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|. Introduction
1. The Four Poles of the Student Experience

The past five years of interviewing and surveying studentsaaatizing their
responses has given us a number of fascinating insights intouttensiexperience at
Hamilton, but perhaps equally important, it has given us a greabflggibrmation as to
how we study students, and how wsleould study them. This study started from the
position that the student must be used as the unit of analysis, rs&s¢ldspartments, or
disciplines, in order to understand, and assess, what exactlyt Bloeraloes. Primarily
from the interview data, we have found that there are four aféhe student experience
that are particularly important to students both in and beyond colkscgdemics,
“social” life, extracurriculars, and skill-building. These amet exclusive areas of
experience—they in fact overlap quite frequently—but they have proves ugeful as
categories of study. The distinctions between these four areasotours, they were
provided by students, who make general distinctions between them throtigh@ainel
study. These distinctions tended to be both temporal, behavioral, aral-sisatidents
schedule time for academics, social life, and extracurricuéarg, take part in these
activities in specific places and settings. Throughout these tlireensions of student
activity, students develop the various skills (writing, public speakirgading,
organizing, socializing, leadership, teamwork, and others) that fornecattee of what
students take from a liberal arts education.

We will use this model of the four poles of the student experitmoughout this
analysis of the panel study, but not restrictively—there are rausecases where
students bridge the gaps between, say, extracurricular and académi¢and
interestingly, these moments are, for the students, someeomtst rewarding and
memorable experiences of their college careers). This medeskeiful for us not only to
see how students order and categorize their experiences, btdrdisov they transcend
the day-to-day divisions between these areas of their experkaumtieer, this model will
help illuminate the skill-building processes that are the esaknce of the liberal arts

education.



Our focus will not be solely on these four areas of studentiexpe—there are
plenty of insights into what goes on at a small, residentialdilests college that are
generally unrelated to this model, which we will discuss. H@reas we have found, the
daily activities of students can be “unpacked,” quite interestirngfyexamining them

through the divisions students categorize them into.

2) Methods of Analysis

1. Challenges

The main challenge we faced in analyzing the panel study data was osacthh
scientists face regularly—namely, that people often respond witeredit answers
depending on who or what is asking the question. Responding to integuiestions,
students frequently spoke in anecdotes, recalling specific expesiemsuggest general
patterns of experience and behavior. While these anecdotes aresefuy for some
purposes (they frequently help illuminate the mechanisms in thalaalstionships we
are studying), they are difficult to use with in others (it is more difficuget a sense of a
general student response to an open-ended interview question than a multiple choice
survey). In other words, our conclusions from the qualitative study arsurisingly,
gualitative. In many cases we buffered our findings with arsafysm other parts of the
project—the writing project, the survey team, etc.—and this kind dhadelogical
triangularization gave us our most concrete results. In case® wheh reinforcement
was not possible, we used all the panel data available to chédupport our findings.
Overall, despite this challenge, the amount and quality of the panel data wasngregh
to reach meaningful conclusions on its own, and even stronger ones waé&mouoabther

parts of the project was relevant.

! Analysis note: In interview quotations, “I” refets the Interviewer, “S” to the Subject — in thisse, the
student panelist.



[11. Student Academic Life

1. Student idealizations of Liberal Arts Academics

Upon entering Hamilton, students have a particular notion of whaegraliarts
education is, and much of their opinions of the college are shapedibgxperience
meeting or not meeting these expectations. Students diffeecbigdiveen the ideal of

“liberal arts,” and the ideal “liberal arts student,” and we will address tiasief both.

A. The Liberal Arts College.

According to students, liberal arts colleges must be open, flexahtk have the
student as the central focus. Many students also commented #xsgeanial element of
liberal arts is its small size—a requirement for a strond elose community. One
student simply commented that “Well, it's a liberal arts galand um, there’s a lot of
freedom about choosing courses and like not forcing you to take, uh,ispecifses”
[*Cem” 01-02]. Similarly, another student states that “Wellnte it's like you have the
freedom to like learn everything, like to be able to expand andligctake part in
everything like History to Art to the Sciences. And instead of gtmreyschool which has
like a defined type of like requirement” [*Victoria” 01-02].

For other students, liberal arts gains its meaning by being easbid “big city
schools™ “most liberal arts colleges tend to be smaller.wlrsgself drowning and just
kind of falling... at a big school” [*Jack” 01-02]. Overwhelmingly thougiudents
focused on how liberal arts offepptions both in the short and long terms. “I would say,
just a liberal arts school is a school that provides many optioifigdo}. It provides... a
way to try a lot of different things. | think, you know, just being agg | think it's a lot
less stressful to have that option... not being so, not being forced toandgogsion right

away” [“Tom” 01-02]. “Mary” commented similarly:

S: | wanted to come to a liberal arts school because ly reian’t
know what | wanted to do and | thought it would give me the opportunity
to look and study in a lot of different courses and areas, and | ihasis

of liberal arts as being a broad range of different coueses the
opportunity to study in interdisciplinary ways. [“Mary” 01-02]



and “Victoria” stated that,

S: Well, to me [in liberal arts] you have the freedom ke li
learn everything, like to be able to expand and actually takerpart i
everything like History to Art to the Sciences. And instead of
going to a school which has like a defined type of like
requirement... [Hamilton] has like a mixture of everything
depending on what classes you're taking. [“Victoria” 02-03]

Some students were well aware of the extent to which studerdsabademic freedom at
Hamilton—"James’s” perspective on the issue suggested that ltHiaisi academic
options empowered students intellectually :

S: | guess, for me, [liberal arts] means that for one yogbtemore control
over the like the education that you're having, and also that thenais sort of
connection between all the studies you're making, like vis-a-vis, smrteof
ability to communicate, | guess. Like writing is more emphasized for irstanc
I: Okay. You said you had more control, | guess. In what wayddgve
more control?

S: Well, like rather than a traditional education where likeetlaee certain
things that you have to study, like the core curriculum. You gdirézt what
you're doing. And in some cases, like determine majors, orecraajors, for
some schools. [*James” 02-03]

Central to many students’ expectations of liberal arts isnibti®n that liberal arts offers
many options, and does not force the student to commit too soon to one pathisThe
both a positive and negative dynamic to this idea—the positive tightbastudent will
have experiences in a variety of fields, and can potentially pursarey goals—the
negative is that the student will not be restricted to a singtk ds a professional school
or a university with larger divisions between departments maghlos Upon applying to
a liberal arts college students hope to find both academic andsiorfal openness, and
the freedom to not have to commit. The frequency of this kinésganse to our 01-02
interview question of “what do you think liberal arts means” was ®imgr—nearly
every student who directly answered the question, mentioned libésalopenness,
academic freedom, and interdisciplinarity. The ability to “not have ¢aldgust yet” was
also frequently mentioned. Perhaps though, this is to be expected frowlass year.
The class of 2005, which was the focus of our panel—was the finstoy@at have the

traditional core curriculum requirements, and this new acaderaeddm was well



publicized to prospective students. Indeed many students direetly Kamilton’s lack

of a core curriculurhas one of their main reasons to attend, often focusing on what kinds
of classes they didn't have to take, such as foreign language, ondthrd science as
especially important in their decision.

As stated, students often contrasted the kind of education they woeiderat a
larger university or professional school, with that of a libera$ amstitution, but
suggested that either path could lead to a good job and persoredssbegond college.
“Learning a bit of everything,” as students believe they do atdilzets colleges, can be
as important, if not more so, than learning a lot of one thing and Bpegan just one
field.

B. The Liberal Arts Student.

The liberal arts student, upon finishing his or her education, should beoable
solve complex problems, analyze a situation or problem carefully exutately, be
skilled in writing and oral communications, have both a breadth of kdgelérom a
variety of fields and disciplines, and also have a depth of knowledgenoé specific
topics. In other words, according to students’ ideal, the student ofl ldv&sdearns gains
a well-roundedness, critical eye, and academic intensity during theirsstudie

Students spoke in specifics as well as generalities, suggestimgmber of
gualities of a good liberal arts student. “Anne” comments that “otitinéd never take
a Science class | don't think, but | guess it’s kind of part ofiblezal arts education, like
to kind of take something different” [“Anne” 01-02]. “Jon” responded tguastion of
“what do you think liberal arts means” by focusing on the skills it would instill in him:

S: It means that when | graduate here, I'll be able to solvielgms

and have a wide depth of knowledge, and be able to communicate
effectively orally and in writing.

I: What do you mean? Like wide depth of knowledge?

S: That my knowledge isn’t confined to one specific, or two specific
subject areas, but it's kind of, you know, like exploring, like
understanding different things. [*Jon” 01-02]

2 Hamilton still has a core curriculum, including itivig intensive courses and sophomore seminars.
However in students’ eyes the elimination of the abre curriculum was, effectively, the “end of
requirements at Hamilton.”



Other students reported that Hamilton would give them a strong “faantiéor a career
or further education.

Overall, students responded to the general issue of what libevatadents are
with general, and rather uniform answers. Much of this is probablyadtie freeform
nature of liberal arts itself—as students suggest, the educatidnecshaped and molded
in many directions, and so upon entering the college, the studens khatumany things
are possible, but can respond with few specifics.

2. Student-Faculty Relations

We can learn quite a bit about how students experience Hamilttooking at
the kinds of relationships students have with professors, especiallgidse student-
faculty friendships that seem to greatly shape the studerddeasc experience. The
students themselves differentiate between the types oforedhtps they have with
professors, tending to do so in four rough groups: 1) professors thleyahalose
relationship with, 2) professors they have a “professional” relationship 8yifrofessors
they dislike, or whom they have had a bad experience with, and 43goodehey do not

know.

A. A mentor beyond academics.

Just over half (32 out of 61) of the students interviewed reported helasg
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 theskests, 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 wtiethierere

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 proféssors.

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 repeatedlyseegha
how they frequently dropped by their professors’ offices “justfchat™—a professor’s
availability for informal discussion is a key component in a clstkalent-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 amdemecs with the
professor, and in many ways this is a primary charactedagtcstrong student-professor
bond. Further, students reported that this bond increased when they mptof@dsors

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 thingg a
you know, really knowing professors is seeing them outside s$,cénd

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.

I: Like who?

® This data is taken from the 2004-2005 interviewsere students were asked directly about their
relationships with the faculty.



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 nat®ut my
relationships with professors is, is, is really just being &blapproach
them at any time, not just when they’re sitting in their ofbcevhen, you
know, when they're packing up their stuff at the end of a lecture. So |
think that’s the best part. [*John” 04-05]

Another student, “Marcy,” commented how her interactions with hefegsor
outside of the college on class trips helped her to get to knoprofiessor 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 madeabieeto

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
[“Marcy” 04-05]

Further, students noted how their closest professors go out of @ngitowhelp
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, daid but

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, itg.y
[*Jonathan Thompson” 04-05]

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 kitooxy

it was nice that there was someone who was checking up on me and
looking out for me. [“Amy” 04-05]



These close relationships seem to arise at any timetudend’'s career—as early
as freshman year, or as late as senior year, though the nmifstasng relationships begin
early and have years to develop. Further research should investigetteer developing
these relationships during freshman year is especially hétpftie student to adjust and
orient themselves to the academic and social climate ofollege (the panel study data
suggests this is the case, but is not conclusive).

Students report that having a professor as a friend hasaclademic and social
benefits—it gives students opportunities to work on their professesé&arch projects, to
design independent studies to replace or supplement normal courseword namadrk
with professionals in their field of study, in addition to providing thecipcal benefits of
having an academic and intellectual mentor. We also know from suat@ytdt students
who report being satisfied with student interaction with facbhéye higher GPAs. This
correlation may not just be one-way, but may be reciprocal—good ssudegtfind that
they have better relationships with their professors (and finé memues to foster such
relationships such as join student-faculty research projects) gban students, and
students with close relationships with their professors maynfiee¢ inclined to work
hard, revise their work with their professors, and make full usthaf professor’s
availability, which might well help their grade. In any cas#gse student-faculty
relationships seem to have a very positive affect on studentiexper work, and
satisfaction with Hamilton.

