
Democracy's college: A case study of social
processes in an urban community college

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Hanson, Chad Matthew, 1969-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:22:41

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/282235

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/282235


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfihn master. UMI 

films the text directly from the origmal or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter &ce, while others may be 

from any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 

copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced 

form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to 

order. 

UMI 
A Bell & Howell Infonnation G>mpaiiy 

300 Noith Zeeb Road, Ann Aibor MI 48106-1346 USA 
313/761-4700 800/521-0600 





DEMOCRACY'S COLLEGE: A CASE STUDY OF SOCIAL PROCESSES IN 
AN URBAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

hy 

Chad Matthew Hanson 

copyrightOChad Matthew Hanson 1996 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

In Pcutial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

1996 



UMX Number: 9720619 

Copyright 1996 by 
Hamson, Chad Matthew 

All rights reserved. 

UMI Microform 9720619 
Copyright 1997, by UMI Company. All rights reserved. 

This microform edition is protected against unauthorized 
copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

UMI 
300 North Zeeb Road 
Ann Arbor, MI 48103 



2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA ® 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have 

read the dissertation prepared by Chad M. Hanson 

entitled EJenocracy's College: A Case Stxady of Social Processes 

in an Urban Ccnnunity College 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

K>C 
. Patoicxa MacCJorquodaie^^ 

ll/iil/9C 
Date 

Date / 

/f ^ 
Date 

Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that^it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requij;pagnt. 

Disseocation Director 
Dr. Dudley B. Vfoodard 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of 
requirements for an advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is 
deposited in the University Library to be made available to borrowers 
under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without 
special permission, provided that accurate acknowledgement of source is 
made. Requests for permission for extended quotation from or 
reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by 
the copyright holder. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Specieil thanks to Dr. Doug Woodard. Dr. Woodard's time, 
encouragement, and commitment to civic virtues made this project 
both a success and a positive lesiming experience. 

Special thanks also go the members of my graduate committee: Dr. 
Patricia MacCorquodale. Dr. Gary Rhoades and Dr. John Levin. 
Each contributed a great de8d, both to this report and to my 
graduate education. Many, many thanks. 

Thanks to Dr. Terri Rifife and Dr. Norma Gonzalez for their 
membership and contribution to my graduate committee prior to 
the dissertation. 

Thanks to my grandfather Thomas C. Hanson who has long served 
as a model for me in the pursuit of knowledge and understanding. 
Also, thanks to my father Gregory C. Hanson who reminds me to 
"eschew obfuscation." Thanks to all of the family and friends who 
have helped me through the tough times on the road to finishing 
the Ph.D.. 

Thanks to Pat Howard and Theresa Hazen for the long 
conversations that helped develop many of the thoughts I 
present here. 

And finally, thanks to Lynn Symmonds for her literary counsel and 
for her comments on earlier drsifts of this report. 



5 

Table of Contents 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 8 

ABSTRACT. 9 

CHAPTERS 

1. INTRODUCTION 10 

Statement of the Problem 16 
Research Questions 17 
Purpose of the Study 20 
Research Methods 21 
The Data. 22 
Theoretical Framework 24 
The College 25 
Limitations of the Study 27 
Organization of the Study 28 

2. REVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LITERATURE 31 

The Literature of the Commimity College. ... 31 
Advocates 33 
Practitioners 33 
External Specialists 34 

The Debate Over the Community College. ... 36 
The Functional Approach 37 
Critical/Marxist Approach 39 
Institutional Theory 41 
Relative Autonomy of the State 43 
An Alternative: Structuration 44 

3. RESEARCH METHODS 48 

Introduction to Groimded Theory 48 



6 

The Constant Comparative Method. ... 50 
The Groimded Theory Procedures 54 

Sampling 54 
Coding 56 
Concept Development 58 

Data, Sampling & Anatysis 59 
Participant Observation 60 
Student Survey 64 
Faculty Interviews 67 
Claissroom Observations 71 
Values Forums 73 
Interview with the Chancellor 76 

A Final Note on Methods 77 

4. BEING A STUDENT AT CACTUS COLLEGE 79 

Participant Observation 79 
Entering the Arena 80 
The U.S. Social Problems Class 90 
The Introduction to Ceramics Class. . 104 

The Student Survey 116 

5. TEACHING AT CACTUS COLLEGE 124 

Interviews with Faculty 125 
Student Participation 130 
Critical Thinking Skills 138 
Concern with Public Life 143 

Classroom Observations 151 
The History Class 153 
The Welding Class 157 
The Political Science Class 160 
The Speech Commimication Class 163 



7 

6. THE PUBUC ROLE OF CACTUS COLLEGE 173 

Values Forums 174 
Interview with the Chancellor 190 

7. DISCUSSION: A GROUNDED THEORY 201 

The Grounded Theory 201 
Pitching 202 
Streaming 204 
Reflecting 204 
Stru^ling 206 
Absolving 207 
A Conceptual Model 208 

Discussion 210 

8. CONCLUSION: A RETURN TO THE LITERATURE 220 

A Return to the Literature 220 
Relative Autonomy of the State 221 
The Institutional Perspective 221 
The Functional Perspective 223 
The Critical / Marxist Perspective. . . . 224 
A Final Note on the Literature 226 

Suggestions for Further Research 227 
Conclusion 229 

APPENDIX A- 231 
APPENDIX B 232 
APPENDIX C 233 

REFERENCES 247 

\ 



8 

List of Illustrations 

FIGURE 1: Professional Status of Authors 35 
FIGURE 2: Constant Comparative Cycle 53 
FIGURE 3: A Grounded Theory of Social Processses 209 



ABSTRACT 
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In professional education literature, the American community 

college is referred to as "democracjr's college" (Diekhoff, 1950, Griffith & 

Connor. 1994). Yet, what it means to be democracy's college is cloudy 

and uncertain. In the literature on commimity colleges, there is a great 

deal of ambiguity with respect to the schools' social and political goals. 

This study was designed to generate theoretical concepts that describe 

the processes involved in the structuring of a particular college's social 

and political purpose. 

Hiis is a case study of Cactus Community College. In this study I 

used a variety of qualitative methods to explore and docimient some of 

the institution's basic social processes. The techniques I used include 

participant observation, interviews, a survey, and content analysis. 

Through each of these means, I gathered data that describe the public 

role of the college as it is enacted by the students and personnel who live 

and work there. 

I used Glaser and Strauss' "grounded theory method" to organize 

the sampling and analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and I used 

Anthony Giddens' "structuration" theory as an interpretive framework 

(Giddens, 1976, 1984, 1992). Together, the method and framework 

allowed me to develop a model of theoretical concepts that describe some 

of the basic social processes at Cactus Community College. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

In 1840, Alexis de Tocqueville published what is considered one 

of our most broad and penetrating analyses of American culture 

(Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan. Swidler, & Tipton. 1987). More effectively 

than most authors, Tocqueville renders a rich, illustrative description 

of the American national chsiracter. Through acute observation and 

conversations with Americans, he peels back and peers through layer 

after layer of American life. What concerned him, was the relationship 

between individual citizens and their communities. He was impressed 

by the set of beliefs and practices that constitute Democracy in 

America (1840). 

Tocqueville was struck by the character of the American citizen 

and the set of customs that "worked together to produce an ensemble 

effect which made certain civic virtues— public engagement, 

reciprocity, mutual trust, tolerance within a general agreement about 

purposes, reliable features of American life" (Sullivan, 1995 p. 278). 

Furthermore, the interest in civic culture led Tocqueville to 

concentrate on institutions or the patterned forms of association that 

Americans have developed by and for living together. In particular, he 

made note of the role that the family, schools, and church held in 

maintaining a democratic ethos. However, in the century and a half 

since Tocqueville's work we have seen enormous change, not only in 
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the character of our institutions but also in the very nature of the 

market, state, and civil society. 

In this age of global economic sind political instability, our 

educational institutions have been especially unsettled. American 

public schools have grown and adapted to support a combination of 

individual and social goals. The American community college stands as 

our brightest emblem of this period's growth and adaptation (Fields, 

1962; Frye, 1992). From a modest beginning at the turn of the 

century, today "community colleges number more than 1,200 and 

enroll sdmost six million students" (Moriarty, 1996, p. 4). 

