane Smith”]

This problem was particularly frustrating to many studemt® expressed feeling
lost in some of the interdisciplinary material, while at slaene time being unaware of
what was expected of them due to what they saw as two (or mifflerent sets of

academic and disciplinary expectations expressed by the upsefessor team.

“Murphy” recounts how,

S: [The professors] had very conflicting personalities, and you know,
they were approaching the same topic — one from like a History gbint
view, and one from a literary point of view...so they had conflicts and
things. And yeah, they didn’t know how to grade. So | think, in general,
lowered everyone’s grade and kind of like caused a lot of problems f
people. [Murphy]



“Murphy” echoes a number of other students who not only faced ewaluhtferences
between their professors, but disciplinary ones as well, diffesewbich the sophomore
seminar’s goals as an interdisciplinary program sought todwelicome, but which have
manifested themselves directly and problematically into the classroom.

Disciplinary divisions

Intended as classes that would bridge disciplinary divisions, resapfilomore
seminar classes, as students described, actually seemed dildgffevent classes only
tangentially linked. A significant number of students complained of howonigt did
their professors have different standards and expectations, but caynmldterent
intellectual outlooks, which oftentimes clashed.

S: [The professors] were at odds as to how to approach the
humanities section of approaching the [topic]. In the literary astdrcal
sense, they didn’t quite understand that. And so the final projedtditat
while it was in their context, was not understood by them bedhese
didn’'t know anything about litferature] or history, you know, in the
academic sense, in the same way that they do about Biology. [‘Ruttiger”]

Sometimes the divisions were not simply academic, but personal as well:

S: It would have been good if my teachers liked each other, and had
anything in common. But they hated each other, so the class frankly
wasn’t that amazing. Like they just kind of lectured, alternadiag-by-

day. And once in a while, they fell asleep in the other one’'sirect
[*Jen”]

“Jose” did not mince his words about his bad experiences in thebgaasise of his

professors’ lack of communication:

S: It was pretty much an unmitigated disaster of a class.. raqpa

[the professors] never spoke to each other, like about the clasd.dake
them meet once about it. | mean like, you know, they met, but there was
no real communication between them, and it was just sort of, | mean it was
bad in that sense. They didn’t teach much. [*Jose”]



The danger, for the college, in encouraging interdisciplindstynstitutionalizing it in a
required class program, is that sometimes this institutiatadiz can backfire and
actually increase disciplinary divisions when the mixing of disugsl is unsuccessful.
Hence, while many students noted their good experiences in bridgiciglidiary gaps,
many others suggested that taking these classes simply rethtbeteembeddedness in
one or the other fields taught in the course. While exposure to @l ¢an benefit the
student, it can also alienate him/her.

These problems are embedded in the way in which the collegeedtrided
sophomore seminars program. The faculty and administration sawdisoiglinary
behavior among students, and decided to encourage that by making & ratuired
program—the flawed and essentially unempirical assumptions undettiyingre that: 1)
all students (or, more specifically and importanslyphomorescan and will benefit from
interdisciplinary experience, 2) interdisciplinary experiences lsa encouraged and
created, 3) they can be encouraged and created simply by reqeamgaught seminar
classes of all sophomores. The empirical evidence on these issues®d, but at very
least suggests that a good deal of problems arise when Hseseptions are built upon.
While interdisciplinarity is a noble and central goal of a libera$ education, there is
little evidence to suggest that requiring, programatizing, anitutienalizing it is an

appropriate way to encourage it.

Public presentations and long papers

While students had large numbers of complaints about their sophomonarsem
they also noted ways in which these classes have helped them inzmamiemically.
Most significantly, a good deal of students reported improving thdtiq speaking
skills from the required speaking section of each sophomore seiBothrstudents who
liked and disliked their sophomore seminars noted that their expesgmdédfaving to
speak publicly in the classes gave them a better sensenafdlves as speakers, and
refined their skills as orators. Of all the positive commengigarding sophomore
seminars, the most frequent centered on the public speaking elenméet dass, and

how it helps students gain a better sense of how to speak to an audience.



S: | think probably the main thing | took away from the sophomore
seminar was the big presentation, just meeting with someone tfrem
[communications department] and she like came and videotaped us, and
then just having to present it to the class. And I think that wagirdte
PowerPoint presentation that I'd done on my own. SO I think just learning
how to do that, and feel more comfortable with oral communications.

l: Has that continued to help you in other presentations?
S: Yeah.
I: And given you confidence in public speaking and stuff like that?

S: Yeah. | think | remember a lot of the things that | ledyrand |
remember a lot of the things that, particularly | learned aboselgnd
seeing myself videotaped.

l: Like, like I'm curious, like what?

S: Just I'm not very good with keeping eye contact, and that | tend, |
always get very nervous when I'm talking in public settings.

l: Me too.

S: Just remembering to like slow down when | speak. | don’t know.
Just seeing yourself and being able to think. And then just, like | said
before, learning how to do a PowerPoint presentation myself. likeel

I've had to do like many more of those since then. [*"Mary”]

Students reported learning not only such more technical speakingaskiliese, but also

how to identify their own abilities to work upon and improve.