Significantly, it is not just the best and brightest students wheflbdrom these
close relationships—many students who self-identified as “B” &idtudents, or as not
terribly motivated intellectually, knew at least one profesgloo they felt comfortable
“dropping by to chat” with, or seeking out advice from. While “A” sots may have
more formal ways of meeting new professors and developingoredaips with them
(through research projects, being known in a department, etc...),sttlieemts seem to
have very good access to professors as well, and almost regarfdtee academic skill
of the student, they can develop good relationships with these mertatséing said,
all of the students we interviewed who self-identified (and who seebyethe things
they talked about and way they talked) as Hamilton’s best stutiewtst least one, and
normally two or three close professors, while the self-identifoed” students typically

10



did not have one. The important point here is that “bad” studmm$iave these close
relationships, and benefit from their effects, and that they seemetdthem more than
any other group of students. Unfortunately, as we have seen, encoutbhgsey
relationships is difficult—as they are frequently spontaneous, ateim@rrange them,
such as the advising program, have had mixed success.

There is good evidence, based on student reports, that a close praesser,
have characterized them, is more important to a studeintsllectual and personal
development, than any other part of their college experience. TRisinm@ortant
implications for hiring practices if, indeed, more sociable, opemlesit-dedicated, and
student-minded professors have the largest and best impact on studedts
characteristics such as academic notoriety, prestige, and $ghfdaus are less
important for student outcomes. The encouraging side of thishéoadministration, is
that it only takes dew of these excellent professors to make a huge difference igp man
student’s lives and careers—one member of the faculty, motivateslighten and
educate students, can have a profound affect on hundreds of students pethgsar
classes, advisees, and activities are organized properly.

B. A “professional” relationship.

A large portion of students reported having, what some of thaled, a
“professional” relationship with their professors—one characteriyefitiéendliness and
respect (but not to the degree that the student would call the proféssadg and by an
exclusively academic, in-class relationship. This seemed to beway, the default type
of student-faculty relationship—the one most students seemed tct éxqme a 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 proféesgming

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 ajgepr

* Providing of course, the studdmisa close professor.

11



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” 04-05]

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

closeness, in some ways, remains “professional.”

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 relationshitis thve
teachers; something to learn from. [“Tom” 04-05]

and “Luke” stated that,

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 | have questions. [“Luke” 04-05]

The “professional” student-faculty relationship is characterizedskipdus 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 relatiomshgossible, 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 tlig, whese

relationships are to be encouraged. The administration and theyfaealn to realize

12



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.

3. The Advising Program

The faculty have attempted to, in part, institutionalize some sfcbise faculty-
student relationship in the advising program, in which studentshagpefully) 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 dlaghboé 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 gieatly “professional” (at
best), and tend to only center around practical matters sumbuese registration, where
professors areequired to approve the student’s course plan. Let us look at some
examples in the students’ words.

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

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 semegshrhan year.

® Hamilton College Website: http://www.hamilton.eacademics/info.cfm.
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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” 04-05]

Note, however, that this professbecameher adviser, and was not her originally
assignedadvisor. The same student later commented, about the same professor, that:

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” 04-05]

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 witmyisown
adviser. | still see him in the gym or somewhere, and he jysttsal
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 thedn® be

too close to him just because, | meet with him just becauseasfad.
[*James” 04-05]

“John’s” advisor didn’t give him the guidance he felt he needed, so he sbught
out elsewhere (from a math teacher), and gave some advice on how the
administration might fix the advising problems he (and other students) face:

I: Has you adviser been helpful?

S: Not really, no. Like last week, you know, during advising period, |
told her | was to be steered towards business management (end of side 1 of
tape). Last week | asked my adviser what classes could rsedn
business management, and she really was unsure. She was really
uncertain. She’s like |1 don’t know, maybe you could take this.
Everything | said, she was like yeah I think so, | think so.

I: Okay, what major is she in, or what major?

S: Well, see she’s in communications and does a little bit of
marketing. But she found me one good class that would help me, ito stee
me towards marketing. That was Rhetoric and Communication.

14



I: Okay, good.

S: And obviously I'll need to know how to, you know, communicate
to the world and do public speaking. | said okay, and asked what Math
courses do | need. And she just said uh, | don’'t know, what do you think
you’ll need? And | said statistics, maybe. And she said,aybe yeah |

like that.

I: Okay, so the uncertainty she wasn’t really necessarilyirigelyou

out. She was just giving, putting a lot on you?

S: Yeah. And so, | mean | talked to my Math professor about it and
he was the one who, he gave better advice than my adviser didywasd |
just saying why don’t you become my adviser?

I: Do you know about the advising system? How that works? And
did you know that you can switch?

S: Yes and no.
I: Do you have any interest in doing that?
S: Yes, I'm thinking of doing that next semester...Because I've only

seen my adviser during advising week, or freshman orientation week a
advising week because | really don't find it that helpful...

I: Okay, so you've obviously found some problems in the advising
system. Tell me what those are, and tell me how you think the school
should go about fixing them...

S: | guess you can fix that by having a student choose a prgfessor
choose a professor who he or she thinks is capable enough about advising.
| just didn't feel satisfied with her answers, and | was kst having a
casual conversation with my professor, | felt a lot more casahe was
telling me courses that get, involve statistics. He said miagbeuld try
Economics, but | can also focus in all areas of business. My adeger
said, mentioned anything about Economics.

I: Right. So you need more guidance.

S: Yes. [*John” 01-02]

Some students did report being close to their advisors, descrilregl their
friend, meeting with them outside of an academic setting, anchdgalkith them about
issues outside of academics. However, these students did not tbporthese
relationships arose out of the advising process, but the exact oppsisitients 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
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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 betveseer and
apprentice (in other words, it is both a social and an academili@attial relationship)—
seem to not have come out of the advising program atball are the kinds of
relationships that develop anyway between some students and tiegsprs which are
then institutionalized (i.e. the student simply switches advisdisetoclosest professor).
Interestingly, a small group of students, when asked aboutréaiionships with
their advisors, mentioned that they actually received more adviinggh informal)
from other students:

| : Are there any people, | know we're all adults, but are they like adults on
campus being, be it professors or staff or coaches here that yolosgeto, that have
maybe been a mentor for you?

S: No.

I: You laugh.

S: Sorry.

I: Do you feel like you should have had one? I'm just wonderingyobye
laughing.

S: 2?7?77 |feel like, yeah, | do, you know.

I: You feel like you should have?

S: It's just funny asking that question, no, it's allowed. Actuatiyld have handled
it very well, yes. If there is any mentor, it's sort of a student mentor.

I: Yeah?

S: Yeah.

I: Who?

S: A friend of mine from home. He was here before | wass M&®7?? Like he

has very high academic standards, and captain of the swim teaexaioiple. You
know, he's sort of a very plausible big brother figure - not quite thdthe's a very
plausible such figure.

I: Is he a good friend of yours?

S: Yeah. [*Hank” 03-04]

Other students suggested the same: that while their formaloadyave them little actual
advice, other students (often older) gave them academic and socia duhticnade the
greatest impact on their experiences at Hamilton. In a followiepview with “Hank,”

he commented on how this student mentor, or “elder” as he called éljpedhhim with

® It would be very difficult to compulsively demorete this, since all the data would have to be ntego
from either students or faculty, neither of whomuitbnecessarily or reliably be able to stiam where
their close relationships came.
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his athletic training as much as his academic studies, gwmmgounsel on what classes
to take, and how to manage his time better.

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, thegmogssumes 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 notdwidraable for their
advising, and are not evaluated in the same way as they arehelyaedch 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#insawiadvisor outside of
their eventual field of concentration. Fifth, some advisors, students repodojusseem
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

While the program faces these problems, there is one way in withichs
benefited students—it regularly and formally places studemsoiiessors’ offices. Many
students, as far into their college career as their junior geanjt not spending much
time talking with professors one on one, not visiting professors indaffeie hours, and
not taking advantage of time before or after class to talk tegsofs. The advising
program, in the first week of students’ time at college, puts students in one on ol conta

with a professor, and this, at very least, helps familiatheestudent with the faculty.

17



Further, as advising takes place often at the beginning and esenwdsters, it puts
students in offices a number of times, and likely best bersfidtents who might not
otherwise spend any time outside of class in the presence cidhiyf Future study
should focus on the importance of early interactions with facultyh s the first

student-advisor meeting, to gauge further the importance of these encounters.

The advising program is over-ambitious, in that the faculty hagenpted to give
a formal structure to the close student-faculty relationshipsetatyone agrees, benefits
those students who have them greatly. If all students could have onkemefrnthe
faculty with whom they were close with, all students would probablgetter than had
they no such relationship—this much we can say with relative ettand this much
the faculty, and many of the students, consciously recognize.\\dowa attempting to
create a system that in effect tries to force theséiar$hips, the new curriculum has
instead created a largely burdensome program, full of strudfaned, which cannot meet

its goals.

4. Student-Administration Relations

In addition to asking students about their relationships with membetkeof
faculty, we also asked them about their attitudes towards anmslaps with members
of the administration. Our data indicates that most student’sidstitowards the
administration is characterized primarily by confusion as totvtha administration
consists of. Numerous students, when asked whether they have gomdselath the
administration, and whether the administration listens to studentsgemauswirst by
reinforcing their notion of what the administration consists of ngathings such as “like
the big board of trustees and stuff?” [“Katie” 04-05] or “collegkministrators, do you
mean like deans?” [“Tom” 04-05], and then, working off their definitiatked about
their relationships with the administration. Students’ confusion as&b gonstitutes the
administration is not unique (even social scientists run into probténdgfining such
organizations), and should be expected—students and administrators Yivdifierent
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lives, work in different environments, focus on different issues, an& wawards

different sets of goals. Given that these worlds rarely nsegdents’ impressions of the
administration are shaped by the two types of cases in whicldtheeet: first, by their
brief and rare encounters with those who they think of as administratat second, by
decisions and policies announced by the administration that affestutients in some

way.

A. Encounters with “The Administration.”

While students and faculty meet regularly for classes fwpiovide a focus for
bonding and interaction), there are no formal and ritual activattsinistrators and
students share, hence student relations with individual administratwisted be far
weaker than those they share with their professors. Thosevinegsstudents 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 students
office] help us out. We get rides to the airport...always with cetepl
respect...they’re extremely helpful. Other administrat[ors]ati down
with [President] Joan [Stewart] to have a pow-wow...she’s very
comfortable with students. [*Hank” 04-05 ]

The one event students repeatedly noted when asked whether itileythth
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

continue to maintain a distance from administrators.

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

S: | think so. I mean | don’t know a lot, but I think, | mean president
Stewart has her open hours. [“Kathleen” ] 04-05.

“Sean” went into more detail with his response:
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S: | feel like [administrators are] probably available, you knast |
talk to you if you have problems or questions or you want to arranfie st

| mean the president has her open hour or whatever it is, wbicknow,

it seems like a good policy. | mean I've never felt like htea to go and
chat about things with President Stewart. But you know, I'm sure that
some students don'’t feel that way, and it's good that she has ®e&n™
04-05]

While the majority of students have only random and infrequent iti@nacvith
administrators (or none at all), there is a slim portion of thdestt body that does
regularly meet with administrators, and subsequently have a veryetendea of who
and what the administration is. These select few tended to be deamlderts (members of
the student assembly, class presidents, heads of clubs, membersfdd@ media),
and hence had formal reasons and means to access the admini@ratidikewise, to
be accessedy the administration). These students’ views on the administration,
interestingly (and perhaps expectedly), tended tomieh more positive than those
students who had had few interactions with administrators. Whilentsteg bureaucratic
difficulties inherent within the administration and its relationghwstudents, these
students also singled out individual administrators and administrdépartments for
being quite sympathetic to and accommodating for student needs and S@mis of

these student leaders commented in the following ways:

S: [With the administration,] | haven't really had as much acint
with them until this year, with HALT because we have people come in and
speak. And it's sort of been interesting because | had no idethésat
[administrators] existed, or what they were doing. [“Linda” 04-05]

And,

I: All right. What about the college administrators, do you hanaxlg
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
Assembly, | would meet with a couple of them every now and then to
discuss things... dean Thompson was great. She’s very understanding...
I: Do you feel like the administrators listen to you and other
students?