In a sense these numbers speak for themselves, the community 

college is a centrally important institution. As further testimony, even 

today the American community college is described in professional 

education literature as "Democracy's College" (Griffith & Connor, 

1994). 

In the spirit of Tocqueville's analysis, it is easy to imagine the 

community college as a uniquely American institution, just like pick

up trucks, apple pies, or western movies. In a research report 

commissioned by the U.S. Department of Education. Clifford Adelman 

actually suggests that the community college can be used 

metaphorically as an "American thermometer" (1992). The title of the 

report reads simply: The Way We Are (1992). 

It is clear that the commimity college has been loaded with 

meaning and national sentiment. And yet, there is a long standing 

tradition of ambiguity with respect to what it means to be democracy's 
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college. The institution has been lauded for its success and criticized 

for its shortcomings. Consequently, the overarching definition of 

democracy's college Is cloudy and unclear. 

For some the reference to democracy is used to promote the 

community college's role in fostering an informed citizenry, essential 

for sound, participatory, political processes (Diekhoff, 1950; Fields. 

1962). For others the community college's role in providing open 

access enrollment, low cost tuition, and local proximity to classrooms 

is enough to ensure the namesake (Medsker & Tilleiy, 1971; Gleazer. 

1980). For still others the definition is focused on the potential of the 

community college to ensure the nation's place in a global economy via 

work force training in technological areas (Griffith & Connor, 1994: 

Alfred & Carter, 1996). 

Consequently, even though there is a wide rsuige of discussion 

about how the community college fulfills educational, political, and 

economic goals, all the definitions rely on the same assumption. The 

assumption in each case is that the community college is "democracy's 

college" (Diekhoff, 1950; Griffith & Connor. 1994). In our current 

political and economic environment, such competing definitions of 

the role of the community college hardly seem misplaced. As a nation, 

we are struggling with divisive public issues. We battle over the 

creation of a national system of health care provision; we contest what 

it means to have social justice; we fight an increase in violent crime; 

and we debate the fundamental adjustment of our tax structure 

(Curran & Renzetti, 1994). 
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However, when I say "we" are engaged in these struggles, I refer 

to a fiightfuUy small group of Americans. "We" happen to live in a time 

when Americans are increasingly unlikely to participate in political 

elections, or to spend their personed time with community based 

groups: political, social, religious, or otherwise (Patterson & Kim. 

1991; Putnam. 1995. 1996). 

These patterns have prompted several social scientists to turn 

their attention to the notion of "community" and the role communities 

play in our lives as Americans (Bellah, et al. 1987, 1991; Etzioni. ed. 

1995; Wolfe, 1995). These authors have begun to try eind understcind 

the influence commimities have in shaping individual character, and at 

the same time, they address the role individuals play in constituting 

not only communities but also the nation. 

For example, taking a cue from Tocqueville's "Democracy in 

America." sociologist Robert Bellah and a small team of researchers set 

out to explore our Habits of the Heart (1985). In short, they set out to 

explore the social patterns we observe and enact each day in America. 

They sought to expose some of the feelings and beliefs that under-gird 

our associations with each other. 

For these authors, the bridges or "mediating structures" 

connecting individuals, communities, and the society at large are 

public institutions (Bellah et al., 1991). Bellah and his associates use 

this assumption to explore the relationship between individual citizens 

and institutions such as schools, churches, the family, and the law. 

Their analysis suggests that our everyday life in Institutions provides 
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the foundation for a much larger and uniquely American set of norms, 

roles, and values: 

We form institutions and they form us every time we 
engage in a conversation that matters, and certainly eveiy 
time we act as a parent or child, student or teacher, 
citizen or official, in each case calling on models and 
metaphors for the rightness and wrongness of action. 
Institutions are not only the constraining but also enabling. 
They are the substantia forms through which we 
understand our own identity and the identity of others as 
we seek cooperatively to achieve a decent society (Bellah 
et al. 1991 p. 16). 

As Adelman suggests, if we understand the basic social processes of 

the community college, we stand to leam something important about 

ourselves. We stand to leam, even in a limited sense, something 

crucial about "the way we are" (Adelman, 1992). 

Even so, with few exceptions (London, 1978; Weis, 1985; 

Seidman, 1985; Kempner, 1991), the research on two year schools is 

focused on the community college, not as a social institution, but more 

narrowly on the college as a type of organization (Vaughan, 1983; 

Eaton, 1988; O'Banion, 1989; Roueche & Baker III, 1987). 

Research in this vein has produced valuable information, 

particularly where issues of administration and efficiency are 

concerned. However, with a focus on colleges as mere forms of 

organization, the everyday beliefs and practices of people in 

institutions are either left out or treated partially. 

For example, in "Access and Excellence" Roueche and Baker III 

suggest that "as viable educational institutions, community colleges 
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assist individuals to become more effective, responsible members of 

society, and to help provide a means of upward social and economic 

mobility for individuals of any age" (1989. p. 8). We have several studies 

that show how the commxmity college affects students' income and 

earning potential (Karabel, 1972; Pincus, 1980; Whitaker & Pascarella, 

1992). However, what we lack in the literature are studies that 

describe how, or if, the community college fosters such qualities as 

effectiveness, responsibility, and citizenship. 

There is one study that reports on these issues and it has not 

been published. It was a paper presented at the American Educational 

Research Association's meeting in 1990. The paper was a report on a 

research project that focused on the affect the community college has 

on students' level of social responsibility (Marks, 1990). In the report, 

it is presented that "two year college attendance is negatively related to 

changes in social responsibility" (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991. p. 226). 

In sum. there sire no current studies that I am aware of which 

document the processes involved in structuring the community college 

as a public social institution. We have no fresh, "grounded" concepts 

that describe social relations among faculty, staff, and students in two 

year schools, let alone a description of how those relations can be 

implicated in larger social or political patterns (Glaser & Strauss. 

1967). 

As such, it is difficult to weigh the competing versions of what it 

mecins to be "democracy's college" in the lives of the people who make 

it so. More important, it is difficult to imagine avenues of change that 
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would ensure a positive role for the community college in a 

responsive, participatory democracy. With this study, my aim is to fill 

a portion of the current gap in the literature. 

During the academic years 1994-1995 and 1995-1996 I 

conducted a case study of social processes at "Cactus Community 

College" (names and titles in this study are pseudonyms, including 

people and places). I used the "grounded theory" method to organize 

the sampling and analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 

1978), and I used the theoretical perspective of "structuration theory" 

to help interpret the data I gathered (Giddens, 1976, 1984, 1990, 

1994). With this study I present descriptive accounts of the beliefs 

and practices that shape and give color to life in an American 

community college. 

Statement of the problem 

In short, the problem I address is ambiguity over the public role 

of the community college. In the professional literature there is 

treatise after treatise on what the role of the community college 

should be in American society. However, we have few studies that 

describe how the outspoken purpose of two year schools is conceived 

and enacted by students, faculty, and staff. We have very few studies 

that describe the everyday meaning, norms, and power negotiated in 

two year schools, and no studies that link the beliefs and practices of 

students and personnel to larger social or political processes 

(Pascarella & Terenzini 1994). 



17 

Without a conceptual base to describe how these institutions are 

experienced and enacted by the people who live and work there, it is 

difficult to tell whether or not schools are contributing positively to 

the social and political life of the nation. It is even more difficult to 

imagine chemges that would ensure community colleges foster the 

characteristics of good citizenship and concern for the health and 

state of democracy. 

Research Questions 

I began with a single primary research question. However, I also 

relied on three additional supporting questions. The primary question 

outlines the goal of the study, and I used the supporting questions to 

guide progress toward that goal. 

Generally speaking, each of the research questions was designed 

to help me focus on the social relations among students, faculty and 

staff at Cactus College. In addition, the questions were also designed 

to provide a theoretical answer to the larger question of how, or to 

what extent, the community college serves as democracy's college. 

Consequently, it is important that I outline my sense of what 

democracy means, and it is also important to discuss how that 

definition shaped the character of the research. 