S: It [sophomore seminar] helps you recognize your weaknesses
when it comes to oral communication skills; when it comes toepties
yourself professionally with the presentation requirement. It tvagh,

but you learn a lot about your weaknesses, and you learn a lotyalwout
strengths. It's, it's a good requirement. | don’t see, you know, | thigk i
very productive...Feeling comfortable in a big group of people ibyrea
important because if you can do that, you can really do
anything...Because if you understand the material, you can, youlkan ta
about it with large groups of people...That confidence is invaluable.
[“Tom”]



Further, students such as Jenn reported how she gained a sensewésvhagpected of

her as a presenter, and how to improve her connection with her audience.

S: We also did a lot of presentations, which was really good ér m

because in the beginning | felt very uncomfortable talking in fadrda

while bunch of people. And then by the end of the seminar, | felt more

comfortable doing these, and | kind of knew what my audience expected

of me and how | can engage them in my presentations. [*Jenn”]

Such improvements are not unique to sophomore seminars, but seem to occur
whenever some form of public speaking is required in a classalD\wstudents who had
had little or no experience with public speaking reported dramaticafroving their
skills by taking a class that required it. On the other side, those studentgave already
had some training or experience in public speaking (these studeertsevgmuch in the
minority) reported little improvement from being required to speakigybin these
seminars. We will discuss some of the causes, details, and consjoktiese patterns
of reports in the following section on public speaking at Hamilton.

Sophomore seminars also seem to have helped some students’ wiltgyg s
many students reported that having to write a long (20+ pages) paptheir class
helped them greatly later on in their academic career wherhtteto write their theses.
Students at the sophomore level are rarely required to wrterpahat long, and
oftentimes many students are first exposed to projects of that size irethieirygears.

“Liz” commented that “it’s the longest paper I've had to grind that was fun,”
and her comments were echoed by many other students, noting hosethaiars gave
them their first experience dealing with issues of structugeinaent, and style in longer
papers.

The seminars, in some cases, proved helpful for students wighdkferience
with the technical intricacies of writing. “Kim” detailed hawver seminar improved her

writing in a number of ways:

S: | really liked mine. | took [class name omitted], and hkhit's
really helped my writing. I'm a Math major, so | don’t reallyite a lot;

and when | do write, it's pretty simple. But | think taking thialieast has
made me focus more on, like | feel like it helped me realzat you are
good at and what you need to work on — more so than just a writing



intensive class. And | think that's been really helpful. | meatill now

when | write a paper, I, you know, look and think about what the kind of

things that were pointed out in my sophomore seminar as something | ca

you know, we would write all the time. So | mean | really diké |

thought it was really helpful, but that could be just the one | pickeudl,

know. [“Kim”]

From the data we have, it is difficult to make comparative csras about the
benefits of sophomore seminars—its hard to tell whether the seminars gavsttitents
a unique experience that they probably would not have received otherwisathén
words, it is not clear whether students benefited from their sopieoseminarbecause
they were sophomore seminars, or simply because they wereescla3sis
methodological problem actually reveals a problem within the operatdnghe
sophomore seminar program itself—that the standards of program,itwgeds out to
accomplish and present to students, are not uniform. Some semind@seapvriting,
some emphasize public speaking, some are highly interdisciplindrieam-taught (and
some are not), and some appear to hold goals outside or beyond thoselsethaut
program. This problem is compounded, again, by the fact that thesesciassrequired

by the school in order to further a number of goals that, in many cases, are owkerlooke

Sophomore seminars can certainly play a positive role in studshiation at
Hamilton, but in order to do so they must be focused around a single teogoet (we
have suggested oral communications), not one that creates funabiadialocks (such as

the goal of interdisciplinary has done).



Public Speaking at Hamilton

Students overwhelmingly report that their public speaking improves ttvee
course of their Hamilton careégnd that much of this is due simply to their exposure to
it in one or two classes at Hamilton, and their lack of prior exposupublic speaking.
From what students report, oral communication skills have a steepinig curve.
Students with little or no experience giving presentations repoiteoroving

dramatically after only a few experiences of presenting material éamdience.

Students who benefit

By almost every student account, the one or two classes thathdte that
required presentatiofismproved their skills greatly, and most notably improved their
comfort and confidence in front of a group. “Jack” for example empéashow he

gained confidence at speaking publicly from having to do it in classes.

I: Okay. Do you think that in any way your speaking ability has
improved at Hamilton — either in public speaking, talking in classes,
handling yourself in interviews such as this, or any other resp&ot? if

so, can you describe in detail how you think that improvement occurred?

S: | would say definitely.
I: Okay.
S: Well | guess | don't know if it's just me getting older and

maturing, or | mean | guess like that's one aspect; but it sékenevery
class I've taken, we had to do some like group project we hadderre

the class, which helped me get over nerves. But | meaeis every
class always emphasizes participation of class. As \asll my
organization, you know, it's just given me an opportunity to talk to large
groups of people and present my ideas. So I think I've definitelynbec
more confident in speaking. [“Jack”]

Repeatedly, students commented on how their “public speaking has imprové&drus
pure exposure to it” [‘Jade”], and that their improvement was notseatéy intentional,

nor were they even always aware of it.