S: Definitely. [“Tom” 04-05]
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Social proximity, then, is central to student-administrationticela—most students feel
distant from and disregarded by the administration, a feelingaddyséo some degree, a
self-imposed reluctance to engage administrators, and also ibyitéies lack of a
formal and ritual means for students to interact with adminisgah the same way they
do the faculty. While it might be impossible, or at least impraltto construct a
meaningful way for all or most Hamilton students to meet and interadh 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.

B. Administrative decisions and the student body.

The other way in which student lives come into contact with therestnation is
through administrative decisions and policies that affect the stinbelyt As a group
who, we might argue, is especially sensitive to change, studemisteeftown upon
many of the administrations’ decisions. There is a generaé saneng students that the
administration is actively and consciously trying to limit stuglesbcial options, and
minimize their “social life.” Fraternity members espédgidkel that the administration
has taken an aggressive stance towards societies, and thajhtmesidential life
decisions and the revised alcohol policy, administrators have souglithtoate 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 admiusstigpartment, but that

they typically arise from various sources and for various reasdhe students’

" When using the term “social options” we refersaslents do, to the broad category of activity ehisl
can partake in, from joining clubs, to throwing {ies, to consuming alcohol. The term itself is ygh
problematic, because it means so many diverse tyfdeshavior at once, and so we will try to speeityat
type of activities are meant when possible. Typycahough, students use the term to mean simplaga
fun with other students in organized or semi-orgediways, in whatever form that may take.
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recognition that administrative decisions have restricted sogpibns 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 daynpus,” 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®rerally, and
until they are created, student satisfaction with the administration midlinelow.

V. The Curriculum

1. Student Course Selection Processes

Student course selection is at the core of a number of issukawsealiscussed,
and so we turn to look at the ways students make these decisionspfairas them,
who they do and do not seek out for advice, and what outside forcestshapmurse
selection.

The most notable finding from the panel study is that newer stu@artsularly
freshmen, but also sophomores) choose their classes in differerd tiayn
upperclassmen (juniors and seniors). While underclassmen tend tpeaseadvice
extensively to decide which classes to take, upperclassmen sqabfessors they have
a good relationship with (and who are typically in the student'®mn&r counsel. This
finding is in line with previous findings by Professors Owens andelefrom previous
years that students become more sophisticated in how they segKoooiation upon
which they base their course choices.

Perhaps more significant than how students select courses amitside factors
such as course restrictions, class sizes, prerequisites, andreggjoements, differently
affect the student depending upon their class year—underclassrarsg options are

limited by most classes being above their level (200+) anddsedlout classes, while
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upperclassmen are typically prohibited from lower-level cours@8-200), and find that
they must use their course time on classes within their niajorder to complete degree
requirements. These preexisting factors often limit most studeatscourse options to a
slim amount—while a course catalogue may be overflowing witly fpages of
fascinating and diverse classes, the reality of student cmalsetion is that most
students really can only choose from one or two pages of thelagcegaln this next
section, we will discuss some of the preexisting limitationstotesnts when they choose
courses, and then turn to how, within this frame of possibilities, students choose.

A. Limiting factors on student course selection.

Last in course registry, freshmen normally can only take é@é-lcourses, but
may be allowed into 200-levels with the permission of a professaf,tbhey have a
strong background in the field. 100 level courses are almosysiwaoductory courses,
and are typically reserved for underclassmen interested in thiesbaf a field.
Underclassmen, then, have a horizontal spectrum of course selectigneathehoose
from a couple of basic classes in each department, but nothing above that base level.

Another equally limiting condition that all students find—increasirsgp as you
move down class years—is that many classes quickly reachriagimum capacity and
close out. Freshmen are hit the worst, as they registernasara often left with a course
selection they had not initially planned for: “I got blocked out of fkefirst, second and
third choice on one of the groups and my first and second choices owntitinee And |
got like my last three choices” [“Jack” 01-02]. Adam had a laimexperience: “It's
always a problem. Like we were in the fourth [line] last tisee by the time | got to the
door | had like, I got maybe one of the classes | wanted” [‘Ad&1¥02]. Many
freshmen, and sometimes even sophomores, find themselves registetksges they
hurriedly chose while waiting in line to register, of which knmething about other than
the course name and the professor who is teaching it.

A further limitation on course selection is class time—cksserlap frequently,
and necessarily so, though this occasionally prevents some studemtsaking certain

classes (this is not limited to underclassmen, but does affect them).
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The combination of these three limitations on underclassmen cselesetion,
effectively reduce a very large pool of classes, to a sleradect®n, from which the
students pick (sometimes quite hastily, if upon registration day,fihé they some of
their choices have been closed out) their courses. The effectiveclasdeen class
possibilities is a horizontal spectrum of opportunity—underclassmanpgxk from
numerous introductory courses, and some 200-level courses as well,iboptioais to
expand vertically into 300+ level courses are severely limited.

These limitations have important implications for other collegegnams,
especially the advising program. By most student accounts, as weoliived in the
section on advising, the advising system is largely ineffectivé has little real positive
impact on students’ academic and intellectual experience. Beyanththigh, given the
limitations on underclassmen course selection, the notion of advisingclasdenen on
course selection is in many cases rather absurd. Freshmemakgpbat also some
sophomores, simply do not have the real course selection opportunities/aiial
necessitate much advising, or reap benefits from it—the spectrdrasbimen student
course selection is too slim, come registration day, for mucladtlvibe effective (this is
assuming, in the first place, that the student would seek out aog ftle advisor’s
advice in the first place, which as we will see later onraiely the case with
underclassmen!). Further, as many students commented that thethesa advisors
solely to obtain a signature on their course selection sheetealsting courses that the
student was later locked out of, any advising that does take plagie mell be
completely wasted because of registration restrictions. Thisoisto say that every
underclassmen is locked out of all their classes, but simplygmest that, frequently (as
far as underclassmen report), course selection is not a matieoice, as much as it is

one of fitting into classes before they are closed.

Upperclassmen face different types of limitations on their eosedection, but
face them nonetheless, and are as equally frustrated by them as undercEagsm

One of the basic limitations on upperclassmen course selectiothats
upperclassmen are typically prevented from taking introductorysesumnd typically

only allowed to register for them with written permission of ih&tructor. For some
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upperclassmen, this is a problem—some students find that, come jursienior year,
they are taking two or three courses per semester in onetrdeparto fulfill major

requirements, and wish to branch out and try something new. For mostlagg®een
though, their class slots are spent on courses within their orajoinor, or for a related
field, and so they do not have to confront this limitation.

Despite being higher up the ladder, even upperclassmen are sluitobagses
due to capacity. Many 400-level classes, as small semimanesricted to senior majors
first (who have no other chances to take the class), then othessraappminors, before
the class is open to the general student body. “Cem” found that, eselua®r, some of

the classes he wanted to take in his own major field were closed to him:

S: It's been like a problem, like this year especially, lika amior. |

can't get into Econ classes and Lit, and it annoys me.

I: What, what happened?

S: Because the seniors take all the 400 classes, and mbst 800
classes, and like we're, like, and | had, | could only take one fdass
Econ even though | am a junior and | am an Econ major. There was only
one course that | could take.

I: Really?

S: Yeah.

l: Wow.

S: | wanted to take like two or three Econ courses thigs&m but |
could only take one.

l: Wow.

S: And | even emailed the professors, and they were like, you know, |

have like ten like seniors on the waiting list and | can’t take you.
I: Wow. So did other people have the same problem?
S: Yeah, | think so. ["Cem” 03-04]

Clearly, class size continues to be a limiting factor in studeurse selection
throughout their college careers, and regardless of the level db8® Cem’s comments
were echoed by other juniors and seniors, especially when asked'gpaortunities at
Hamilton” and whether they felt restricted in some way.

Perhaps the largest limit placed on upperclassmen in seléleéimgcourses are
their major requirements, which can vary widely depending on thartiegnt. Students
rarely complained about this limitation, mainly because theyeudatat take classes in the

field anyways, and were familiar with the professors and theesubjatter, and so the
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courses were a known quantity and could be comfortably selected. Mmstndents

require ten courses within the field, including a senior seminasedperhaps two, if the
thesis is a year-long project), and a set number of coursée inigher levels (300+),
including some fundamental courses of variable levels. Many of thgs&ements are
completed junior and senior year (depending upon class availabilitggestration),

leaving only a few spaces for non-major work. Students with a minonoce than one
major, face even more such limitations on course selection.

The limitations put on upperclassmen are perhaps most distressingraiy of
these students, these classes will be the last they witl take in an educational
environment, and many students, upon reaching senior year, regret not taking,
sometimes not having, the opportunity to explore other fields, astegfley Jose in this
comment: “I mean my only regret is, | mean at this point tlaeeclike three or four
disciplines | wish | could have taken classes in... but now | hagedsiwho are majors
in them, and I'm like oh, you know, | wish | knew a basic understandinghat they
were talking about. But | think the list was Sociology, Philosophiythropology,
Archaeology” [‘Jose” 04-05].

We turn now to look at how, within the limits students face, under and

upperclassmen choose courses, and what influences these decisions.

B. How Students Choose Courses.

The panel study never included a question directly about how studengstiocbins
classes, but many questions touched on the issue, and oftentimes thts shetaselves
often drew their responses towards how they made these choicesh@weangly, the
panel study findings on student course selection supports the HEDSgéndind also
provides insight into related issues. The survey findings referdreredare taken from
the 2003-2004 progress report, Part V- Learning About Learning: r88id€ourse

Choices (prepared by Ann Owen and Elizabeth Jensen).
Underclassmen seem to rely heavily on peer networks as souricdsrofation

about classes and professors. Many students in the panel study, pela&mg about

choosing their classes during their first year, discussed howolder student had
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influenced their decision, perhaps by recommending a professes, oladepartment, or
warning the student about one. Other students with experience in dnuEgawere
much greater resources for first-year course choice-makingthlesfirst-years’ advisors,
who's significance in course decision-making was minimal.

There are a number of reasons why first years may relg ieavily on peer
networks for academic decision advice. 1) Choices for freshmessseatially limited to
100-level classes in many departments, departments they witlenfaimiliar with, and
even their advisor may not know much about. Peers, on the other hand,heakhaof
experience in numerous fields that can be easily accessedhe2¢ &re numerous
mechanisms for student bonding in the first few weeks and monthslefedife, but
few mechanisms for student-professor bonding, hence, during the pehedsstudents
are choosing classes, they have already constructed a peerkpetivereas they may
have only met their advisor once. This is a simple issue of ifaityland comfort—
students create social networks with each other much more quicklytiteg do with
non-students simply through constant social exposure. Further, accordimm®&® s
students, they did not develop a close working relationship with a poofessl| their
late sophomore, or even junior year, and hence did not have a non-studenttonseddr

out for advice until later in their academic career.

Later on (maybe sophomore year, but certainly junior and senioy, ghadents
tend to seek out advice from the professors in their major, thear mdyisor, and from
other students within their field, and much less frequently ask focedwi courses from
their friends. Some of the possible reasons for this follow: 1)hBy junior year, most
students have made close connections to one or two professors whono theyog
advice. These professors (and sometimes administrators or otheruodgn members)
are typically in the student's academic field, and often becdrisoas when the students
choose their major. This student-faculty network takes longeraw gran the student
peer network, but once it is in place, it is a great resourcguidents, and they make use
of it extensively in their decision-making process. 2) The studmetsalready familiar
with the school and their major department, and no longer need to seible daseline

of information that underclassmen do to orient themselves. Insteadntyetalk to the
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class instructors themselves to see what topics will be edyvevhat perspectives on

issues will be taught, and so on.