In this study, I use a definition of democracy based on the ideas 

of American pragmatist philosopher John Dewey. For Dewey, 

democracy is "more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode 

of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience" (Dewey, 
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1966, p. 87). This defmition of democracy has practical implications 

for understanding social relations in institutions. For example, in an 

institution where democratic social relations are present, we would 

expect to see "a process of open communication and mutual 

governance in a community of shared power, where all members have 

a chance to express ideas, to frsime purposes, and to act on intentions" 

(Shor, 1987 p. 136). I use this definition as a referent throughout the 

study. I continually tried to align my observations at Cactus with the 

definition of democracy suggested in these authors' work. 

During each stage of the research, I was concerned about 

generating a descriptive account of the meaning, norms, and power 

negotiated at Cactus College. I use these accounts to suggest whether 

or not the basic social processes of the institution could reasonably 

promote civic identity, social responsibility, and concern for public 

life. 

With these issues in mind, I posed the following central 

research question: 

Central Question: Do everyday practices in the community 
college, together with the beliefs students and persormel 
hold about those practices, reflect what it means to be 
"democracy's college" as it is described in the literature? 

To keep the study moving toward this goal, 1 also used three 

supporting research questions which helped me hold a focus on 

meaning, norms, and power. 



To highlight some of the norms that serve as social "road maps, 

organizing and maintaining relations in the college, I ask: 

Research question #1: Are common practices in the 
college characteristic of democratic social relations? 

In the structuration framework, common practices or routines point 

to the meaning people bring to and derive from their experience in 

institutions. The first step I took was to identify some of Cactus 

College's common practices or routines. 

The second research question is focused more directly on 

mesining. I wanted to describe the meaning that students and 

personnel use to pattern their actions and shape their relationships 

with each other, this is also a crucial step from the structuration 

perspective. In the structuration framework, "people are 

knowledgeable agents, acting on the basis of a wide range of beliefs 

and information about society" (Rhoades & Slaughter, 1991 p. 190). 

The second question is designed to focus the research on those 

beliefs. I ask: 

Research Question #2: What are the beliefs that students, 
faculty and staff give to and take from the college? 

By combining the focus on meaning and norms, I was afforded a 

view of the power that is negotiated each day in the college. For 

Giddens, power is negotiated through meaning and maintained 

through the observation of norms (1984). As such, "the influence of 



20 

structure on action is contingent, as is the structural product of action. 

People are capable agents standing in an indeterminate relationship to 

structure" (Rhoades & Slaughter. 1991 p. 190). With the third 

research question, I rely on these assumptions about the social basis of 

power and structiire. I assume that people who live and work in the 

college are capable agents, and I assume that the structure of the 

college is shaped through their actions, gestures, and volition. 

Consequently, I searched for answers to the following: 

Research Question #3: How do the beliefs cind practices of 
students, faculty and staff contribute to the overall 
structuring of the institution? 

Currently, academic discussions of the community college do 

little to answer these kinds of questions. With this research I went 

after detailed descriptions of the beliefs and practices shared by 

students, faculty, and staff. 1 focused on patterns that appeared in the 

everyday negotiation of meaning, norms and power, and I generated 

theoretical concepts that describe how Cactus College is structured 

each day. 

Purpose of the study 

I expect this research to raise questions about the social role of 

two year schools. The process of questioning the role of the 

community college serves two purposes. First, the questions I rsiise 

can be explored in further research on how community colleges can 

be implicated in larger social and political patterns. Second, the 

\ 



process can help us imagine new avenues for the community college, 

avenues that would ensure the schools promote responsibility, 

participation, and concern for public life. 

Research Methods 

To address this purpose, I conducted a case study of the basic 

social processes at Cactus Community College. Cactus is a five campus 

institution located in Edge City, a medium sized urban area in the 

southwestern United States. In this study I capitalized on an already 

established entry into the arena, namely, my ongoing position as a 

part-time faculty member and student. I chose the "groimded theory 

method" to help make the most of the level at which 1 had access to 

the institution (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978). As ein 

instructor and later as a student, 1 conducted this research as a 

"complete member" of the college community (Adler & Adler. 1987). 

In this study, my strategy was to allow the voices of people who 

live and work in the institution to be heard in discussions about the 

character of the Cactus experience. Specifically, 1 used interviews, a 

survey, participant observation, unobtrusive observation, and content 

analysis to gather data that describe the colleges role in public life. 

The grounded theory method helped me organize the research 

project through each of these stages. Glaser & Strauss offer 

researchers a clear format and a series of procedures that can be used 

to generate theoretical concepts from a broad, multiform set of data 

(1967). 



In addition, I also relied on the interpretive framework of 

"structuration theory" (Giddens, 1976, 1984, 1994). I used the 

structuration framework to help maintain a focus on the meanings, 

norms, and power negotiated in the college. Throughout the study, I 

used the assumptions of the structuration perspective to identify and 

interpret patterns in the data. While the grounded theory method 

provided me with a procedural approach to studying basic social 

processes in the college, the structuration perspective provided a lens 

through which to make interpretations. By combining grounded 

theory with the structuration frsmiework I could describe everyday 

beliefs and practices as a consequence of, and a contribution to, much 

larger social processes. 

The Data 

I organized the data in this study eiround three central themes: 

being a student in the college, teaching in the college, and the role of 

the college as a public institution. These themes are obviously 

intertwined in the everyday life of the college. However, for analytic 

purposes the data I gathered were best organized along these lines. 

First, I set out to describe what it is like to be a student at 

Cactus. I thought the best way to do that was to become one. I spent 

several months as a student in the institution: during this time I took 

extensive field notes. In addition, I also used my experience as an 

instructor to focus on the patterns students followed in their dealings 

with one another and with me. This period of immersion in the life of 
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the college was invaluable to the study. There is no substitute for 

living and working in an institution when it comes to describing the 

social processes therein. 

However, I also conducted an open ended student survey. With 

the survey I asked students to respond to four open ended questions 

about what the college means to them, and I also asked them for their 

thoughts about the college's role in society. 

After I gathered a significant amount of data from students, I 

went on to do the same for faculty. I used two techniques to build a 

sense of how the practice of teaching is structured at Cactus. The two 

techniques were interviews and classroom observations. 

First, 1 conducted a series of interviews with instructors. These 

were also open ended. For the most part, faculty did the talking and I 

did the listening. My role was merely to present topics designed to 

generate information about the social relations among faculty and 

students. I wanted to find out how, or if, social relations in Cactus' 

classrooms are conducive to students' building a civic identity and a 

sense of citizenship. 

Following the interviews, I spent time in the classrooms of four 

of Cactus' award winning faculty. By observing award winners, I was 

able to use the college's institutional values as a sampling tool. These 

instructors embody what the college considers to be excellent in 

education. I spent four weeks observing their classes. 

During the time I was conducting classroom observations. I was 

also afforded an opportunity to gather data that addressed the college's 

\ 



24 

role or mission. Cactus College renews its mission statement every 

five years, and the second year of this study fell on the fifth year of the 

cycle. Consequently, I was able to participate in and observe some of 

the meetings the college held to identify its own Vcdues, I was a 

participant sind observer at two "Values Forums" held on Cactus 

campuses. The forums were meetings where students, faculty, staff, 

and members of the community were all invited to sheire their ideas 

about the college's mission or purpose. I recorded and transcribed 

these proceedings, and I present excerpts from the data that describe 

the participants' values. 

Finally, I present excerpts from a transcribed interview with the 

Chancellor of the college. The interview was conducted by a member 

of Edge City's public relations staff and aired on local television. In the 

interview, the Chancellor is asked to recount smd summarize the 

thoughts and feelings presented in the process of discerning the 

institution's values, and he is also asked to comment on the college's 

role in the community. 

Theoretical Framework 

In order to interpret the data in such a way that clear lines could 

be drawn from daily life in the college to larger issues in society, I 

used the theoretical lens of "structuration" (Giddens, 1976. 1984). 

From this perspective, individuals' everyday beliefs eind practices 

actually constitute the larger social structure. In other words, from 

the structuration perspective, faculty, staff, and students constantly 

\ 
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produce and reproduce the institution. Through their everyday 

activities, people in the college maintain the institution as a patterned 

way of living together. 