"83% say their speaking improved in either givinggentations or talks, interviewing, or leadingssla
discussions.

8 The majority of students reported only having onéwo classes during their Hamilton careers that
required presentations.



I: Do you think your speaking ability has improved since you've

been here?

S: | would say so, yeah.

I: How so?

S: | mean | haven't taken any, you know, like Oral Comm clagses

anything; but I think just through, probably through a lot of my elass
being really small and being largely discussion-based thatbbemme
more comfortable, you know, speaking to other people or in froothef
people...I don't feel like | intentionally did something to specifical
improve my, you know, speaking skills. | guess it's just somethiag t
comes with practice and with experience. [“Jenny’]

A number of students suggested that Hamilton should have some kind of oral
communications requirements, because, they felt, many other stwdergtsnot being

exposed to the same benefits from giving presentations and talks that they were.

S: | think they should have a mandatory 100-level public speaking
class that all freshman students have to take, or all sophomoratstude
have to take. And maybe, instead of having gym credit, you knowhenay
two gym credits in one, a 2.5 credit for rhetoric and communication,
maybe having a student take that before, you know, they graduateséeca
| think it's such an important skill, and | think it's great thatnkilton
emphasizes it, but | really don’t think they do it well. [*Jean Claude”]

S: But | really wish there was more opportunity to speak. nkthis
funny. | work in the Admissions Office and they always sks how at
Hamilton you learn how to write and speak really well. Andishwwe
had speaking intensive classes like we have writing intensivesl |
think that’s still like peoples’ big fear, like just getting up apdaking in
front of people. It's sometimes fun too when you've worked on
something really hard in class, like | sometimes wish | coutdugeand
talk about it or give a report on it. [“Susan”]

And some students wished they themselves had had more exposure tcspeaking

while at Hamilton.

S: | don’t think that we get enough practice with like public speaking
like we don’t really have to do group presentations very much gsseta
And so | think that could be improved. But I think like, I think it'sajre
that we stress writing skills. | think it's equally importaimat you be able



to like speak in public and express your ideas verbally, which I'nthsot
best at. I'm much better at writing. But as far as, | thiik helped me
the most, going there and working on the Hill and that kind of thing. |
became much more confident just, you know, talking to people, meeting
new people, and being more outgoing in that area. | think that hélped t
most, but not really through classes. Many encourage g#atsipation,
but especially if you're in the larger lecture classes, | iMmgau can
definitely get by with not having to ever talk. So | don’t think séss
really do much for speaking. [‘Katherine”]
Frequently students identified themselves as “poor public speakersinlike many
students who self-identify as poor at quantitative skills, those who thought theyp o
speakers believed they could get better with practice and ngaifihis point is

significant, and we will return to it later.

S: | know that I'm really bad at it, and | needed to do a Igractice.

But | didn't take a lot of courses where | had to do a lot ofgmtation
skills, which | do suggest that they, they actually, that Hamishould
probably change that. | think presentation skills are really essential to like
to you know, like work and just, and handling like the rest of your life.
[“Mystique”]

S: | mean I'm not the best public speaker. | know kids who are
juniors and sophomores who are taking public speaking courses who could
run circles around me in a debate, but | would say that I've ingdrov
[*Jonathan”]

Most of the improvements students reported did not come from theagt@kal
Communications classes (because most hadn’t), but instead comth&iomxperiences
leading discussions or giving presentations in class (which mosinitudported they
had had). For most students, these experiences were few in nimbsignificantly
bettered their confidence, comfort, and communication abilitiesoimt of groups. The
improvements students noted above came quickly to them, and while teyohtaave
had opportunities to refine their communication skills at a highet, levest students
seem to have taken the large first step to becoming bettercamahunicators, due
primarily to those classes where presentations are required.

Part of the reason why students reported such a steep improvemireir
speaking skills has to do with the nature of public speaking itseifleSts are much

more emotionally involved in giving a speech than writing a papemply because they



are being visibly and immediately evaluated by their peers laid grofessor(s) while
giving it, whereas when handing in a paper, students can detach lhesyfsem it until
they receive feedback, and even then they receive feedback justhieanprofessors.
The possibility of public embarrassment, especially in front ofspelds considerable,
but largely invisible weight to presentations, and puts much more than the stgded¢'s
on the line. Some students who are concerned about their preseptateiogreat deal of
work into preparing for it and improve, and some students who are noted@bout it
suffer the immediate judgment of their peers and professors, ygnchlly learn a
valuable lesson from their experience as well, and subsequently workrds
improvement. Hence both students who reported putting in a lot of tiroethetr
presentationsand students who admitted underpreparing for them reported improving in
their public speaking skills. The power of immediate feedback, edlyeltom peers, is
evident in the successes of the oral communications program altdigrand suggests

that other academic-skill programs at Hamilton might benefit from gsisiffacturing.