C. Discrepancies between survey data and panel study data.

Survey data suggests that, of all sources of information, studentseuseurse
catalogue and the schedule book the most, “indicating that the saleston process is
one done in relative isolation, while panel data points to a diffeseurce—that the
choosing process is a largely social one—but much of this mayrbptomatic of the
methods involved in asking the students about their experience. Intaquestions are
more likely to produce anecdotal answers, and students seenmémnber specific
experiences in which a student gave them advice, more than they emesading
through the course catalogue. Despite the discrepancy|déaisthat students do use peer
networks as sources of information for choosing classes, thoughuiiciear to what
degree in relation to other sources (and it is difficult in the folace to compare the

influence of a fellow student to the influence of a catalogue on decision-making)

D. Conclusions.

While it is interesting to discover the reasons why studemi®se the classes
they do, it is important to note that it isn’'t always the studdmd does the choosing—all
students are somehow limited in the courses they can take, andfect, many choices
have been made for them. Some of these limits are necessaeyasoprobably not, but
at very least it is important to recognize that the spectupotential courses a student
could choose from, upon opening their course catalogue, is much smatiat thay

initially appear.

2. Sophomore 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 resultjderst eyes, during their first
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few years of existence. Responding to the interview question of whbthestudent’s
sophomore seminar “added anything distinctive to their time atilkden,” around two-
thirds said it did not. This is not to say that only a third of studamjtsy their sophomore
seminars—around half of the students said they did, the other halh&yaditl not. In
other words, a near-equal amount of students like the seminars likeddihem;
however, most students reported that their seminars were nbdatialctive (which, as
special and required classes, tisepuldbe). Further, in many cases, those students who
liked their sophomore seminars suggested that they liked them cexdsaelly because
they were sophomore seminars, but for the same reasons thewligthanclasses: they
like the subject matter, they like the professor who teaithetc. Meanwhile, many of
the negative responses towards the seminars point to the organizatnohalocial
problems inherent in the structure of the sophomore seminar program.

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

While the seminars face these problems, they also seem tsu@eeded 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 lightpresentation
requirements. Even some students who greatly disliked their semiot@d how they
improved their public speaking and communication skills by taking toese. 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.
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A. Course selection.

One of the first and probably the most problematic issues stufdsed 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 eladsmsclasses in
underrepresented fields quickly filled during registration. Numestudents reported
having to take, because of scheduling problems, classes in fielgdetelyn unfamiliar
to, and in some cases even disliked by them. While one of theajaks program was
to encourage students to engage in fields outside their major(s) aoxs)ithe fact that
many student were essentially forced into classes outside field because of
requirements and scheduling provoked a high degree of anger anditmdtan them,
reflected repeatedly in their responses to our interviews. “Frgpédks bluntly about 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.
I: 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 [name of class omitted], or whateveras w
called, seminar and it was just a total waste of my timéidn’t get
anything out of it as far as my major, and | wasn’t inteckstet at all. So

| 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 sched[flerank”
04-05]

“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, batept t
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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” 04-05]

Course selection problems are not limited to sophomore seminars—popular
courses, departments, professors, and class times can and do fgulglye 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 overalitacesignificantly
lower than the average Hamilton class by studéRtsither, 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 caaileetion
problems are compounded by the fact that, as team-taught couesssntimars demand
twice as much faculty attentidnand 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 altégrthe 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
relation to one another and in relation to the desires, needs, andaese of students

and faculty.

B. Volume within courses.

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

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.

8 This may nobnly be due to course selection problems, but judgingdw 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.
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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 classedepartments, students
seem particularly distressed sgminarclasses that are too large—these classes, after all,
are intended to be small and intimate, and to foster close dscussd 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 campéhis data to that of
typical Hamilton classes, we can see that, while some ofethenars 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 yedf,the average class held around 12 students. However this number
is misleading when accounting for students’ perspectives, sisceeen in Diagram 5,
38% of students are enrolled in classes larger than 20 people ontyila slightly higher
42% are enrolled in classes sized from 10-20 students, and 20% esdess than 10
students. Hence, many students wound up taking “seminar” clasdemtpractice, was
far too large to accomplish the goals of the ideal seminar course.

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

increased, there are far fewer large classes.

19 For various reasons, a small group of student® weable to take or chose not to take (for unrdjate
personal reasons) the classes their sophomore year.
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Frequency of Class Sizes in Sophomore Seminars
(Fall 2002 and Spring 2003)

Frequency of Size
O P N W N OO N ©®

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33
Size of Class

Diagram 1. Mean = 12.45 Students per class; Median = 12 Students.

Frequency of Class Sizes in Sophomore Seminars
(Fall 2004 and Spring 2005)

Size
= TR
o N

(0]

Frequency of Class
o N N~ (o))

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33
Size of Class

Diagram 2. Mean = 14.375 students per class; Median = 12 Students

33



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, 59
0% students, 5,
1%
20-24
students,
94, 20%
15-19 10-14
students, T students,
32, 7% 299, 65%
Diagram 4.
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Diagrams 5 and 6 are condensed to better show the change in stysiidnee
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)

1-9 Students,
82, 20%

20+ Students
157, 38%

10-20
Students, 172,
42%

Diagram 5.

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

1-9 Students, 5,

1%

20+ Students,
124, 27%

10-20 Students,
y — 331, 72%

Diagram 6.

35



This data, combined with student reports, suggests that due to the requirement that

students take a sophomore seminar their sophomore year, combinedhigthdemand

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 233 rienced 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,ilbdacsis
problems of class size that are inimical to the scheduling steudf these required
classes.

C. The potential for double standards within team-taught courses.

Even those students who registered in seminars they wanted fadddnm
within the program, problems that manifested within the classrooost Bignificant to
many of the students was what they felt was a double-stantigrdding, teaching, and
evaluation arising out of the team-taught nature of the semidanse students reported
receiving good grades or evaluations from one of the class’ssparfe while grading
poorly with the other, despite having done the same amount of work atmnme 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 wetangein. 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” 04-05]

This problem was patrticularly frustrating to many students, wijpoessed feeling lost in
some of the interdisciplinary material, while at the same tbeing unaware of what was
expected of them due to what they saw as two (or more) diffests of academic and

disciplinary expectations expressed by the course’s professor télurphy” 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,
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lowered everyone’s grade and kind of like caused a lot of problems f
people. ["Murphy” 04-05]
“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.

D. Disciplinary divisions.

Intended as classes that would bridge disciplinary divisions, rmaplomore
seminar classes, as students described, actually seemed dil@ffevent classes only
tangentially linked. A significant number of students complained of howonigt did
their professors have different standards and expectations, but caynpldterent

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 astdrgal
sense, they didn’t quite understand that. And so the final projedtditit
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 Bioldyttiffer”
04-05]

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 onetsre. [“Jen”
04-05]

“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
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no real communication between them, and it was just sort of, | mean it was

bad in that sense. They didn’t teach much. [*Jose” 04-05]

The danger, for the college, in encouraging interdisciplindgtynstitutionalizing it in a
required class program, is that sometimes this institutiatediz can backfire and
actuallyincreasedisciplinary divisions when the mixing of disciplines is unsuccessful
Hence, while many students noted their good experiences in bridgiciglidiary gaps,
many others suggested that taking these classes simply rethfbeteembeddedness 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 collegeectrda
sophomore seminars program. The faculty and administration savdisotplinary
interests among students, and decided to encourage that by making at riequired
program—the flawed and essentially unempirical assumptions undettiyingre that: 1)
all students (or, more specifically and importanslyphomorelscan 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 issuesd, but at very
least suggests that a good deal of problems arise when #sesepdions are built upon.
While interdisciplinarity is a noble and central goal of a libenré$ education, there is
little evidence to suggest that requiring, programatizing, angutisnalizing it is an
appropriate way to encourage it. Further, forcing interdisciplinarto the frame of a
class instead of just encouraging students to choose their clasdesaviiteadth of
academic interests, isn't necessarily the best way to sjiwdents the interdisciplinary
academic experience that can be so valuable to a student.

E. 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

38



liked and disliked their sophomore seminars noted that their expesgmédfaving to
speak publicly in the classes gave them a better sensenodalves as speakers, and
refined their skills as orators. Of all the positive commamigarding sophomore
seminars, the most frequent centered on the public speaking elentbet déss, 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 frem t
[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.

I: 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 | ledyrzad |
remember a lot of the things that, particularly | learned aboselgnd
seeing myself videotaped.

I: 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.

I: 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” 04-05]

Students reported learning not only such more technical speakingaskiiese, 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 afiyre
important because if you can do that, you can really do
anything...Because if you understand the material, you can, you lkan ta
about it with large groups of people...That confidence is invaluable.
[“Tom” 04-05]
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Further, students such as Jenn reported how she gained a sensewéasvhagpected 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 fodrda

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” 04-05]

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 studentsave 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.

Some sophomore seminars also seem to have helped students’ skillisig-
some students reported that having to write a long (20+ pages) foap@eir class
helped them greatly later on in their academic career wherhtteto write their theses.
Students at the sophomore level are rarely required to writerspdipat 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 wrdad that was fun”
[“Liz” 04-05], and her comments were echoed by many other studeisgrmow their
seminars gave them their first experience dealing with ssstistructure, argument, 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 | thii'gk
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
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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 dikeé |

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

know. [“Kim” 04-05]

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 sopieoseminardecause
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). A careful restructunhghese classes, with
attention paid not only to improving the content but also the course iselentd
availability, would give students a much better experience, andivebainge what is for

many a stressful and unfulfilling course to an enriching and interestiag ekperience.

3. Proseminars

Through and emphasis on writing, speaking, and discussion, proseminas class
attempt to form an intense intellectual climate which igdbr student-guided. Unlike
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other class formats, the enrollment of proseminars is limdetb students, in order to
better encourage a close and intense social and academic enviroRrasgminars are
not content-specific; students can choose to take them in nearly aeagemic

discipline, and all students from the Class of 2005 were encoufagtedot required, to

participate in at least four proseminars prior to graduating.

Throughout the four years of interviewing students, we found that stualents
generally unaware of what proseminars are, and that thekemsa proseminar program
in the first place. When asked initially if the students had takgrpeoseminars, or what
their opinions of the program were, almost all students expressedgunance of what
the program was’ and interviewers typically had to prompt students as to what these
types of classes were, in order to learn their opinions of them.

While students didn’t seem to know much about the program itself, thieynte
appreciated its benefits—students enjoy small classes, biosaficontinual discussion,
and seem to get more out of these classes than larger leldsses. Many students,
however, qualified their praise of these discussion classes bygattdit they are only
suitable for some kinds of course material. Speaking about a prosestassy “Mark”

commented:

S: Like that really lends itself well, that material lenelf well to
discussion... [name of class omitted], which | took fall semeséer also

a lot of group discussion. That kind of material lends itself really well, but
other things, like neuroscience, | don't really, |1 don’t think that were
discussion based it would be as, as helpful or as useful, I don't know how
to describe it, but it doesn't seem like it would be as good aa jesture.

You know, some stuff just needs to be lectured when taught, and you just
learn it. [*"Mark” 02-03]

Other students echoed “Mark’s” comments, adding that materialewthere is lots of
room for debate, such as philosophy, arts, and some social scieedestitar suited for
discussion-based classes, whereas some hard sciences andenbgtteaconveyed in a

lecture format. Aside from this, nearly every student who commeabedit small

1 Typical responses to “do you know what proseminars included: “Do you mean sophomore
seminars?” or “writing intensive classes?”, anctifa simple “no.” When the interviewer described th
classes, however, most students in the senioriygariew admitted to having taken them before.
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classes, suggested that they are beneficial to student leaegiaglless of the course
material. Many students went as far to say that the sif@al sizes at Hamilton was one
of the deciding factors for them, and contrasted Hamilton withr atti®ools with larger

classes:

I: Do you find class size is a factor here?