Giddens refers to this quality of everyday life as the "duality of 

structure." He explains, "by the duality of structure I mesin that social 

structure is both constituted by human agency and yet is at the same 

time the very medium of its constitution" (Giddens. 1976 p. 128-129). 

Using this assumption as a foundation, 1 interpret the practices I 

witnessed and the beliefs people hold about those practices as 

indicators of a much larger set of roles, norms, and values. In this 

study, 1 explore what the beliefs and practices of students, faculty and 

staff say about "the way we are" (Adelman, 1992). 

The College 

Cactus College is by many standards a typical American 

community college. However, there are a few notable features that 

make Cactus a unique case. First, Cactus Community College is large. 

It is one of the top ten largest community colleges in the United 

States. Second, Cactus is a multi-campus college. The college district 

is comprised of five distinct campuses and a sixth administrative 

campus, the District Central Office. Third, Cactus relies much more 

heavily on part-time instructors than other community colleges in the 

nation. At Cactus, the ratio of part-time to full-time faculty is 4:1. four 

times higher than the national average at approximately 1:1 (U.S. Dept. 

of Education; Digest of Education Statistics, 1993). Finally, the college 



has a higher proportion of Hispanic students and faculty than average 

American community Colleges. 

The student body is 66% Anglo, 25% Hispanic, 4% Asian 

American, 3% African American, and 2% Native American. In this 

case, the relatively high percentage of Hispanic students marks a 

slight departure from national demographics. On par with national 

figures, the student body is 55% female and 45% male, and the 

median age of students is 25. In addition, the students are fairly 

evenly distributed in their vocational or educational intent, as 

expressed through their choice of curriculum: university transfer 32%, 

vocational 30%, and other 38%. These figures approximate national 

data (American Association of Community Colleges web site, 1995). 

The instructional faculty at Cactus are also a fairly typical group, 

demographically speaking. In keeping with national patterns, there 

are slightly more male faculty (54%) than female (44%). The faculty 

are predominately Anglo at 83%: 10% of the faculty are Hispanic: 

Afiican and Asian Americsms are represented at 3% each: and 1% of 

the faculty are Native AmericEins. These are also common distributions 

with the exception of a slightly higher than average proportion of 

Hispanic faculty (American Association of Community Colleges web 

site, 1995). 

Geographically, the Cactus Community College District is spread 

over five campuses, and it is designed to serve an area whose 

population stands near 700,000. Given the size and diversity of the 



institution, I focused on the two main locations, the Saguaro and 

ChoUa Campuses. 

These two campuses enroll the largest number of students in 

the district. In the spring of 1993, there were 17,791 students 

enrolled at the Saguaro, and 14,044 enrolled at the Cholla campus 

(head count). Also, these two campuses offer the widest range of 

courses in the most number of curricular programs, both academic 

and vocational. By limiting the research to the two primary campuses 

in the district, 1 was able to focus more intensively on the students, 

faculty, and staff that mainteiin Cactus Community College as a social 

institution. 

Limitations of the Study 

Although the problem I address here is important, the research 

I conducted was not intended to produce a complete description of 

life in community colleges. One case study could not yield such a 

portrait. For example, this case study may reflect local and regional 

practices and beliefs in addition to those that are uniquely American. 

Also, this study is conducted with a limited number of participants. 

Therefore, it does not reflect the entire set of beliefs and practices 

that constitute Cactus Community College as an institution. 

In every sense, I expect this study to serve merely as a 

beginning. I consider this to be a jumping off point for further 

research on what it means for an institution of higher learning to be 

"democracy's college." 



Organization of the Study 

In chapter two. I conduct a review of the professional literature 

on the community college. In this review I identify four theoretical 

perspectives often used to understand or explain the social role of two 

year schools. Afterward, I go on to suggest an alternative framework, 

structuration theory (Giddens, 1976, 1984, 1991). 

In the third chapter, I explain the research methods 1 used. 

The discussion includes an explanation of the steps I took to gather 

and analyze data. I talk about how and why I employed the following 

techniques: interviews, surveys, participant observation, unobtrusive 

observation, and content analysis. In addition, I explain the groimded 

theory procedures I drew on to facilitate and organize the research 

process from beginning to end (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Chapters four, five and six bring the analysis to the everyday life 

of the college. In these three chapters, I present data I gathered over 

the course of the study. However, in addition to merely presenting 

data, I also provide an accompanying narrative that points to the 

meanings, norms, and power negotiated in the processes the data 

describe. In order to help make the interpretations, I used the 

framework of structuration theory. Structuration helped me make 

connections between the data I gathered and the larger issues of a 

participatory democracy (Giddens, 1976, 1984, 1991). 

In Chapter Four, I present two sets of data that describe 

students' beliefs and practices. In this chapter, I present data I 

gathered during the participant observation phase of the study, and I 



also present comments students made in response to an open ended 

survey. 

Chapter Five is focused on teaching in the college. Here. I offer 

data I gathered during a series of interviews with instructors, and I 

sdso present a simmiary of the field notes I took as an unobtrusive 

observer in the classrooms of award winning faculty. 

In the sixth chapter, I present data I gathered during two 

"Values Forums" conducted dviring the second year of the study. The 

forums were attended by staff, students, faculty, and administrators, 

and they provide a broad sense of the meaning used to shape practices 

in the institution. Also in this chapter, I present excerpts from a 

public interview with the Chancellor of the Cactus Community College 

District. 

In chapter seven, I pull together a working conceptual model of 

the basic social processes in the institution. In this chapter, I present 

a grounded theory of social process at Cactus. I use this model to 

discuss some of the social and political implications of the concepts I 

derived from the data I gathered at Cactus. 

Finally, in chapter eight I return to the literature of the 

community college. I talk about how the concepts I derived compare 

to what has been written about the social role of community colleges. 

The comparison is necessary from the standpoint of identifying 

frameworks that would be useful in future studies. I discuss how the 

grounded theory I developed serves in some cases as a challenge and 

in other cases as an affirmation of the current theoretical positions on 



t±ie purpose of two year schools. I conclude the chapter and the study 

with suggestions for further research. 
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Chapter Two 
Review of the Literature 

This Chapter is divided into two sections. First. I summarize 

John Frye's frcimework for analyzing the literature on two year schools 

(1994). I begin by pointing out the basic features of Frye's model, and 

from there I suggest a variation on the framework. I suggest an 

elaboration of Frye's model that allows for slightly more flexibility in 

the characterization of competing strains of thought on the community 

college. 

In the second section, I summarize the theoretical debate over 

the social role of two year schools. First, I review four theoretical 

perspectives used to describe the community college's social role or 

purpose. Then. I outline the basic assumptions of "structuration 

theory," the interpretive framework I used in this study (Giddens. 

1976, 1984, 1991, 1994). 

The Literature on the Community College 

The most basic feature of the professional literature of the 

community college is its significant division; sides are taken on issues 

as basic as the institution's role and purpose in society. The 

community college is heralded by some (Medsker, 1960; Cremin, 

1965; Gleazer, 1980), and cast down for its pernicious effects by 

others (Karabel, 1972; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Shor, 1980; Pincus, 



1983). Consequently, it can be a challenge to sort out the competing 

strains of thought. At times one wonders whether two authors are 

talking about the same institution. 

However, in 1994 historian John Frye took up the task of a 

comprehensive literature review. In the review, he suggests a general 

framework for organizing the disparate perspectives that authors take 

while describing the social role of the community college (Frye, 1994). 

His suggestion is that the literature can be broken into categories 

based on authors' professional status. For example, he suggests that 

authors can be categorized as advocates, practitioners, or external 

specialists (Frye, 1994). 

First, there are advocates. Advocates are formal supporters of 

the community college, such as those holding office in the American 

Association of Commimity Colleges (A.A.C.C.). Second, there are the 

practitioners who live and work in community colleges either as 

faculty or administrators. And finsdly, Frye defines external specialists 

as a group who typically hold positions in universities. Specialists 

examine the community college as a form of scholarship. 