Students who didn’t benefit

While the majority of students reported that their oral commupoicaskills
improved, around 20% said they did not, citing one of two reasons. Eithegyljvere
already strong public speakers upon entering Hamilton (and improveeugmted more
intensive study than for those with no experience speaking to grawpg),they were

never required to present in their classes. “Jen” expressed both reasons, saying:

S: | think it's just, | mean the classes that I've taken, @ most
part, don't really require that much speaking. And | did a lot ahdran
high school, so | had enough speaking abilities that like unless awas
Communications major or an English major or somewhere where bhad t
be talking to other students a lot, that | just am not asked to do Suat
I've pretty much stayed at the same level. [“Jen”]

Students also noted how public speaking is greatly underemphasized inrisompa

writing:



I: Have you had to take any public speaking courses or had to give
any presentations or do interviews that would require you toeutyiaur
speaking skills?

S: Not really. The sophomore seminar we previously mentioned did
have a presentation. That was some ridiculous proportion of your. grade
But other than that, I've not had anything, | mean no real serious
presentations. Like | don’t think my skills have improved as greatly as say
my writing skills have improved. | mean | don’t think, but | mean I've
never been required to take those classes, and | never have; so, | don't
whereas, you know, I've taken a lot of writing intensive classes.the

skill hasn’t necessarily improved at the same rate. [*Jose”]

S: But | don’t think that my speaking ability has significantly
improved at all, or become less, after going here because Ittiahkhe
emphasis has always has been more on writing. Technicallyritiggw
has improved, but | can’t say that my speech has. [*Jane Smith”]
While it is encouraging to note that 80% of students believe theircpgfaking skills
have improved since coming to Hamilton, that 20% report otherwis#isisessing
because it appears to be a relatively simple matter to jiseidents the initial formative

speaking experience that makes such a difference to their abilities.

Further improving oral communications at Hamilton

If the college wanted to, it could raise the average qualitgtoflents’ oral
communications skills dramatically by, in some way, ensuringabaty student took at
least one or two classes that required presentations. This talkghthe form of some
kind of speaking-intensive program similar to the writing-intemgivogram in which
students are required to take a set number of the intensive dlassdsr to fulfill their
degree requirements, or it might simply consist of encouraginggsofs to include
presentations in more of their classes. As many students reploatetheir sophomore
seminars provided the with their first exposure to giving presengtiperhaps that
program (with some modifications) is best suited as the vefucleroviding that initial
skill-building. As the seminar program is already in place, arstruggling to solidify its
goals and structure itself in a beneficial way, centeringpttogram around a strong

public speaking requirement might not only benefit public speakikigiailton, but also



revitalize the sophomore seminars program in the students’ eggardRess of how the
college might go about this, it is clear that, in regards to stederal communication
skills, a little experience goes a long way.

Gauging just how much the college should encourage or require oral
communications requires a comparative evaluation of oral communicatitnthe other
general academic skills the college seeks to instill: nanelgntitative and writing
skills. The current weight given to these are clear enough in ctiveiculum
requirements—writing is emphasized more than oral communicationgharaverage
student leaves Hamilton having done far more work improving his/hemgvriban
his/her oral communication skills. Meanwhile, while writing intensiaee required for
all students, quantitative-oriented classes, like oral communicelasses, are not, and
many students leave Hamilton having little experience with either.



3. Student Life

Extracurricular Activities, Student Organizations, and Societies

What seems central to the creation, success, and student-benefimpftis
organizations are thpeople Yes, the activity itself matters, but it is the other students
who participate in it who enrich the experience and make it whatfor the students.
The one unifying thread that ran through almost ever student respomegards to
extracurriculars was that they loved meeting, befriending, ancddsye time with the
other people who are part of the organization. In other words, the mosttantpor
component of extracurricular at Hamilton is the people, and not thatygadhough the
activity forms the basis for the grouping of the people, and isaxie around which

social bonds are formed and flourish.

The social nature of campus organizations

While the people within the group and the group’s activity fdame functional
basis of all of Hamilton’s activities, there are other impor&dements that formalize the
group and its activity. Most students who reported starting updheirclub commented
on the importance of funding for furthering their goals on campus, agdisiag formal
recognition from the college in order to obtain funding is also impbfta many, if not
all groups, though to varying degrees. Tied to funding, extracumscigain formal
mechanisms of recognition and communication by being recognizetebgollege—
their group’s name goes on the extracurricular roster, the gronp getcess to an email
account through which activities can be arranged and advertised ¢artipris, and the
group gains legal protection as a campus organization.

Functionally speaking, then, extracurriculars at Hamilton aretitates by (in
order of importance) 1) a group of students, 2) an activity,uBylihg, and 4) a

mechanism of formal recognition (a club name, constitution, email account, etc.)



Students were asked what the most important activity they tavknparhile at
Hamilton, and the vast majority of answers centered around one oertmaeurriculars
(societies, clubs, organizations, sports teams) in which they patéadi
Overwhelmingly, regardless of the specific response to the dirsstion (that most
important activity was, e.g. Track. Fraternity membership, chebs etc.), thereason
students liked that activity was because offieeple The next most frequent response
was that the activity helped build skills for them that thelyjelved would help them both
in and beyond Hamilton.