S: Yeah, | definitely, one of the reasons why | did come here is
because, you know, there are few classes where you’ll have 4@ peopl
the class. And you know, | could have gone to a school like University of
Maryland or University of Virginia where a lot of my friendemt, but

you really just become a number. You know, like a lot of my frievias

go to say like Virginia Tech, they don’t even have to go toschescause

of all the lecture notes, and even sometimes tapes of theeecine
online, and | didn’t want to have that happen. | really wanted to kind of
get to know more people, you know, through having smaller classes and
get to know them better. And also get to know professors, sonheraf t
better. [*“Dan” 02-03]

Other students emphasized these points as well, especially lo®& witeractions
between students and professors are the best part of smalscldsse” suggested that
small classes are more “comfortable” and the conversatiormvtiteim is more fluid, and

also added that his experiences in proseminars have been his best:

S: | prefer student, light classes with less students. Stualentsore
comfortable in them. Certainly I've found experiences in clastesew
some large, large groups like nobody wants to talk or, you know, wants t
be the person, and like I've, I've had the experience of sitting sseda
where | know the answer to every question and no one, people just sit
there and stare at the professor. It's very frustrating, andkiyow,
difficult. But I've found my proseminars to be most enjoyable,dilteng
around and discussing stuff. | enjoy that. [“Jose” 03-04]

The experiences students seem to be having in proseminar clessksa to those they
expected, and hoped for, from classes at a liberal arts college—they Hyeliscuession-
based, have close student-faculty contact, and are intellectuatiylegtng for these

reasons, as “Randy” comments:
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S: | think we should have a lot more [proseminars]. | mean | tame

a liberal arts school, I think all classes should be like prosesyiwaich |
know is really idealistic, not practical exactly, but I think gleuld, the
class sizes are like the introductory classes. | didn'tyre@ime to a
liberal arts school to be in a class of 70 people. Anything really above like
25, in my opinion. [“Randy” 02-03]

The reason for students reporting gaining so much from prosemieathe
intended ones—small classes greatly increase the chancéemeltts of highly social
learning, as well as close student-faculty relationships. Agarse& how bridging a gap
between areas of student experience (academic work and segiabh pay off greatly
for the students, who treat class time more as socialniixed withacademic time, than

purely academic time.

4. Study Abroad

For those students who take part in the study abroad program, theespes
formative to their college career, almost always a positiveamkalmost always yields
positive academic benefits overall, despite potential logistiifatulties in fitting the
study abroad into the student’s academic and social path, and readjustsues when
the student returns to campus.

Students had difficulty identifying what about their experiesttelying abroad
was so influential, though many observed that the “culture shockVioglin a new
country or area, while scary, is ultimately quite educational. Stsdeho studied abroad
also suggested that every student should have a similar expeaaddhat the cultural

education gained from time abroad is central to the liberal arts education.

S: You get the opportunity to like leave and try something new, and |
mean it's just, it's definitely great. Like if every studeotld do it, like
they should, you know. It's just something that, it's like a, itl#farent
taste of like how college life could be. [*Victoria” 2004-2005]
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The same student also stated, along with others, that her sitmhdaexperience was
helpful because it gave her time to get away from campuseétlied to get away from
the campus for a while. Yeah, it was getting to me just déiagclosed up so much”
[“Victoria” 04-05].

For most students who went abroad, the worst part of the experiaaxe w
returning, both because at the end of their six months or a yganatieleveloped strong
friendships with other students studying abroad (often from other aitigs), and
because of the clear culture shock of re-entering the college wasingsett!

S: | was hard coming back to the States period. It was, |, Wese
more culture shock on the way back than going there. Because going
there, | was prepared for it to be somewhat totally differemeSimes
when something was the same, | was surprised. Like when a naoither
her son have the same conversation that | have with my mom, it’s just like,
it made me laugh. But then coming back, you expect everything tbgust
the same as when you left it. And you get back, and it's likesat's of
jaded. Like all those things that we don't like to talk about — being
American, eating too much beef, the servings that we eatdi,it’'s
mostly food for me, | got nauseous. Like | came back and daw li
hamburgers, and it made me nauseous because they’'re so much healthier
there. And | mean just little stuff like that really fredkeme out. And

then right when | got back to Hamilton, | guess the first weekemds

here, | was like really driven to go find all my friends and loahgand |

did it, and we were all in one room, and then it was just sorikef |
overload. Like really too much; | couldn’t catch up. Like people were
acting different than | thought that they should, | guess, like than |
remembered them. [“George” 03-04]

Other students echoed what “George” was saying—that living ébgawve them
perspective on their lives in America, or in their words, let tisem “a broader picture”
of what America is like. In many ways, this new perspectieensel to many students to
be the most valuable lesson from studying abroad, and beyond the atatienementos,
is the lasting lesson of the abroad experience. Hence, much ofculberé shock” of
returning is a symptom of, actually, a very significant dedeficial change in these
students’ lives.

Students who did not study abroad had a few simple reasons fachbigies—1)

they were not interested in leaving campus, 2) they did not havdatigpiage
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requirement to study in places they would like to go, and 3) theyedao pursue so
many activities or studies at Hamilton, that a semesteadldim not fit into their larger
plan. While these points are in many cases valid, many studentslaeyely ignorant of
the potential personal, cultural, and social benefits they could gamd study abroad
experience, and instead focus on more tangible motivations on-campusssirends,
coursework, and extracurricular commitments. If study abroad studenfair judges of
their experience, then there is overwhelming evidence to suggessttiiints gain
greatly from studying abroad, though it is unclear which studemsfibéhe most, or if

there are students who would be better off staying on-campus for all four years.

V. Academic Skills
1. Writing

The writing program at Hamilton is extremely successtuingproving student
writing, and students repeatedly recognize and praise its methdd®sults. At the core
of the writing program are the writing intensive classelsses in which professors
evaluate students primarily on their writing assignments, and pravestudents with
opportunities to revise and rework papers to improve them and thée. dfach student
is required to take a set number of writing intensive classesgar throughout their
academic career, and the classes are dispersed and dctiteughout the disciplines
frequently enough to provide students with many opportunities to take ahawery
level of coursework, and in every field. Writing intensive classestake many forms—
some professors assign a small paper each week, and perlgappégrers for midterm
and final exams, while others might assign three or four jgagers spaced evenly apart
throughout the semester. Also, aside from writing intensive cqustetents report that
they still have a good amount of papers to write in non-intensive classes.

Also central to the writing program is the writing centehjck provides students
with peer-review feedback on their papers, and hour-long one-on-one sessimezifon
individual student papers. Students’ opinions of the center are gengoslilyve, and

several students commented that they hold conferences with tutorg tnzes a
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semester, sometimes more than once on a single paper.sttients report that they
infrequently use the center (some only do so when required fass)cfor a variety of
reasons which include: the students don't believe their writing neasisr@dew; the
students don't feel peer review is worth the time; the studemis tihe advice tutors give
can be inaccurate). Overall, some students take full advantage ofritmgy center
facilities, while others only do so when required, but generallgents feel that the
center aids student writing.

The benefits of Hamilton’s rigorous writing program can bensesrly on—by

sophomore year much of its lessons have sunk in:

S: My papers here | didn’t think were ever bad, like they weraysw
like at least B work. But like over time, just I'll rewrigapers and things
for professors, | feel like now I've learned how can just likegr plan out
my entire paper and like, it's just like, it's almost likeytheach you how
to make it into this like well working machine where like yoagant your
idea, and then like everything’s really clean cut, and like it wirikeu
have all your supporting information and all your supporting quotes and
all your supporting stuff. So like | feel like my papers haws pecome
really well polished, especially if | ever, like especially ifvést a lot into
them which | haven’t had to write many papers this year, uallysl do.
And so, and since like my professors are always willing tckwath me
on them, like if | have questions. | just feel like my writing lyotten a
lot better. [“Murphy” 02-03]

Standards of writing seem to progress well as students nmwveykar to year—
freshmen are expected to already have a good grasp on areasngf sudin as laying out
a structure, presenting a thesis, and dealing with grammagsads, and those who do
not are quickly required to learn these basics, either through coimsuliaith a
professor, repeated revision, or meeting with a tutor. As studentsepsotw their
sophomore year, they are typically required to complete longerg)ape are more
frequently assigned smaller papers. Some of these paperdenagsigned in their
sophomore seminars as we saw above. By junior and especially seaipmych of a
course evaluation may be based on a single paper, which maguieed to be relatively
long (twenty to thirty pages, which at least in their juryiear, will be longer than any
paper most students have written).
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The senior thesis is in many ways as much a completion ofstidents’
concentration in a field as it is their continued work in writingesintheses range from
thirty to a hundred pages, require (for a good grade) a clear séruatdr argument,
precise grammar and punctuation, and an intellectual reach beyondnasiastudents
are used to. Nearly every student who mentioned their thesis, condnoenbew writing
it (or planning it—some students were interviewed before beginpimgg an important,
memorable, and highly educational experience, mainly because, se$f-designed
project, it typically consisted of topics the students were irdggrested in. Combining
this interest with strong institutional support (many majors haleaat one course senior
year devoted to students developing and/or writing their theses, and student is
assigned a thesis advisor who further oversees the researchitng pvocess), and a
good amount of time for research, brainstorming, and the eventuatipgnprocess
(many students reported they began coming up with ideas for thsis the summer
before their senior year, and some used topics from papers from preldssss as the
foundation to their project), the thesis is the pinnacle of most studateectual
careers. Perhaps as important as the intellectual side ibfniiay well be the most
important piece of writing (in regards to how much students learn from wit}itigat the
student will ever complete.

As we have noted in the 02-03 year-end panel study report, stuéemsts
develop their writing skills at different times—in other words, writing slglich as being
able to create a good structure for the paper, lay out a dlgament, write with
grammatical precision, etc... develop at different times in tindesits’ academic careers,
most likely due to the different types (in terms of length, sc@md evidence amongst
others) of papers students are assigned depending on their dasglye following
diagrams present student-reported reasons for writing improvementhair four years

at Hamilton*?

21n some cases, students did not report that theiing improved, or did not give a specific reasion
improvement, and so were not counted in this aiglyg other times, some students gave more than on
reason for improvement, and the importance (and@éémclusion) of these responses was weighed by the
author. Also note: the panel study questionnairdusy the interviewers directly asked about whether
professor feedback improved student writing, whinhy be a reason for a large amount of positive
responses in that category. Credit goes to Kimb&rl{orres '97 for the design of this analysis frber
work on the 02-03 progress report, which the autiidhis report has altered slightly to accommodate
new issues based on the 04-05 data, and exparidettién03-04 and 04-05 data set.
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Types of Improvement in Writing
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Diagram 7.

Diagram 7 displays what types of writing skills students regoirnproving, and
when. While we had relatively few responses to this issue (42, 29, ardptihses from
the 01-02, 02-03, and 03-04 interview years, respectf)elye can notice a few trends.
First, students report a high amount of improvement (and from theoress, a lot of
work) in the structure of their writing. Structure becomes lesan issue as students
progress, and other writing skills such as brevity, clarity, andhgitiening their

argument seem to become more important.

13 The 04-05 panel study did not specifically ask ubstudent writing, so we have no data for this
category. However, judging from what information de have, senior year improvement in writing does
not differ from junior year writing substantiallkeept for the volume category of the sources ofimgi
improvement, in which many students, commentinguatibeir thesis, reported that the volume of this
project improved their writing, especially theirusttural skills.
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Sources of Writing Improvement

40 — Professor
0 N Feedback
o 35
2 30 N\ —— Frequency of
o
2 e N S Papers
§ 20 Volume of Papers
v 15 —
= 10 /N Rewrites
Pl = —

0 T Writing Center
01to 02 02 to 03 03 to 04
Year — Peers
Diagram 8.

Diagram 8 illustrates the sources of improvement in writing tverfirst three
years at Hamilton. Clearly, in every year, professor feddimextremely significant,
especially during the freshmen year when students are ledraimgo craft papers to
meet the standards of the college and their professors. Meanttialevriting center
decreasingly becomes a source of writing improvement, likebause 1) professors
often require students in their 100-level classes to attend thiegaenter (and hence,
often require students who would otherwise not go to the writing centasit it), 2)
many students view the writing center as a “grammar” orli‘specker,” and as they
develop more confidence in writing, feel they do not need to go there as much.