Frye's suggestion is that an author's professional position often 

points to the basic assumptions they make about the nature and 

character of two year schools. In general, I agree. However, in some 

cases Frye's framework relies on oversimplified assxmiptions about the 

community college literature. In what follows, I summarize each of 

the categories Frye describes. Afterward, I discuss how the model 

can be slightly modified to reflect the complexity of the literature. 
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Advocates 

Advocates of the community college focus their commentary on 

the institutions' success as positive contributors to the economy and 

society. These authors champion the role of two year schools. They 

address the potential the community college holds for positive social 

influence, and they suggest continued expansion and development. 

Advocates have produced a great deal of research and published a wide 

range of articles, all of which support the community college's place in 

the nation's social and economic structure. 

Even so, there is real variety in advocates' professional status. 

They are most often aligned with an advocacy based organization, such 

as the American Association of Community Colleges (Gleazer, 1969; 

Medsker & Tillery, 1971). Yet, there are external specialists 

(Roueche & Beiker III, 1987) and practitioners alike (Ritschell, 1996) 

who also serve as strong advocates of the community college. In other 

words, in addition to those who serve as professional advocates, 

practitioners and external specisilists have also been successful 

supporters of the community college. 

Practitioners 

On the whole, practitioners have produced a fairly diverse body 

of work. These range from the critical observations of McGrath and 

Spear in The Academic Crisis of the Community College (1991), to the 

inspirational musings of former community college president Edmund 

Gleazer in The Community College: Values Vision and Vitality (1981). 



Practitioners have made a wide range of contributions to the 

literature. Some of the authors who live and work in community 

colleges are highly critical of the institutions' culture and purpose. 

Others document the areas and cases where community colleges have 

made a positive difference in both regional economies and particular 

students' lives. 

Consequently, there appears to be a need for a more flexible set 

of categories to describe the different perspectives on the community 

college. In this case of practitioners, professional status alone does 

not constitute a clear or well defined category. The need for a more 

complex framework became even more obvious to me when I began to 

consider the wide range of perspectives held by external specialists. 

External Specialists 

Frye characterizes external specialists as university based 

scholars who cast their critical eyes down at the community college. 

They point their fingers and they make accusations. Certainly there 

are authors who fit this mold, such as Fred Pincus (1980), Jerome 

Karabel (1972), or Kevin Dougherty (1994). However, the 

characterization of external specialists as essentially critical observers 

does not sdlow for consideration of the university based scholcirs who 

approach the community college as advocates, such as Roueche and 

Baker III (1987). 

Even though Frye's categories are useful as analytic tools, the 

distinctions between advocates, practitioners, and specialists are often 
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blurred and intertwined. In each category there sire actually a range of 

perspectives; and, not only that, there is considerable overlap (see 

Figure 1). 

Figurel: Professional Status of Authors on the Community College 

Advocates 

External 

Practitioners \-

With this study, I merge elements of all three forms of 

authorship. I am an advocate of the commxinity college. I believe in its 

role in a participatory or "strong" democracy (Barber, 1987). I am also 

a practitioner, I teach part-time at Cactus Community College. In 

addition, at the time of this research I was an external specialist 

completing my degree in a university department that specializes in 

research on higher education institutions. This set of roles placed me 

squarely in the debate over the success or failure of the community 



college as a public institution. The set of roles also put me in a 

position to weigh each of the perspectives in light of the empirical 

findings generated here. 

The Debate Over the Community College 

One of the difficulties in reviewing the debate over the role and 

purpose of the community college is that many of the authors do not 

take an explicit theoretical perspective. In particular, many of the 

contributions from practitioners aind advocates are without clear 

theoretical roots. However, it is common for these authors to take a 

functional position in their reports, they typically focus on the 

community college as an institution that contributes positively to the 

economy and society. When that is the case, parallels can be drawn 

between the work of advocates, practitioners, and functioned theorists 

in sociology, anthropology, or political science (Dougherty, 1994). 

Therefore, authors of work on the community college can be 

characterized as operating either from a functionalist (Clark, 1960a 

1960b; Gleazer, 1968; Cohen & Brawer, 1991), critical or Marxist 

(Karabel, 1972; Zwerling, 1976; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Pincus, 1980; 

Weis, 1985), institutionalist (Brint & Karabel. 1989;), or recently, a 

"relative autonomy of the state" position (Dougherty 1994). 

Next, I briefly outline the approach taken with each of the 

perspectives. Afterward, I move to a discussion of "structuration." the 

theoretical framework I bring to the debate in this study (Giddens, 

1979, 1984, 1991, 1994). However, since most of the work by 
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practitioners and advocates is written from a functional perspective, it 

is best to begin and spend extra time on this position. 

The Functionalist Approach 

In the literature on the community college, the most common 

conception of the institution's role comes from the work of Burton 

Cleirk. In a 1960 case study, Clark used the phrase "cooling out" to 

describe the functional role of the community college (Goffman, 1956: 

Clcirk. 1960a, 1960b). The "cooling out" conception of the community 

college's role in American society has been widely considered by 

professional and lay people alike during thirty-six years since Clark's 

original contribution. 

Clark's conception of cooling out is based on the idea that 

"Democratic societies need not only to motivate achievement but also 

to mollify those denied it in order to sustain motivation in the face of 

disappointment and to deflect resentment" (Clark, 1960b, p. 569). In 

other words. Clark saw the community college as an institution that 

served to lower the expectations or aspirations of middle cind lower 

class students as they entered higher education. From Clark's view, 

the function of the community college is to channel large segments of 

the population into less than rewarding careers and lifestyles, at least 

somewhat happily. In so doing, the community college serves a 

necessary role by maintsdning a trained mid-level work force that is 

satisfied with, perhaps even grateful for their status in the economy 



and society. From this perspective, the commxmity college provides a 

positive service, both to individual students and the nation. 

Not surprisingly, this position is also considered pluralist. 

Functionalists assume that the current role and purpose of the 

community college is mutually accepted by a diverse set of groups such 

as students, industry, and members of communities (Clark, 1960a; 

Cremin, 1977). In other words, within the fimctionalist framework it 

is assumed that the role of the community college has been shaped by 

populcir consensus in order to facilitate the achievement of positive 

social goals. For example, Roueche and Baker III suggest that 

community colleges "contribute to the continual process of human 

development and have grown out of the needs of the masses" (Roueche 

& Baker III, 1987, p.4). 

With consensus and positive function as imderl)ring themes. 

these authors raise the following points in support of the community 

college's role: a.) the community college broadens opportunities and 

the availability of higher education; b.) it provides a trained mid-level 

work force for the private sector; and, c.) it preserves the educational 

integrity of the universities by siphoning off students who are ill 

prepared for academic work at the highest level. 

From the functionalist perspective, the community college is 

involved in serving a wide variety of constituents, fulfilling social needs 

on a variety of levels. With this approach, the community college is 

considered to be an institution that provides social cohesion and an 

arena where people can pursue compatible interests. 



The Critical / Marxist Approach 

For critical or Marxist scholars examining the community 

college, such beneficent effects have rarely been visible. In contrast to 

the pluralist tendency of functional theory, adherents to the critical 

approach are purely instrumentalist. These authors challenge the 

notion that educational change has been the result of popular will or 

consensus. Instead, they argue that changes have been initiated by, 

and for, a small group of economic elites. When pluralists point to 

positive social functions in support of their claims, critical scholars 

describe those functions as merely serving a capitalist economy and 

class interests. 

For these authors, the community college serves broadly as part 

of an educational tracking system that reproduces social and economic 

inequality. Specifically, it is suggested that the "social relationship of 

the community college classroom increasingly resembles the formal 

hierarchical impersonality of the office or the uniform processing of 

the production line" (Bowles & Gintis. 1976, p. 205). 

There are two important authors who have used a critical 

perspective while documenting and interpreting the relations 

described by Bowles and Gintis (1976). Those authors are Howard 

London and Lois Weis. London's Culture of a Community College 

(1978), and Weis' Between Two Worlds (1985) are both ethnographic 

case studies that focus on the social relationships in community 

colleges. Both uncover strain and animosity among the groups that 

live and work in the institutions. 