S: That would be like my [Chinese] major training, which is kind of
nice. And it's a nice community like thing, and you just, you know, are
really close to the other students you work with and taking in whégnot

that — just the language people and all that type of stufbbas really

nice, and going to China with them. Our freshman year, we did shat a
part of the program; and then going abroad with them. So you just spend a
lot of time with these people. And then I'm dancing through, I'mhim t
student dance lines or this year | started dancing on dancs. t&orthose

girls are kind of fun. Yeah, I'd say those are important. [“Maudie
Savran”]

“Lisa” explicitly stated that it was the people who mattered, and not thatycti

S: Yeah. | mean I'm captain of the fencing team, so that’s itapior
not because of fencing, but because it's a group thing. Vgetaibgether
through the week, and it's fun. It's just nice to be part of it doir fyears,

| guess. [“Lisa Simpson”]

For many students, specific events such as studying abroadg taps with other
students, participating in an important game, or performing wnaest or musical were
key social moments for them—bonding moments that solidified themdships with
others in their group.

S: Choir and a cappella. Since freshman year, choir sort of, you come
and like there’s like 70 people and you don’t know anybody. And then

about halfway through, you generally do a play or a musical, and

everybody sort of bonds in like January when you get back from spring
break. And since freshman year, they've just been my family. yand

go on tour and | mean there’s 70 people, which is a lot, a lot of people.
But by the end of the year, you sort of have found the particular 286 or



that you see around campus all the time, that you have the sassescl
with; and they've sort of just been like a community... Have, just have
this community unto themselves and support each other, that you have, |
don’t know...I mean we have, we spend so much time with these people,
four hours a week for choir rehearsal and six hours a week fpeeka,

that it's pretty much every night other than Friday and Saturdgayt. if

you don’t have sort of a foothold of, these people may annoy me ihdispe
too much time with them. But it's okay because | love them wheakbw

up the next kind of morning. [“Judy”]

Of all the extracurriculars students participate in, team sp&em to bond students the
most closely, largely due to the significant amount of time stisd®@ust commit to their
team, and thus to each other. “Mary’s” experiences on the Lade@srevere not unique
to her or to her team—students on teams repeatedly commented orokewhely are to
their fellow teammates, and how their time on their team has a€if notthe) defining

experience for them at Hamilton.

S: | think the one thing that I've been most happy to be a part of is the
lacrosse team. | played lacrosse all, well this will befowyth year, and

I’'m a captain this year. And it’s just been such a grepérence because

the team is really close, and I've gotten to know girls thabuldn’t have

been able to know, you know, from being in classes with them or just from
interacting with them socially. So I've just gotten the opporyuiaitknow
people that | wouldn’t have known, and I've gotten to be really close to
my coaches now, and gotten to know some of the other sports players, and
that kind of thing. So that’s probably been, and I just love lacrosse and the
experience of being on the team. So that's been probably my &vorit
experience at Hamilton. [*Mary”]

Students in greek societies used similar language to students atepors to describe
their group experience. Typically, while society membership wate doiportant to
members, it came secondary to sports team membership and/or acadéimEsndBible
number of students such as “Luke” reported their society membership as misiasity

S: Just like getting to know the guys in my class likelyeakll.
There’s like ten of us. And like it's, it's like having ten be#rids. And

| mean that’s just great because | mean, like | made fridaabefore that
and, you know, I've stayed friends with those kids; but you know, just
having ten people that are really, really close to me id.grsad football

is fun just because | love playing football. And I'm not reatlyalved
with the coach, but you know, it was still great. And | mean | ke



guys there too. It was just great to like run around with thoge fjur

four years. [“Luke”]

While there are numerous different types of extracurricaadsorganizations for
students on campus, they are all defined by the strength theyfrgeanthe social
networks that grow from them. These groups not only give studentshsogéd do
outside of class, but oftentimes give them a way to orient andfiddregmselves within
the college community. This is clearest with students who haadentheir own
organizations from the ground up, and whose identities are directly tied to their groups.

Making your own

While some students suggest that the school is missing somepaotéd, doesn’t
have certain types of clubs, or is somehow lacking extraalars, an equal amount of
students seem to think that extracurricular opportunities at Heralte plentiful. What
studentgdid seem to agree upon is that if something is missing from kamstudents
have the ability to fill in the gap—Hamilton, through the officeStident Activities,
makes it relatively easy to create a student organizationyees@me degree of funding,
and receive the benefits of becoming a recognized club, society, sportyiby.acti

Ten percent of the students in our panel reported that they haddcogatelped
create an organization on campus, and all of their experiences instpingre similar.
They recognized a lack of a certain kind of activity on campudyigods and interested
students together to help start the organization, met with the amteoprembers of the
administration, filled out the right forms, and became a recodnganization.
Sometimes the students who started the club were already invaivéte iactivity

beforehand, and then simply decided to take the next step towards recognition,

S: Sophomore year when | was playing chess with just one of my
friends, like he just told me to start a Chess Club, and | kinddof And
so then finally this year, we finally made it an actual club...