Some of the categories in the diagram overlap, such as wanté professor
feedback (usually when a student rewrites a paper, he or shetdwoiés professors’
comments in mind), and rewrites and the writing center. Theretmi&gpsing the
categories into “revision” and “amount of writing” as sources dfiwg improvement

might help demonstrate their importance.
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Sources of Writing Improvement (Condensed)
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Diagram 9 shows the collapsed categories of professor feedbackes, writing
center, and peer review into the “revision” category, and frequeihpggper and volume
of paper into “amount.” This demonstrates the general (but decreasipgjtance of
revision in the student’s writing career, and the low (but incrgasmportance of the
amount of papers in developing student writing.

Many students stated that their writing improved significantlgir freshman
year, but their comments suggest that the change in writing isnmolitysmprovement,
but adjustment-students used to the five-paragraph structure of a paper were a&dodu
to new ways to argue their point, new styles of presentiagnmal, and new methods of
outlining and structuring their papers. Many students realized that muchrdfésbimen
year writing challenges centered around tailoring their pap#reir specific professors
and fields. Many departments, and often professors within specgartdeents, widely
differ in their expectations of style, volume, structure, voice, org#iniz of argument,
and sometimes even smaller issues such as punctuation, forcingtstiodguickly learn
that what one professor may want from a paper may be drastitifilyent that what

another want$?

4 Some students who took team-taught courses evemmeated that, within one course, their two
professors’ expectations of student writing weréeqdifferent, leading to difficulties on the pat the
student to craft a paper that suited both.
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Of all the student comments about writing, one of the most frequaethtioned
topics was the students’ “confidence” in writing, which seems taebmted to the
adjustment issue as much as it does the students’ increasitigg vabilities. Many
students in their junior and senior interviews commented that, whatease time (in
high school or freshmen year) a five page paper was daunting and could takieounany
now it was quite straightforward and, by most accounts, relatiealy and quick.
Students cited their confidence in writing, coming from a good sensghaf was
expected of them, and the means to meet those expectations (botimsnotethe
students’ writing skill, and the resources available to improyeeaific piece of writing,
such as the writing center, professor feedback, and peer reviewjdé&mef also seemed

to be a factor of the student’s comfort and familiarity with a certain stylgiohg:

S: | feel that after three years here, like my scientfiting is much
better than like, I'm much more confident, | don't know if it's jik& the
classes I've taken; but I'm much more comfortable writingiensfic
paper than like an English essay.

I: Now, when you say scientific writing, do you mean lab reports or
the style of writing, maybe a combination of both?

S: A combination of both because like a lot of the time scientifi
papers are just glorified lab reports. You have your introductioat y
methods, your result, discussion, conclusion. [*Jade” 03-04]

Student confidence with academic material and skills iscarmieg issue in the panel
study, and we will return to it again in our discussion of oral cameoations, as well as
in the conclusion of the report.

Another issue that students frequently brought up in discussions tofgmnas
how a specific professor or class affected student’s writing, often duesignen year.

S: Well, | think even through my first year when | had nothing to do
the Writing Center, | still think | improved a lot throughout the sstere
just through criticisms of my professors | think. | had a gpeafessor
first semester, [professor's name omitted], who was so, | ipearcan’t

get away with anything, you know, writing those papers. And Inesger
really had a professor who challenged, you know, my ideas or itigigvr
like that before.

I: So what do you think made him good?

S: He was, he was the type of professor that everyone haddo re
Like I've had classes here that if you did the reading or not, soe®it
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just doesn’t really matter. But him, you have to read. You haveirk
about it, and you have to talk. And I just, | thought the way he ran his
class, like it was hard, but it was good. [The class] | took Wwim... |
still think that was the best class I've ever taken. [“Jane” 01-02]
“Jenny,” commenting about the same professor, had similar @aeé how this person
helped her writing:

S: Well, | had, you know, | had [professor's name omitted], and |
think he definitely helped like, you know, improve because he’syreall
good about like giving comments and stuff. Like he would mark up our
papers all over, and also include like a typewritten page on whglthe
was good as far as, like you know, he’d write up the actual papérshei
grammar stuff, but then like he’d like type out a page’s wortlikef you
know, his feedback on the comment side of the paper and stuff. And that
like never happened in high school. It was like, you know, my grammar
would be corrected and they’re like good idea and whatever, so you know.
I: That's above and beyond. I've never heard that.

S: Yeah, that was definitely helpful. [*Jenny” 02-03]

There were a handful of professors who seemed to have a majat iompastudent
writing freshman year, and while in almost every case the stedeminented that they
struggled to meet the professor’s standards, ultimately thegyneearded by being well-

prepared for the many kinds of writing they would face in the following years.

2. Oral Communications

Students overwhelmingly report that their public speaking improves ttvee
course of their Hamilton care&tand 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 repoieoroving

dramatically after only a few experiences of presenting material éamdience.

A. Students who benefit.

1583% say their speaking improved (typically by eitlgiving presentations or talks, interviewing, or
leading class discussions), while 17% say theilip@ipeaking has not improved or has become worse.
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By almost every student account, the one or two classes thathdte that
required presentatiotfsimproved 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 had tenptes
the class, which helped me get over nerves. But | meaeihs every
class always emphasizes participation of class. As wasll my
organization, you know, it's just given me an opportunity to talk to large
groups of people and present my ideas. So | think I've definitelgnbec
more confident in speaking. [*Jack” 04-05]

Repeatedly, students commented on how their “public speaking has improv&dnus
pure exposure to it” [*Jade” 04-05], and that their improvement wasneotssarily

intentional, nor were they even always aware of it.

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 cksse
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” 04-05 ]

Students’ confidence in their speaking skills, through experienceaamtiairity, grows
over time, and seems to be a large part of how students progréss learning curve of
oral communications. Similar to the development of writing skills,akipg skills

% The majority of students reported only having @metwo classes during their Hamilton careers that
required presentations.

54



initially benefit best from exposure and review, which providesthdent with not only
a sense of what to expect, but also how to improve on their performance.

A number of students suggested that Hamilton should have some kind of oral
communications requirements, because, they felt, many other studgsnetsiot 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 graduateéeca
| think it's such an important skill, and | think it's great thatnkilton
emphasizes it, but | really don’t think they do it well. [*Jeanu@kl 04-

05]

S: But | really wish there was more opportunity to speakinktit’s
funny. | work in the Admissions Office and they always skg how at
Hamilton you learn how to write and speak really well. Andishwwve
had speaking intensive classes like we have writing intensivesl |
think that’s still like peoples’ big fear, like just getting up apeaking 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” 04-05]

And some students wished they themselves had had more exposure ¢ospeaking

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 sseta
And so | think that could be improved... |think it's equally important that
you be able to like speak in public and express your ideas venvailgh

I’'m not the best at. I'm much better at writing.Many encourage class
participation, but especially if you're in the larger lectur@ssks, | mean
you can definitely get by with not having to ever talk. So | ddmitk
classes really do much for speaking. [“Katherine” 04-05]

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

But | didn’t take a lot of courses where | had to do a lot ofgutation
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.
[“Li Wei” 04-05]

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 imgrove
[*Jonathan” 04-05]

Most of the improvements students reported did not come from theigtékal
Communications classes (because most hadn’t), but instead comth&iorexperiences
leading discussions or giving presentations in class (which ma$stres reported they
had had). For most students, these experiences were few in nimbsrignificantly
bettered their confidence, comfort, and communication abilitiesomt of groups. The
improvements students noted above came quickly to them, and while theytrtzave
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 improvemirir
speaking skills has to do with the nature of public speaking itselfleSts are much
more emotionally involved in giving a speech than writing a pagemply because they
are being immediately and visibly 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 justhieonpriofessors.
The possibility of public embarrassment, especially in front ofspelds considerable,
weight to presentations, and puts much more than the student’s gradelioe.tB®me
students who are concerned about their presentation put a greabvfdealk into
preparing for it and improve, and some students who are not concemedtauffer the
immediate judgment of their peers and professors, and typicatly éeaaluable lesson
from their experience as well, and subsequently work towards impemteience both
students who reported putting in a lot of time into their presengtnd students who

admitted under-preparing for them reported improving in their publiakspg skills. The
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power of immediate feedback, especially from peers, is evidetitei successes of the
oral communications program at Hamilton, and suggests that othdenaicaskill

programs at Hamilton might benefit from similar structuring.

B. Students who don’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 were required to present in their classes. “Jen” expressed both,reagogs

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” 04-05]

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 to utibze
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” 04-05]

S: But | don’t think that my speaking ability has significantly
improved at all, or become less, after going here because Itliahkhe
emphasis has always has been more on writing. Technicallyritiggw
has improved, but | can’t say that my speech has. [‘Jane Smith” 04-05]
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While it is encouraging to note that 80% of students believe theircpgaking 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.

C. 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, ensuringebaty student took at
least one or two classes that required presentations. This takghthe form of some
kind of speaking-intensive program similar to the writing-intengvegram 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, arsfruggling to solidify its
goals and structure itself in a way that clearly besefit students, centering the program
around a strong public speaking requirement might not only benefit mg#aking at
Hamilton, but also revitalize the sophomore seminars program isttients’ eyes.
Regardless of how the college might go about this, it is dhedy ih regards to students’
oral 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 communicatibnthe other
general academic skills the college seeks to instill: ngneglgntitative 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 intensiage required for
all students, quantitative-oriented classes, like oral communicelagses, are not, and

many students leave Hamilton having little experience with either.
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3.Quantitative Learning

The most interesting and prevalent trend in students’ commentsclaniitative
skills is that many students do not think of it as a skill in Hreesway they do writing
and oral communication skills. According to students, while they appliyiting and
speaking skills frequently throughout their time at Hamilton (d aut of class) and say
they will do so frequently after graduating, the applications @nttative skills are
much more limited according to students. While most students tadcéipat some
guantitative skills, such as basic math and statistical anaydls, will be of great
practical use in and beyond college, they feel the majority oftfaive learning in
liberal arts finds application only in the classroom. While sstneents conceded that
everyone should devote at least some of their coursework to the aginaatitelds, few
students outside of these fields do so. As found in the 04-05 project repaderits who
are not majoring in science are not taking science codfsestudents concentrating in
the humanities and social sciences are increasingly sepgtia¢émselves from “hard and
lab sciences, whereas the humanities and social sciencesrassimgly attracting more
non-majors to their classes. The decreasing amount of non-majdhe isciences is
greatest in lab science courses, but the trend is also sagmific other science and math
courses.

Some students even responded to our question about their quantitativeyskills
wondering what “quantitative skills” were in the first placed dheir general ignorance
of this category of skills indicates their rejection of quatitie academics as a general
skill.

While many students respond to our questions about quantitative ledning
saying that quantitative coursework “isn’t for them,” the studesits are focusing their
academic attention in math and science, are increasingly talongand more classes in
guantitative academics. This divide is distressing—it indicatesitath and the sciences
are increasingly becoming more and more isolated since the rewiodsstribution

requirements. However, there is no evidence that the previous requigeantitative

172004-2005 project report, p 148.
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coursework by students improved their Hamilton experience, orthlest necessarily
learned much about quantitative fields (as there were numerousssigiice and math
courses which non-majors would take to avoid the “hard work” of thed"“reath and

science courses.

VI. Student Social Life

1. Student idealizations of college social life

As with academics, upon entering Hamilton students have a venjicpetion
of what social life at a liberal arts college is and shouldikee The majority of these
preconceptions (that students mentioned) focused on parties, alcohol, amdddsy-t
social issues students would face freshman year (such as baving in co-ed dorms,
and share bathrooms with members of the opposite sex). Studentsremjgently
mentioned how they expected college to be less cliqguey than Hgblsand to be a
more mature social environment. Connected to this, students expectdtbhl@o be an
accepting place where people of different cultures, backgrounds, beid beuld feel
welcome and accepted. Students differentiated this kind of communiygoejptance
from the lack of community at big city schools, and suggested thatntiadl size of
Hamilton is the main reason they expected it to have a close-knit community.