For example, London and a small team of ethnographers found 

antagonism between students and faculty to be a common feature of 

the social relations at "Cily College" (1978). The tension is said to be 

an issue of socio-economic status. In particular, London points to the 

difference in social class standing between students and faculty as a 

source of tension. At City College students were shown to resent their 

instructors, and they created open conflict in classrooms to vent their 

negative feelings. 

On the other hand, in Weis' case study she finds that racial 

inequality is a centred feature of the social relations at "Urban College." 

Weis describes a host of forces that push African American students 

toward accepting dominant cultural values. She demonstrates that 

those dominant or mainstream values replace the culture and the 

social bonds that grow out of and maintain a strong community. In her 

case study, community college education actually served to undermine 

the interests of both individual citizens and the local community. 

In sum, critical scholars have brought the following issues to 

light with regard to the effects of the community college: a.) the 

community college provides a trained labor force to the private sector 

at the expense of the public; b.) it maintains socio-economic 

stratification across generations by channeling the sons and daughters 

of low income families to similar positions in the economy; and. c.) it 

protects the interests of 4 year schools, particularly elite universities, 

by diverting large numbers of students from pursuit of the bachelor's 

degree, thereby maintaining its scarcity and value. 



Collectively, these concerns demonstrate the critical 

characterization of the community college. For authors who take such 

a perspective, the community college is an institution that contributes 

to the maintenance of social and economic inequality, forging means of 

separation among antagonistic social classes. 

Institutional Theory 

Similar in some ways to a critical approach, the institutional 

perspective focuses on issues that relate to the community college's 

role in maintaining social inequality. However, from this perspective, 

the primary concern is with the immediate political and economic 

forces that shape decision making in colleges. Such forces are said to 

be organized across institutional borders in leirger "organizational 

fields" (Dimaggio & Powell. 1983). For these authors, the 

organizational field consists of "those organizations that in the 

aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key 

suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and 

other organizations that produce similar services or products" 

(Dimaggio & Powell, 1983 p. 148). In the case of the community 

college, an organizational field might consist of other two year schools, 

universities, external sources of funding, state governing bodies, and 

local business affiliates. Institutional theorists focus on the 

relationships between these institutions and the decision making 

processes that are shaped through the negotiation of those 

relationships. What's more, institutional theorists have demonstrated 



that these institutions' inter-dependence can shape the culture and 

character colleges (Brint & Karabel, 1989). 

For example, in their most recent work Brint and Karabel study 

the vocationalization of the community college curriculum (1989). 

These authors focus on the decision msiking processes associated with 

a strong increase in emphasis on vocationsd trsiining. Generally, they 

are concerned with "the forces, both external and internal to the 

community college movement that facilitated or hindered 

implementation of the policy at different historical moments" (Brint & 

Karabel, 1989, p. 16). Specifically, they "assess the beliefs and 

organizational interests of those who pursued the vocationalization 

policy and the techniques they used to implement this policy over 

time" (Brint & Karabel, 1989. p. 16). 

For the most part. Brint and Karabel use the vocationalization of 

the curriculum as a demonstration of how decision making processes 

are shaped by forces external to the community college. In this case, 

"the community college would use vocationadization to bring a stable 

flow of resources linked to a distinctive function, a unique institutional 

identity, and above all a secure, indeed, expanding market niche" 

(Brint & Karabel, 1989, p. 17). 

With the institutional framework, each of the purposes sighted 

for vocationalization coincide with relationships to entities in the 

organizational field. Within the organizational field, community 

colleges must serve a distinctive function in relation to the needs of 

the private sector for trained employees; they must forge a unique 
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institutional identity in relation to universities or proprietary schools: 

and. they must also develop an expanding market niche in the form of 

an increasing or at least stable student population. 

Although less prominent in the literature than the other 

perspectives, the institutional approach broadens the theoretical focus 

on the community college considerably. Through a detailed analysis of 

the external forces that influence colleges, the institutional 

perspective highlights the degree to which two year schools can be 

thought of as part of an enormous system of intertwining roles and 

interests. 

Relative Autonomy of the State 

In contrast to the institutional approach, the "relative autonomy 

of the state" position focuses on the partial freedom from external 

constraints that government officials have in shaping the character of 

community colleges (Dougherty, 1994), At this time, the single 

proprietor of this approach is Kevin Dougherty (1994). 

Dougherty begins by acknowledging that external constraints 

may exert a certain amount of force in shaping the role or character of 

two year schools. He states that these forces may come in the form of 

either ideology (Lukes, 1974) or resource dependencies (Aldrich & 

Pfeffer, 1976; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). 

However, he goes on to outline a perspective that focuses on the 

relative autonomy that government officials have in decision making 

processes that influence the public role of the community college. 
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Autonomy, in this approach, comes in the form of an ability to secure 

personal interests on a level that either nullifies or supports the 

interests of other groups. For example, Dougherty demonstrates that 

officials have used educational policy to subsidize industry, while at the 

same time creating a public sense that the associated decisions are 

made in the interest of creating opportunities for students. In this 

sense, individual government officials are thought to be responsible for 

negotiating both the cheiracter and purpose of community colleges. 

Dougherty demonstrates that officials have used educational policy to 

both shape and vindicate the role of the community college on 

multiple levels. 

This position is backed up with strong support from historical 

and official government documents. However, even though this 

approach is well supported by evidence, the focus is held at a 

bureaucratic level that cannot reach a description of how the role of 

the commimity college is enacted by people, everyday, in institutions. 

An Alternative Framework: Structuration 

The professional literature on the community college contains 

strong contributions from a wide variety of sources. However, it is 

important at this stage in the development of the literature to add a 

new perspective, one that capitalizes on current strengths and 

minimizes current wesiknesses. In order to strike a balance among 

these perspectives, to use the strengths and limit some of the 
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shortcomings, it is necessary to conceptualize institutions and the 

American social structure as both constraining and enabling. 

In addition, it was necessary for me to employ a framework that 

conceives of the larger social structure as a product of everyday beliefs 

and practices. Structuration theory integrates the notions of both 

structure and agency, and provides the basic concepts for viewing the 

community college as a social institution, or a patterned American way 

of life (Giddens, 1976. 1984, 1991, 1994). 

In contrast to former perspectives, with this analysis I conceive 

of the community college as a "complex medium of control which is 

continually produced and recreated in interaction and yet shapes that 

interaction: structures are constituted and constitutive" (Ranson. 1980 

p. 2). In these terms, the community college can no longer be seen as 

a determining structure or merely as a resource controlled by a set of 

powerful individuals. Rather, institutions such as the community 

college must be seen as a dynamic set of both "rules" and "resources' 

(Giddens. 1984. p. 5). 

From this perspective, it is assumed that members of the college 

community shape their beliefs system to fit institutionsd norms, and it 

is also assumed that they provide creative interpretations of those 

norms through everyday practices. On one hand, it is assumed that 

individuals shape the natvire and character of the community college 

through their everyday practices. And on the other hand, the beliefs 

that underpin those practices are forged in the context of the 

community college as a larger social institution. By holding these 

\ 



assumptions, the structm-ation perspective allows for consideration of 

the larger social implications of processes that occur in everyday life. 

To demonstrate, Giddens poses the following question as an 

example of the type of concerns that are engendered with the 

structuration approach. He asks, "In what sense is it the case that 

when I go about my daily affairs my activities incorporate and 

reproduce... the overall institutions of modem capitalism?" (Giddens, 

1984, p. 19). 

Descriptive answers to such questions are the goal of 

structuration research. In the case of this project, that meant 

understcinding the community college as an institution that is 

maintained, within a larger social system, through the beliefs and 

practices of students, faculty, and staff. The structuration perspective 

forced me to ask, "How do the social processes of the community 

college both reflect and sustain the larger social, cultural, or political 

structure?" According to Giddens, finding answers to questions such 

as these requires primitive groundwork. Therefore, it is the goal of 

structuration research to discover and describe the meaning, norms, 

and power that are negotiated each day in institutions. With this 

approach, meanings, norms, and power are the "primitive" terms of 

analysis (Giddens, 1984). During the research process these terms 

2ire grounded in descriptive data and developed more fully through 

interpretation. 