I: So you had the opportunity to do that. Tell me about getting that
going, what was that like?

S: Actually it wasn’'t even that hard. Like originally, like thest
couple of years | was just sending out random e-mails through the school’s



mass e-mailing list. So | did that; and then this year, weleah and
wrote a Constitution. It wasn’t that hard at all. [“Jack”]

And sometimes the students found that the only way they could pasidipaheir
activity was by making an organization. Asked about his mosifisignt activity, “Jose”

replied:

S: Au Cobain, a music club. | would say that, since it's sort ef be
like a personal project almost to like build it up from the ground, riake
successful organization that will last well into the future.

I: Yeah. So what made you decide to do that?...

S: Sophomore year, | first had a car here and like | started goia
lot of concerts in the local area. And | was disappointed intheat
weren’t, that CAB sort of brought like big concerts but thaliyesasn’t
what | was into musically; and so | wanted to bring smaller, nwréess
well-known acts to Hamilton College.

I: Did you expect to have that kind of opportunity when you came
here?

S: No. It wasn't even, | mean it was a totally unexpected afpit

had this idea with a bunch of friends on the way to Albany to see a
concert. So it came out of that, grew out of that. But it wasgdn it was
very, a very unexpected thing. | never thought I'd come andrstaown

club.

I: Are you, do you see the opportunity for other people, or do you
think it's more to you?

S: Yeah. | think while it's, while there’s a lot of bureaucracy
involved, that I find irritating, | think that anyone who had a club-twport
idea or activity could easily start and maintain a club.

I: Okay.

S: And | mean it wasn’t really a club until like junior yearméan it
was like me and my friend doing stuff all of, well | guesodophomore
year. And then sort of more into junior year, it was, | mean & sval,
and, and now it's finally where it's not just me in it. Thera'group of
people. | guess that started January of this year, was whdrstuedlly
did an event that everyone took part in and helped out with. [“Jose”]



“Jade” remembers her freshman year how she helped form a sawithty group of

friends and interested students.

S: The most important extracurricular activity I've particgehin in
the past four years, three and a half years, has definitely theen
formation of the Kappa Sigma Alpha sorority.

I: Okay.

S: We started it as freshmen, my friends and | were, you kBosek

part, Greek life is a much bigger part of life than most peoptognize.
And so we, you know, | have a lot of friends who have pledged Greek
elsewhere, and so | was interested in it myself and | lookedait was
available, and my friends did as well, and we did not see peopledike
fitting in with societies on campus. And so we started the K&ipaa
Alpha sorority as an alternative to girls who wanted to geelgr who
were interested in what Greek life offered, but could not see dieass
fitting in. Independent, young girls who are involved in other thitiys
sorority is important to us, but is not our life. [*Jade”]

Asked what his most significant Hamilton experience has been, “Dex” replied:

S: I'd have to say the Capoiera Club. | mean it's a group of thays

I've gotten to know really, really well. Some people actually,rjghi,

liken us to a frat because we’re always doing everything togeBdrit’s

a group, group of people who like to hang out with each other and have a
good time...

I: Do you feel like there were opportunities to do things that you
wanted to do while you were here — again, in any realm?

S: Well, the one thing about Hamilton, I'd say like is thathiére’s
something you want to do and it doesn’t exist, you can set it up Yourse
Like the Capoiera Club, for example, when | came here freshrmam ye
there was no club. There was this guy, Roberto, and he had stualed it
wanted to, you know, practice it with people. And so for the fiestr yit
was really unofficial. The second year, we built the club up gotdt
approved and everything. [‘Dex”]

“‘Dex’s” statement that “the one thing about Hamilton, I'd say I&ethat if
there’s something you want to do and it doesn’t exist, you car gptyiourself,” and

“Jose’s” statement earlier that. “while there’s a lot of bumacy involved, that | find

irritating, | think that anyone who had a club-worthy idea or activity coultlyestart and



maintain a club,” was repeated by a number of students when anesstabout the
availability of opportunities at Hamilton, which is significant, andngoito not only a
suitably flexible bureaucracy within student activities, but &bsa simple but structured
process for gaining club recognition. Perhaps more importantly thouglsutpgests that
a good deal of students are aware of and happy with the bre&dipportunities

available at Hamilton.



4. Conclusions

We have said, in previous years, that the assessment of Liresatolleges is
difficult work for the simple reason that these colleges do nyobol# concrete goals in
the same way, say, a job training business does. Yes, theee cmiéection of skills,
experiences, and maybe even values colleges hope to bestow upon studeitshdout
same time, members of the faculty, administration, student badyalamni all seem to
recognize that Hamilton, like most other liberal arts coBegderives much of its strength
from not explicitly stating, formalizing, and institutionalizing a letconcrete goals. The
flexibility and openness of liberal arts is what defines it as libetairathe first place.

This being said, the possibility still remains for us to asdest Hamilton does
well, what it does poorly, what it wants to do better at, and frosnjulkdige what and how

it can improve.