By and large, Hamilton’s social life met these expectatfionghe majority of
students, though many students also pointed out significant exceptionie N8t
students agreed that Hamilton society is more mature thanhifghiischool, the cliques
that many students sought to escape still existed, though thepddess important.
Many students not in societies noted that fraternities and sesosdtie, effectively,
institutionalized and formal cligues, and so in some sense, Hamiltoons socially
elitist than high school. Of all the things students wergrged to find out about
Hamilton’s social life, the most common was how oriented aroundrriraés it was.
Much of this has to do with the nature of private societies—unlike aiimgr

organization, their main purpose is social activity (though they pakein numerous
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activities on campus), and through their events (primarily partieey are the most
visible social force on campus.

Further, private societies have a far greater memberships tregularly reported,
and so new students, expecting to enter a school with around 30% Gzeddership,
find that the school is actually around half Greek. The reasonshéodiscrepancy
between the reported membership and actual membership are ¥impiée societies
are required to report their full member list to the admiaiigtn, the list they send is
typically not complete. The reasons for this are numerous. Firgttisscare required to
meet a GPA requirement, or face administrative action, and so by not reportiogeke
GPA students as members, avoid penalty. Second, and more rex@midysocieties face
housing limitations, and too many members of a given societyrandbged from living
in the same building (to prevent the dorm from becoming a defattrirty or sorority
house). Hence, many private societies find ways of working ar@amiinistrative
restrictions, with a major consequence being that incoming studamsan extremely
skewed view of how many students are Greek and how many are indepéndent.

Aside from private societies, students still noted socialuskaty, though also
suggested that social groups are quite porous and flexible, and thatutents
community is significantly more mature than the popularity-focusedest society of
high school. Some students even seemed to suggest that the clitiaasiladn were
positive, because they tended to be oriented around activities (sotgtsmusic), as

opposed to the exclusionary cliques of high school.

S: | think that’s been like my first impression that theti&s a lot of

different groups here.

I: A lot of different groups in terms of?

S: Terms of like athletes and the artistic types, and frome thi&e

kind of like that type of thing.

I: Different types of, how you think they are segregated to reifite
types of, | don’t know, commonalities?

18 The author and another consultant to the profftauna Sweet, learned of this through a privatdingee
about society membership that we held in 2004 withandful of society members. This finding—that
many society members are not officially recordednasnbers—is of great significance to the projest,fa
unnoticed, would have greatly skewed survey datarnwdompared with official society membership data.
9 Our survey suggested that in fact around halfafiton students are greek-affiliated.
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S: Yeah, yeah. | mean like, like when | got to visit like Vgsia
seemed like the majority of people there were like more tingia type,
and it's not like that here. There’s not like one distinct typstadent, |
don’t think, that goes here. | think it's a mix.

Throughout the interviews, interestingly, students seemed to tmnt Hamilton
experience to be different, and much better, than their high schoaolesqee This kind
of distancing, especially in the first year, seems likeyaskeial component of adjusting
to the college environment—students frequently talk about their high sthiah ways
that strongly suggest they are beyond (and better than) it. Encwlyagstudents
overwhelmingly state that their Hamilton experience isebattan that of high schodl,
and specifically regarding their social life, they point to thek l@f emphasis on
popularity and group membership, as well as the overall higher matdirifamilton
students.

Aside from specifically social differences, a great deatoflents responded to
the question, “how do you find Hamilton to be different from high schdm)2inswering
that, whereas in high school much of their time was consumed &y atal homework,
Hamilton offers a huge amount of free time. Students all respondexinexty positively
to this new freedom, and interestingly, most seemed to suggestithfiee time is not,
in fact, “free,” as they quickly fill it up with extracurdtar activities, increased academic

studies, and social activities.

I: Okay. So in general, how do you find Hamilton to be different
from high school?

S: Oh gosh.
I: General idea.
S: Well, let’s see. | get to have like millions and milliongrenhours

of free time. It's, | don’'t know, some parts of like the structoirdnigh
school are good, but in general | think it's a little too structurdike that
even my earliest class, which was 8:30 which is pretty earlpdre, it's
still an hour later than my earliest class in high school. Ststhige. It's
nice to be able to walk to the place where you go to school, liketavalk

% This statement comes from first year students, wlce asked how Hamilton is different than thegthi
school, and how they would describe Hamilton tdhhsghool friends.
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your different classes, and to have time like free time, chunksnef
during the day where you can eat lunch for more than 20 minutes, and
where you can like, | don’t know, hang out or like go to the gym in
between classes or just like do stuff like that. Doing everytlior
yourself instead of like for someone else because | meart’likehange
really soon, and it probably like, and you’re thinking kind of like what, but
| mean right now because like I'm a freshman and I'm alréadypllege,
and like I'm not really thinking about the future, it's kind of like nice
because there’s no real big goal ahead of me. Wheredbralghout
high school it was like well, like if I go out now instead of doing this bit of
homework now and leave it until later, maybe | won't do it and then
maybe I'll get a bad grade on the test and then maybe | woniniget
college. And now it's just kind of like yeah, | worked really hard, you
know, I'll work kind of here, but I'll give myself a break. [“Sasha” 01-02].

Even students who did not state that they filled this free tintle adtivities stated that
their newfound freedom quickly gave them the chance to develop morenamegement
skills. Hence, almost regardless of the specific courseworthefstudent, almost all
students are extremely busy with something on campus—studeriillsmaith a variety
of formal and informal activities, very quickly upon entering Haéoni) and continues
that way throughout the students’ college career. While studentsn@oimexcitedly
about all their “free time,” they in fact, have little acttiate in a given day when they
have no activities or work.

2. Network-building

As stated in past reports, students spend a good deal of tligreéirsseeking out
and developing friendships, and creating a solid social base of foémdany different
kinds. There are numerous mechanisms for friendship-making, andostesignificant
ones are those which occur earliest in the student’s lifellge. Programs such as
Adirondack Adventure place students in intense situations (the outdoarsh amall
groups to encourage and foster socializing, and many first-gggadsthis experience as
extremely helpful in meeting new people and developing long-lasigmgdships. Other

programs, like orientation, attempt to familiarize students viiéhcampus, its facilities,
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student social life, academic expectations, and college rulegpariemce many students
find overwhelming and confusing, as they simultaneously are trgimgeet new people,
remember names, and compose themselves carefully.

The other main way students start to meet each other Eespnoximity—the
first, and often the closest friends students make are from fteeltman-year dorms.
With many students, the stress of the first-year, and edlyediest year living
arrangements, is a bonding point for roommates and dormmates. Sonmesstegelarly
spoke of “the North [dorm] crew,” or “root [dorm] crew,” describingpgps of friends

who bonded their first year through shared living arrangements.

3. The “Work hard, play hard” lifestyle

Many students live intense lives, and seem to thrive off thissite Students
frequently use the common phrase “work hard, play hard” to desdréie time at
Hamilton, trying to suggest that they make up for their “playfii¢ch frequently, almost
definitively for some students, involves alcohol) by ensuring thakwo and do well in
their class work. “Work hard, play hard” seems, for many studemtse @ justification
for pushing their “play” to the edge—staying up later, drinking en@oing to more
parties, having more romantic partners, and then waking up the fofjoday and
working on homework, starting and finishing a book, or cramming for an exam.

It is difficult to tell, simply because of verification issuthat arise from self-
reporting, whether these students learn particularly better csewand do better or
worse at college overall, than students who live more moderate Gvesthing we can
tell is that many students are perpetually afraid of “burouat}—of reaching a point in
which they can no longer continue with the intensity of lifestyley thave pursued.
“burning out” can occur at either end of the spectrum—students canobitirfrom

overworking in academics, as much as they can from drinking too roudwoo
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frequently, or abusing drugs. Other students complain of being overtiechmutside of
class—of having too many responsibilities in extracurriculars or campus jobs

Part of the problem of “burning out” is temporal—there simply arendugh
hours in the day for the student to do everything s/he wants to. Thepattaes purely
socio-psychological—students have developed a kind of culture of ovenitoent,
where students talk to each other about how much they have to do asd kiatls
symbol. This kind of brinksmanship, where the student regularly biegsselves to the
edge through overwork or excessive play, is highly regarded by otltEmss (in many
circles). This culture of over commitment has not been examufédiantly in literature
on student life, and yet for many students, and many student culturegjefinitive.
Future surveys and interviews should cover this issue, as currensdatdortunately,

insufficient.

Alcohol plays a central role for many students’ social hied many students in
our study admitted to being “big drinkers.” However, their type ofhelainking differs
significantly from that of typical alcoholism—student drinking nderently social, and
takes place in a network of social reinforcements and jusitfiica Solitary drinking (a
major sign of alcoholism) is rare: “People definitely do drink hieu it’s just | don’t see
too much of a point just to like getting drunk and then sitting in a roboould do that
sober. When | get drunk, | like to do things.” [*Jack” 01-02]. One studeeh e
commented that large parties could actually help stop alcohdliEmey should have
more big parties. | think that in your room, closed door, alcoholispi®blem because
we don’t sponsor enough big parties” [Reanna 01-02] and some other ssugydsted
the same: that large parties, 1) because they are so publspaatito begin with, 2)
because alcohol is typically more difficult to get than smaléaties (larger parties often
have long lines and alcohol supply problems), and 3) because larges paetitypically
regulated better than smaller ones (campus safety is evenfjrasd more student event
staff are required) that these events could actually reduwshddic behavior and
overdrinking. Whether this is the case or not, it is a fascinating reversatitional (and
perhaps administrative) logic towards these events. Drinking atiltda is, instead,

quite active, public, and well-accepted (even encouraged), butws fan the alcohol
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only is to miss a large part of the picture.

Many students stated simply that Hamilton’s social lifecentered around
drinking, and judging from the social habits of many studentswayait is. The parties
that compose the focal point of many students’ social lives, atgyhigualistic, and
intensely social occasions, and alcohol plays the role of the commmomuohator for
everyone. Drinking games and competitions can form the centee dfefof a party, but
the focus is not simply on the alcohol, but on the people and the ritwdiiah it is
consumed. The ritual—whether it be a drinking game, the mixing of dnmi&ng back
and forth from the bar to the table, moving through the crowded room aatingre
people—is the life of the party, which is stimulated, sometimékd point of excess, by
alcohol. Hence, many students who are concerned concerns witiolabey campus, are
concerned with the “alcohol culture,” or, the formula of rituald #tadents so enjoy,

which canonly take place in the presence of alcohol.

Regardless of the specific policy the administration decides uegarding
alcohol on campus, it must recognize two things: 1) That the nsamal problems
associated with alcohol are restricted to a slim portion ofttlteest body, almost always
male, and that the majority of students do not take part in the isandhat are the most
visible problem associated with alcohol. 2) That efforts to réstoiesumption of alcohol
must recognize the setting in which the alcohol is consumed, apéhiic social setting
will specifically and regularly determine what kind of alcoh®lconsumed, and how

much.

4. People come first—the social essence of extracurriculars

What seems central to the creation, success, and student-beneampiis
organizations are thpeople The activity itself does matter, 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 respomsgards to
extracurriculars was that they loved meeting, befriending, ancdspe time with the

other people who are part of the organization. In other words, the mosttantpor
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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.

While the people within the group and the group’s activity fdame functional
basis of all of Hamilton’s activities, there are other impor&ements 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, agdisimg formal
recognition from the college in order to obtain funding is also impbofta many, if not
all groups, though to varying degrees. Tied to funding, extracungcgain 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 ¢artipis, 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 activityfuBling, and 4) a
mechanism of formal recognition (a club name, constitution, email account, etc.)