Using this set of assumptions, I conceive of the community 

college as an institution that is created each day by its members. On 
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these terms, this study is focused on discovering suid interpreting the 

basic set of beliefs and practices that students and personnel rely on 

to pattern their actions and associations with each other. 

In the next chapter, I outline the research methods I used to 

reach these ends. In Chapter three I discuss each of the steps I took 

to maximize the amount of data I could gather, and I also discuss the 

grounded theory procedures I used to analyze those data. 

\ 
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Chapter Three 
Research Methods 

In this chapter. I explain the research methods I used in the 

study. The chapter is divided into three sections. In the first section. 

I introduce the "grounded theory method" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Glaser, 1978). In the second section I describe the particular 

sampling, coding, cind concept development techniques I used. 

Finally, in the third section I report on the specific steps I took while 

sampling and analyzing data. The techniques I used include 

interviews, a survey, participant observation, unobtrusive observation, 

and content analysis. 

The Grounded Theory Method: An Introduction 

Grounded theory is an approach that has grown out of the well 

established and renown Chicago School of social research (Park, 1952; 

Hughes, 1961: Blumer, 1969). "Chicago School researchers, 

recognized leaders of case study research, portrayed their work as 

being non-quantitative... emphasizing the context of their cases... and 

inductively attempting to understand social life from the perspective 

of the actor, rather than from a deductive theoretical stance' 

(Stoecker, 1991, p. 89) 

Some of the most noteworthy contributions from this 

ethnography based sub-area of sociological practice are, "Gold Coast 

V 



and Sum: A Sociological Study of Chicago's Near North Side" 

(Zorbaugh, 1929), "The Taxi Dance Hall: A Sociological Study in 

Commercialized Recreation and City Life" (Cressey, 1932), "The 

Street comer Society: The Social Stmcture of an Italian Slum" (Whyte. 

1955), and "Boys in White: Student Culture in Medical School" 

(Becker, 1961). Each of these participant observation based studies 

focus on basic social processes. Each of the studies was aimed at 

identifying the structure and the consequences of life in a particular 

social arena. 

Similarly, with grounded theory (hereafter GTM) the emphasis 

is on identifying patterns in the social processes of institutions. I 

chose grounded theory because it allowed me to address the original 

research questions more directly than other approaches. The 

grounded theory method is a systematic way to discover and describe 

a group's beliefs and practices. The researcher is involved in 

discovering what these patterns are, securing evidence or data to 

describe those patterns, aind using that data to generate a set of 

concepts that can be used to build a ground theory. In short, GTM is a 

systematic approach to generating theory through the discovery and 

description of basic social processes (Bigus, Hadden & Glaser, 1980). 

With an emphasis on the discovery of theory, this method is 

fundamentally different from mainstream social research methods. In 

the majority of sociologiccd work, researchers test preconceived 

hjrpotheses. By contrast, with the grounded theory method 



researchers are engaged in a process of generating sound or grounded 

hjrpotheses. 

In other words, resesurchers build or develop concepts that can 

be tested in future studies. Since the community college literature 

currently lacks studies and concepts that describe institutional 

processes, GTM provided me with an opportunity to establish a set of 

theoretical concepts that could be tested in further research. 

The Constant Comparative Method 

Glaser and Strauss refer to this approach as a "constant 

comparative method" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). With GTM, data that 

accumulate over the course of a study are used over and over in the 

analysis. In fact, the researcher uses data gathered at the beginning of 

a study to guide sampling throughout the research process. For 

example, during my initial participant observation I gathered a set of 

data that I used to help make further decisions about where I needed 

to go for information. In addition, the information gathered at the 

beginning of a study is also used to inform the ongoing analysis. For 

example, I used my initial batch of field notes to derive a set of codes, 

and I went on to use those to help analyze new data. 

The same is true for data gathered in the later stages of a study. 

These data are compared to the original data in order to verify and 

confirm patterns that presented themselves in earlier stages of the 

research. For example, I used the interview with the Chancellor I 



transcribed during the final stage of the research to confirm and help 

describe patterns I had been noting since the beginning of the study. 

The ongoing comparison of new concepts to old data, and vice 

versa, ensures that all of the data are constantly considered and 

reconsidered for their merit. 

Although this method of generating theory is a continuously 
growing process— each stage after a time is transformed 
into the next— earlier stages do remain in operation 
simultaneously throughout the analysis, and each provides 
continuous development to its successive stage until the 
analysis is terminated (Glaser & Strauss. 1967, p. 105). 

The "constant comparison" of old data to new data and back again is 

the most basic feature of the grounded theory method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). The implications are that researchers must be 

thorough in their approach to the analysis, and at the same time they 

must also be flexible enough to let patterns in the data dictate the 

course of further sampling. This is a research design that actually 

unfolds during the course of a study. 

In an "emergent" research design, sampling, coding, and 

analysis continue until new concepts no longer emerge (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). In other words the process is cyclical. For example. 1 

continued to gather data until new information no longer produced 

vsiriatlons in the concepts I had already developed (Glaser, 1978). 

When new data not longer produce new strains or patterns, the 

saturation level has been reached (Glaser. 1978). At the saturation 

level, patterns that have already been identified begin to repeat 
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themselves, cind the sampling of new data becomes redundant. At this 

stage the concepts are both credible and applicable. 

The rotating cycle of sampling and analysis is the bread and 

butter of the constant comparative method. These are the steps I took 

day in and day out during the research. All told, GTM is "designed to 

aid the analyst... in generating a theory that is integrated, consistent, 

plausible, and close to the data" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 103). 

That theory can then be tested with a more traditional research 

design. 

Figure 2 illustrates the place of the constant comparative cycle 

in a study that begins with the researcher immersing him or herself in 

the natural setting and ends with the development of concepts that 

are applicable and testable. 



FIGURE 2: Tbased on figure 8.1: Lincoln & Guba. 1985) 
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The Grounded Theory Procedures 

Throughout the study, I relied on the sampling, coding, and 

concept development procedures of GTM. The primary source for 

these procedures is The Discover of Grounded Theory Methodology 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). However, I also draw on two additional 

works that refine some of the techniques originally outlined by Glaser 

and Strauss. These are Theoretical Sensitivity (Glaser, 1978) and 

Ethnomethodology and Grounded Theory Methodology: An Integration 

of Perspective and Method (Lester & Hadden, 1981). 

Sampling 

With GTM, decisions about sampling are not made a priori. 

Instead, seimpling decisions are made throughout the study. The 

process of making sampling decisions throughout a study is referred 

to as "theoretical sampling" (Glaser, 1978). In the GTM model, 

researchers use the data they gather to determine what kind of 

additional information should be sought. For example, after an initial 

batch of data is sampled, the researcher uses the information therein 

to make decisions about what kind of additional data should be 

gathered. 

Theoretical sampling... will indicate what data should be 
collected next, with the goal of refining and elaborating an 
emerging conceptual scheme. That is, the 'next data' are 
dictated by the process under study and the stage of 
theoretical development, rather than by sampling 



populations in any statistical or commonsensical manner 
(Lester & Hadden, 1981, p. 13). 

In other words, with this approach the emphasis is on the qusdity of 

the data and the data's contribution to the emerging theory. This 

approach is much different from mainstream approaches that focus on 

the number of subjects or cases that can be brought into a study. 

However, this is a necessary distinction. In the constant 

comparative method the qualities present in the accumulating data are 

used to navigate further inquiry. By emphasizing particular qualities 

and using those qualities to direct continued sampling, the concepts 

and developing theory are sure to be "close to the data" (Glaser, 1978). 

The emerging concepts will have been used to plot the course of the 

inquiry. 

By the end of the study, several sets of data from different 
substantive areas will have been sampled to varying 
degrees, depending on the ultimate analytic level desired. 
As a result, concern with any particular substantive 
material is limited to the theoretical insight it yields 
(Lester & Hadden. 1981, p. 13). 

In this study. I began the theoreticsil sampling procedure with 

participant observation. From there, I moved to a survey, interviews, 

unobtrusive observation, additional participeint observation, and 

content analysis. As Lester and Hadden suggest, sampling from 

different substantive areas maintains the integrity and 

comprehensiveness of a research program designed to unfold during a 
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study. This method also avoids the trouble of using quantitative 

standards to judge the merit of qualitative data, which is a typical 

problem in research designs that use qualitative data to test 

preconceived hypotheses (Lester & Hadden, 1980). 