Developing academic skills

We have used what we might call an “industry standard” setaafeacic skills--
writing, public speaking, and quantitative skills—as one of the bases for our evalofati
academics at Hamilton. This division is far from arbitrary, amdhave stuck to it for
three reasons. 1) Students overwhelmingly think of academic skitlseese terms, and
this has practical effects for their own work, as well ahéw their work is evaluated. 2)
The ways in which these skills are taught and learned (asawéfie rate at which they
are developed) differ radically, according to students. 3) Thegmhas institutionalized
this skill-codification into the Hamilton community—we have a wwgtcenter, an oral
communications center, and a quantitative literacy center—andoihifias practical
effects on students’ skill-building, their work, and how they are etedu&urther, what
we have found from our alumni interviews is that academic contentaetinal material
students learn—is far less important (both in and out of college)tiigaacademic skills
they developed in processing the content. All of this points to the iampar of
evaluating the teaching and learning of these skills at Hamivhich is what we have

attempted to do here.



The data we have suggests that there is no one trend regagdimigod students’
academic skill building, but instead a number of smaller and étded trends, which

we will list here according to their skill division, and then comparativel{yaaa

1) Writing:

The average student’s writing at Hamilton irrefutably imprawes the course of
their four years. Students recognize this, and attribute theiowaprents primarily to
repeated exposure to writing assignments (which is furtheredhebyviiting intensive
course requirement), and the abundant availability of help with gritrom professors,
peers, and the writing center). In termsrelative improvementhen, the majority of
students in all fields suggest that their writing has improved,the data suggests the
same.

In terms of arabsolute scale of writing abilifystudents graduating in the sciences
and mathematics report a significantly lower writing abilihan students in the
humanities, arts, history, and social sciences. While 62% of humaamtiearts, and 63%
of history, and social studies students report that they “wrieetefely,” only around
46% of students in the sciences and mathematics feel they have this ability.

Student’s writing abilities are significantly determined simplythmir exposure to
writing, and also by their gaining the relevant means to critaqerevise their work.
The writing intensive program, which requires students to takeeslasarked writing
intensive® is by student accounts the primary way students’ writing improwgsle
numerous arts, humanities, history, and social sciences classesitarg intensive, far

fewer mathematics and sciences classes are (relatire tmber of classes available in

° Cite + Unfortunately, given the data we have, warot yet distinguish between academic fields withi
these broad categories of intellectual divisions—eaanot determine, for example, whether a computer
science major’s reported writing skills are higttean that of a mathematics major, since both areided
within the same category (science and mathemafids}. is a symptom of the sampling method of the
senior surveys, which uses a fixed set of potendisponses to the question of the student’s méjeaq
responses that do not perfectly align with Hamikomajors. Hence this comparison of intellectual
divisions (arts and humanities, history and sosfiatlies, science and mathematics) is the mosbleland
meaningful comparison possible.

2 The general requirements of which typically inguariting a number of papers or a single paper of
significant length, revising papers for re-subngasiand going to the writing center for furtherisissce

in revision. Oftentimes the standards of “writimgeinsive” are not fixed, but vary from professor to
professor



each division), explaining the discrepancy between science and tundémts’ reported

weakness in writing.

2) Oral Communications:

Similar to writing skills, the average student’s oral commurdnagkills improve
significantly over their four years at Hamilton, and again sitdeattribute this
improvement simply to exposure to giving presentations. As Hamilten nleaoral
communications requirement, the majority of students simply retleese experiences
from those classes (often few) in which the professor requires some fpresehtation.

In terms of an absolute scale, far fewer students (in ewageaic division)
reported that they felt they could “communicate well oralhgivever there was far less
of a reported skills discrepancy between the three academsiodiwiin terms of oral
communications than there was for writing—in other words, studentiegiln oral
communications are significantly less dependant upon their fieldudf shan writing
skills. Overall, though, students feel significantly less confidebhout their oral
communication skills than they do their writing skills, regardielssheir field. When
asked if “Hamilton greatly impacted their ability” in orabramunications, 37% of
students responded “yes,” whereas for writing, 60% responded “yes.”

We can probably attribute the differences in students’ writind anal
communication skills to the fact that writing forms one of theelaof the core
curriculum (i.e. students can’'t avoid it even if they tried), wheredth oral
communications, whether students gain experience giving presentatsingply luck of

the draw.

3) Quantitative Skill$*

There is a clear, significant, and distressing quantitativéls sliscrepancy
between fields of study at Hamilton. Students reported quantitakiMis vary most
widely according to their field of study--while just over 40% aksace and mathematics

students reported that "Hamilton greatly impacted my abiityge quantitative tools,"

1 We should note here that, in this year's panelystwe did not collect data regarding relative
improvement of student's quantitative skills in Hzene way we did for their writing and oral
communication skills.



only 20% of History and Social Studies students, and less than 10%nudrtities and
Arts students, responded in the same way.

One reason for these discrepancies were largely discovelast year's progress
report, which suggested that, since the installation of the new aworeeulum, and
increasing number of students with majors outside of quantitaigsfiare avoiding
science, lab science, and mathematics courses. In other wordstagwa courses are
more and more being filleohly by students majoring in quantitative fields.