Students were asked what the most important activity they tabknparhile at
Hamilton, and the vast majority of answers centered around one eraxiwacurriculars
(societies, clubs, organizations, sports teams) in which they patéadi
Overwhelmingly, regardless of the specific response to the direstion (that most
important activity was, e.g. track, fraternity membership, cloags, etc.), thereason
students liked that activity was because ofieeple 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 whéinot

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
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student dance lines or this year | started dancing on dancs. t&orthose
girls are kind of fun. Yeah, I'd say those are important. ["Ma&#eran”
04-05]

“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” 04-05]

For many students, specific events such as studying abroadg taps with other
students, participating in an important game, or performing mnaert or musical were
key social events for them—bonding moments that solidified their friendship®thigrs

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 26 or
that you see around campus all the time, that you have the sawescla
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 wheskbw

up the next kind of morning. [“Judy” 04-05]

Of all the extracurriculars students participate in, team sp&em to bond students the
most closely, largely due to the significant amount of time siigd@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 orokeuwhely are to

their fellow teammates, and how their time on their team has a€if notthe) defining

experience for them at Hamilton.
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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 befowth year, and

I’'m a captain this year. And it’s just been such a grepémence 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” 04-05]

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 acadelniasidbable
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 b&snds. 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” 04-05]

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 andfiddremselves 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.

A. 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
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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 haddcozatelped
create an organization on campus, and all of their experiences insipingre similar.
They recognized a lack of a certain kind of activity on campudrigods and interested
students together to help start the organization, met with the ateoprembers of the
administration, filled out the right forms, and became a recodnaganization.
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 oneyof m
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 thiest
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, wel@ah and
wrote a Constitution. It wasn’t that hard at all. [*Jack” 04-05]

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 ehbe
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 thallyesasn’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 wagdn it was
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very, a very unexpected thing. | never thought I'd come andmstaawn
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-twort
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 | guessodophomore
year. And then sort of more into junior year, it was, | mean & s,

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 whdarsiwedlly

did an event that everyone took part in and helped out with. [‘Jose” 04-05]

“Jade” remembers her freshman year how she helped form a sawvithty 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 peogtegnize.
And so we, you know, | have a lot of friends who have pledged Greek
elsewhere, and so | was interested in it myself and | lookedhait 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&upaa
Alpha sorority as an alternative to girls who wanted to geetgr who
were interested in what Greek life offered, but could not see dleass
fitting in. Independent, young girls who are involved in other thitiys
sorority is important to us, but is not our life. [“Jade” 04-05]

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 tipays

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

liken us to a frat because we're always doing everything togeBrit'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 thath#gre’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
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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 andtg

approved and everything. [‘Dex” 04-05]
“Dex’s” statement that “the one thing about Hamilton, I'd sékg lis that if there’s
something you want to do and it doesn’t exist, you can set it up yQuiseadf “Jose’s”
statement earlier that. “while there’s a lot of bureaucraeglved, that | find irritating, |
think that anyone who had a club-worthy idea or activity could esfgly and maintain a
club,” was repeated by a number of students when questioned about thbilayadf
opportunities at Hamilton, which is significant, and points to not oslyiably flexible
bureaucracy within student activities, but also to a simple buttsteac process for
gaining club recognition. Perhaps more importantly though, this sisgpes a good deal
of students are aware of and happy with the breadth of opportunitidabéeaat

Hamilton.

Extracurricular activities at Hamilton represent the potefdarabridging the gaps
between various activities, interests, social groups, and studidanailton. Students
participate in structured activities that frequently develop baakggills, while at the
same time doing so in a highly social setting (which in turn medsthe quality of the
learning, and generally makes the experience more fun). édergs frequently
commented, both in this and other stutfiethat a significant amount (sometimes the
majority) of their education occurs outside the classroom, and evedeoatsacademic
learning, and since extracurriculars are almost always studentnd designed, the
faculty and administration could learn a great deal by examiming perhaps copying
some aspects of extracurriculars when designing the curriculum. n&udave
themselves created structured, social, and meaningful systdesrmhg outside of the
curriculum, and students regularly comment that their most mernsogapkriences, and
most positive learning, came out of these activities. There is n@wbveason why
students could not say the same about classes and curriculanesctivithese were
designed so as to further increase social learning, and tacdrghshe divisions of

student life.

2 gpecifically, Richard Light's bookaking the Most of College.
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VII. Conclusion

1) Making liberal arts matter beyond college: A focus on skills

We have said, in previous years, that the assessment of Li&satolleges is
difficult work for the simple reason that these colleges do nobl#yconcrete goals in
the same way, say, a job training business does. Yes, theee aléection of skills,
experiences, and maybe even values colleges hope to bestow upon studexitshdout
same time, members of the faculty, administration, student badyalamni all seem to
recognize that Hamilton, like most other liberal arts coBederives 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” setaafeagic skills--
writing, public speaking, and quantitative skills—as one of the bases for our evalofati
academics at Hamilton. This division is far from arbitrary, amsdhave 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) Thegmlhas institutionalized
this skill-codification into the Hamilton community—we have a wwgtcenter, an oral
communications center, and a quantitative literacy center—andoihitias practical
effects on students’ skill-building, their work, and how they areuawetl. Further, what
we have found from our alumni interviews is that academic contentaetival 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 iamme of
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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 regassimitod students’
academic skill building, but instead a number of smaller and étéed trends, which

we will list here according to their skill division, and then comparativelyyaeal

1) Writing:

The average student’s writing at Hamilton irrefutably imprawes the course of
their four years. Students recognize this, and attribute theioiaprents 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 abilthan students in the
humanities, arts, history, and social sciences. While 62% of humaamtiearts, and 63%
of history, and social studies students report that they “wrieztefely,” only around
46% of students in the sciences and mathematics feel they have this*ability.

Student’s writing abilities are significantly determined simplyh®jirtexposure to
writing, and also by their gaining the relevant means to critaqnee revise their work.
The writing intensive program, which requires students to takeeslasarked writing
intensive® is by student accounts the primary way students’ writing improwdsle

numerous arts, humanities, history, and social sciences classesitarg intensive, far

2 Unfortunately, given the data we have, we canmotdystinguish between academic fields within these
broad categories of intellectual divisions—we caratetermine, for example, whether a computer seienc
major’s reported writing skills are higher thanttbéda mathematics major, since both are includétinv
the same category (science and mathematics). $hassymptom of the sampling method of the senior
surveys, which uses a fixed set of potential respsmo the question of the student’s major, fixeponses
that do not perfectly align with Hamilton’s majokgence this comparison of intellectual divisiondgand
humanities, history and social studies, science mathematics) is the most reliable and meaningful
comparison possible.

% The general requirements of which typically ingudriting a number of papers or a single paper of
significant length, revising papers for re-subngissiand going to the writing center for furtherisissice

in revision. Oftentimes the standards of “writingtensive” are not fixed, but vary from professor to
professor
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fewer mathematics and sciences classes are (relatie tautber of classes available in
each division), explaining the discrepancy between science and tmdémts’ 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 sttglettribute 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 forgsehtation.

In terms of an absolute scale, far fewer students (in ewageanic division)
reported that they felt they could “communicate well oralhgivever there was far less
of a reported skills discrepancy between the three academgiodiwiin terms of oral
communications than there was for writing—in other words, studentiesiln oral
communications are significantly less dependant upon their fieldudf shan writing
skills. Overall, though, students feel significantly less confidehbut their oral
communication skills than they do their writing skills, regardiessheir 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’ writing amal
communication skills to the fact that writing forms one of theseksaof the core
curriculum (i.e. students can’'t avoid it even if they tried), wheredath oral
communications, many students never face a presentation requirardemérece never

have the opportunity to develop these skills.

3) Quantitative Skills:
Students reported quantitative skills vary most widely accordingeir field of
study—uwhile just over 40% of science and mathematics studentseploat "Hamilton

greatly impacted my ability to use quantitative tools," only 20%ligtory and Social
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Studies students, and less than 10% of Humanities and Arts studepdsdiess in the
same way.

One reason for these discrepancies were largely discovergxa i8003-2004
progress report, which suggested that, since the installation attheore curriculum,
and increasing number of students with majors outside of quantitiedide are 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 affects enrolmerntartain academic fields, and
may also have a direct affect on the reported abilities of stidaenather words, students
who do not feel they are "math students,” do not enroll in mathenwdisses, hence
their skills in the field do not improve (in effect demonstratimgjrt original reason for
not taking math classes, whether that reason be sound or imagkatiier, it may be
the case that students who self-report as not beinyleef student who does well with
guantitative work, also self-report as not having gained quantit&iiNe fsom Hamilton,
simply by virtue of the fact that they are not "quantitative sitedéLastly, related to the
above reasons, many students do not even believe that “quantitatis® alallskills at
all, but are content, and that as content, learning them is ar rotieademic taste and

not intellectual well-roundedness.

4) Other Skills:
There are other academic skills that the curriculum could enzghéand which
could potentially be of great benefit) such as reading, driteasoning, and foreign

languagé® skills, and even moral reasoning and judgement <RilSome students

4 There is no formal reading requirement for stugletHamilton, and no structured facility or pragré
specifically improve reading skills, aside fromifdies available to students for whom English isexond
language. Critical reasoning skills are generadlguaned to be developed throughout the curriculunah, a
from student responses, this is the case. Hamilb@s not have a foreign language or foreign studies
requirement, though there are numerous facilittesdepartments available to help students who are
interested in foreign language and studies.

% Hamilton used to require students to take at leastcourse that qualified as examining moral issue
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commented that they would like more formal explanation of sonas axelearning that

transcend academic content.

Weighing academic skills

Intentionally or otherwise, the Hamilton curriculum contains inheraitie
judgments concerning different academic skills. While all stisdemé required to
undergo courses attempt to improve their writing, oral communica@oialsguantitative
skills are treated as optional, and while the majority of studepisrt they improve in
oral communications, this improvement is of course relative to ithéal inexperience
giving presentations at the college level. Further, the troubles@uoeepancies between
guantitative skills among students in different academic divisiaggests that, as the
curriculum stands, the only academic skill Hamilton activelksee develop in all 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 purposeseandf us
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 kams quite strong,
and should be a model for other academic skills programs, should thegabedcand
developed. Hamilton's writing program is strong because it rexq@nedents to go
through numerous experiences writing and revising, and because pralgdes students
with the resources to recognize the strengths and weakneshkeg @friting (a vital step
towards improvement). With the right organization, funding, and probably artradjts
to the core curriculum, Hamilton could create a comparable oraimocomations
program, which could also provide students with the experiences and esswuitat to
improving their skills. While many students still seem to hold taghe view that only
some people can be good at oral communications, they at the saeesetam to
recognize their own improvement with the skill, and hence, to sonrealegecognize

that everyone could benefit from some degree of training in the field.
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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 prevethtérng from learning these
skills, and overcoming this barrier then is an issue of overcothmgtigma attached to
guantitative content and learning. While there is still disagee¢rmamong students, and
certainly among faculty as well, as to how much quantitativeitiga students need, we
should only worry about this issuence 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 quantitairse
work.

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

means beyond the efforts of individual professors and departments to encouraffe these

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 expands tinéir 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 outsdests with
academics create the strongest and most formative intell@stuaents of their college
career. Members of the faculty have been, and should continue teebepst 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 forratlourage

the intermixing of student academic and extracurricular experiences.

% The exception to this is the language lab, whisdists students’ foreign language studies.
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Overview

The major recommendations of this report are as follows:

1) Restructure or abandon Hamilton’s advising program—as it standmnityy 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 bé&oefit Further, as so
many course decisions are already made for students, via thenhhestrictions of the

course selection process, the notion of advising is moot.

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 lifedewac life, and social life,
and encourage such integration when prompted by students. The current tetsiean
academic, extracurricular, and social life is unnecessatyramany cases detrimental to
all three. This should be attempted in a non-institutionalized wayn lzutvay such that

the structure of all three encourages and promotes it naturally.
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