Other reasons for the discrepancies were also outlined in last yparts reasons
reinforced by this year's panel study. Students overwhelmieglytiat, while everyone
can improve at writing, not everyone can improve at quantitatives.skihe perceived
learnability of academic skills probably has an effect on enrdinmecertain academic
fields, and may also have a direct effect on the reportediebibf students. In other
words, students who do not feel they are "math students,” do not ennaditiematics
classes, hence their skills in the field do not improve (in effiechonstrating their
original reason for not taking math classes, whether that reaseoubd or imaginary).
Further, it may be the case that students who self-reportt dseimg thetype of student
who does well with quantitative work, also self-report as not havimedajuantitative

skills from Hamilton, simply by virtue of the fact that they are not "qudMéatudents.”

Weighing academic skills

Intentionally or otherwise, the Hamilton curriculum contains inhenaitie
judgments concerning different academic skills. While all studenés required to
undergo courses that seek to improve their writing, oral communicatm@hguantitative
skills are treated as optional, and while the majority of studepisrt they improve in
oral communications, this improvement is of course relative to ithiéal inexperience
giving presentations at the college level. Further, the digtgeskscrepancies between
guantitative skills among students in different divisions suggestsa$iahe curriculum
stands, the only academic skill Hamilton actively seeks to dewuelalb of its students is
writing.

We should recognize that the curriculum of a schoulst include value

judgments about academic skills and content, and that, for the purposesesndf



assessment, our job should be simply to outline what Hamilton couldl idmprove the
experiences and development of its students.

We have suggested earlier that the writing program at ktams quite strong,
and should be a model for other academic skills programs, should thegabedcand
developed. Hamilton's writing program is strong because it regsitedents to gain
numerous experiences writing and revising, and because it also provides sitittethis
resources to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of iting (er vital step towards
improvement). With a little organization, funding, and probably an adgrgtio the core
curriculum, Hamilton could create a comparable oral communicationsapnpgvhich
could also provide students with the experiences and resourceo\itgbroving their
skills. While many students still seem to hold fast to the \tteat only some people can
be good at oral communications, they at the same time seencognize their own
improvement with the skill, and hence, to some degree, recognizeviiigone could
benefit from some degree of training in the field.

To a large degree, students feel that quantitative skills amamable, or
inaccessible to all but those already within the field. Stutlentsbitions towards
guantitative students are the single largest barrier prevethteéng from learning these
skills, and overcoming this barrier then is an issue of overcothmgtigma attached to
guantitative skills and work. While there is still disagreemenbrag students, and
certainly among faculty as well, as to how much quantitativeitiga students need, we
should only worry about this issu@nce the stigma of unlearnability is eroded from
guantitative skills—this is a difficult task, and one that requinether focused research
that can study both students who do and do not take and thrive with quanttairse
work.

We have focused on 3 skills so far, but these are not necesbkaribyly skills
Hamilton, and liberal arts in general, should emphasize. Readraigr language, and
critical reasoning skills, to name three more, can and do allaphagjor role in students’
lives in and beyond college, yet these are not required, nor are nibgrational means

(beyond the advising program) to encourage these.



Integrating students' academic and extracurricular life
Students' academic life is unequivocally tied to their relatipsskith their

professors, and most importantly to those professors closest to theimerF student
intellectual life is not limited to the classroom, but expandstimear extracurricular and
independent activities as well. Students repeatedly noted how thieytheis academic
and extracurricular lives were more integrated, and displayedctive interest in
integrating them through research projects and independent sflildiesnterest should
be furthered, as the experiences students gain from combining outdests with
academics create the strongest and most formative intell@stuaents of their college
career. Members of the faculty have been, and should continue te lmeosh important
links between the two sides of student life—life in the classroom,life outside the
classroom—and the administration should look into further ways to forratourage

the intermixing of student academic and extracurricular experiences.

Overview

The major recommendations of this report are as follows:

1) Restructure or abandon Hamilton’s advising program—as it standmnttyyr it is
completely ineffective in its goals, and its forms of “advisipgle in comparison to the

many other informal forms of advising students seek out and benefit from.

2) Refocus the Sophomore Seminars program, recognize the stréletvsainherent in
its form of interdisciplinarity, and make the seminars a veoueofal communication
experience for students, in order to make the seminars more eahrablstudents’ oral

communication experiences at Hamilton more vibrant and valuable.

3) Model other academic skills programs on the writing prograan r@quired intensive
courses paralleled by a strong and active support system). cOmanunications,

guantitative literacy, reading skills, and others can all flburi implemented



institutionally to give students the base level of experienceighsd important to their

development of these academic, and life, tools.

4) Work on ways to integrate students’ extracurricular lifehwatademic life, and
encourage such integration when prompted by students. The current divisiaerbetw
academic and extracurricular life is unnecessary and in wasgs detrimental to both.
this should be attempted in a non-institutionalized way, but in a suah that the
structure of academics and extracurriculars encourages and promotesaitynathere is

a wall between the two worlds, or two forms of student activityery real wall that
students face every day but do not realize, and it will take sestructuring work on the

part of the administration and faculty to break down this wall.