Coding 

The specific coding procedures I use are outlined in Glaser's 

Theoretical Sensitivity (1978). In this volume. Glaser details the two 

coding procedures in the grounded theory method, "substantive" and 

"theoretical" coding (Glaser. 1978). 

Substantive coding is the first step toward analyzing raw data. 

During this step the goal is to prepare data for ongoing analysis in the 

constant comparative method. The codes themselves are typically 

short words or phrases in the margins of field notes that point to basic 

patterns in the text. Lester and Hadden describe the codes as a type 

of "shorthand" (1981). 

During the substantive coding process, the researcher begins to 

try and make sense of what is often overwhelmingly diverse data. 

According to Glaser and Strauss, the key is to focus on "underlying 

uniformity's." and apply descriptive terms or codes to the patterns 

that present themselves (1967). 

In this study. I gathered the initial batch of data in the form of 

field notes. After I recorded approximately 20 pages of notes. I began 

substantive coding. I began to sketch codes in the margins of the text 

that pointed to patterns or recurring processes. Consequently, at this 



stage I began to give names to the some of the processes I recorded. 

Some of the codes I used were: "down tcdklng," "schmoozing," 

"brushing," and "leveling out." 

Lester and Hadden summarize the goal and necessity of this 

procedure during the early stages of the research: 

This stage of ansilysis entails reading the empirical 
matericds very judiciously and noting in writing 'what is 
happening' or what is being said in each line. At this 
point, the intent of coding is to provide a shorthand that 
reduces the substsintive matter, preparing it for later 
theoretical coding (Hadden & Lester, 1980, p. 15). 

I used the substantive coding procedure exclusively through the first 

six months of the study. After this stage. I moved to the second step, 

theoretical coding. 

At this stage, I began to look at patterns in the data from the 

standpoint of how they were related to one another. I used theoretical 

codes to move the research away from a focus on "what is happening" 

in the data and toward a focus on how those processes are related. 

During this phase I asked, "What is the or a core process to which 

most of the substantive codes appear related?" (Hadden & Lester, 

1980, p. 20). 

Theoretical coding is designed to push the researcher toward a 

new level of abstraction. Consequently, it is during this phase that 

concepts begin to emerge from the data. In other words, by 

theoretical coding, a link is formed between the data, the substantive 

codes, and the emerging conceptual scheme. Theoretical codes 



conceptualize how the substantive codes may relate to each other as 

hypotheses to be integrated into a theory" (Glaser, 1978, p. 72). 

In these terms, theoretical codes draw out the context and 

consequences of the processes described in the data. They are 

theoretical referrcils to the meaning, norms, and power that are 

negotiated through life in an institution. 

The codes I derived include: "pitching," "streaming," 

"reflecting," "struggling," and "absolving." Theoretical codes such as 

these mark the beginning stage of concept formation. I went on to 

elaborate these terms during the concept development and theory 

building stages of the research. 

Concept Development 

In order to transform a group of theoretical codes into a set of 

working concepts, Glaser suggests resesirchers write "memos' (1978). 

For the most part, memo writing means elaborating the theoretical 

codes. Memos help pull together the characteristics and implications 

of the social processes the codes refer to, and at this stage the codes 

become fully elaborated concepts. In essence, memo writing allows 

researchers to explore the richness and detail each concept brings to 

the grounded theory. 

Theoretical memos are the stage of generating theory 
which serves to cormect the data and final analysis 
explicitly by conceptusdly raising the analytic formulation 
of the codes (Glaser, 1978, p. 84). 



In other words, memos "are the theorizing write-up of ideas about 

codes and their relationships" (Glaser, 1978, p. 83). 

I wrote memos for each of the codes I used. Those memos 

established the theoretical relationships between my descriptions of 

everyday life at Cactus and the larger process of creating and 

msiintaining the college as a public institution. 

After I wrote memos for each of the codes, I began to sort and 

integrate them into a logical form. The form that followed serves as a 

conceptual model of the social processes involved in the everyday 

structuring of the college. I explain the details of the model in 

chapter seven. 

Data. Sampling & Analysis 

In this section, I report on some of the decisions I made and 

some of the processes I went through during the research. Step by 

step, I outline the progress I made toward developing a conceptual 

model or grounded theory of social processes at Cactus College. 

My intent is to describe many of the Scimpling and coding 

decisions I made during the research process. Of course, it is not 

possible to explicate the entire process that it takes to generate 

grounded theory. However, the sampling decisions I made affected 

the character of the grounded theory. Therefore, in this section I 

report on the context in which the most important of those decisions 

were made. 



For example, I made several important methodological decisions 

over the course of the research that were based on the amount and 

quality of the data I could bring to the project through various means. 

Due to the size and diversity of the institution, there were limits with 

respect to the comprehensiveness of the portrait I could create. 

Therefore, I had to base decisions about the use of particular research 

methods on an interest in maximizing my time in, and access to. 

Cactus College. I settled on participajit observation, interviews, a 

survey, imobtrusive observation, and content analysis because they 

were the most effective means to generate descriptions of the 

meaning, norms, and power being negotiated at Cactus College. Each 

method provides a slice or a slightly different picture of what life is 

like at Cactus. In addition. Appendix A contciins a chart that outlines 

the time frame and techniques I used over the course of the study. 

Participant Observation 

One of my original goals was to immerse myself in the college 

setting, and so I began this research with participant observation. I 

spent the first four months of the study visiting the two main locations 

in the Cactus College district, the Saguaro and ChoUa Campuses. I 

started taking field notes the very first time I set foot on the Cholla 

campus, and I continued each time I made a visit to either site. 

I visited each site twice a week for during the first four months 

of the study. During this time I had many opportunities to talk with 

staff in the college. I spoke with people in admissions, the library, the 



cafeteria, student services, and social science departments at both 

campuses. 

I had three goals during the initial phase of the research: I 

wanted to record my first impressions of the institution, I hoped to 

familiarizing myself with the physical layout of the campuses, and I 

needed to lay the groundwork for becoming employed at the college. I 

was successful in each regard. I built a good sense of what it is like to 

be a newcomer to Cactus during these outings and conversations. I 

became familiar with the physical layout of the campuses, and I also 

secured my first teaching assignment. I was to begin teaching during 

the second semester of the study. 

All together, this was an important four months. It was during 

this time that I began to build a sense of what it is like to live and 

work at Cactus: I began to understand what everyday practices in the 

institution look and feel like to members of the college community. 

During the first four months of the study, staff in the college 

dealt with me as a student, and that was not a surprise to me. While 

visiting the Saguaro and Cholla campuses, I dressed like a typical 

Cactus student. I wore shorts, sandals, a baseball cap, and a t-shirt. In 

addition, at the onset of the study I was twenty-five years of old. 

Twenty-five is the median age of students enrolled at Cactus. 

However, there were a few cases when I formally presented 

myself as someone interested in teaching at the college, for example, 

when I made an appointment to see a department chair or someone in 

charge of hiring faculty. These few cases aside, during my first four 



montJis at Cactus I was a "student." Having the perspective of a 

student was valuable to the study. I recorded a good number of the 

dealings I had with staff in these terms. I took notes while listening to 

conversations among students in the library, and I even recorded 

examples of bathroom graffiti on one campus. During this time I 

recorded approximately thirty pages of field notes that were, in 

essence, descriptions of the daily life of a student in the college. 

At this point, I was ready to move the participant observation 

study into the classroom. My first assignment was teaching U.S. Social 

Problems at the Saguaro Campus. I also took extensive field notes 

during this semester, and in the notes I tried to focus on the meaning, 

norms, and power of the classroom. I was able to make recordings of 

the social relations among students, and I also noted the relations 

between students and myself. 

However, it was obvious to me as I went back over these notes 

during the coding process, that my voice as a faculty member spoke 

clearly. My interpretations of the norms and power in the classroom 

were written from my perspective as an instructor. This was also a 

valuable perspective to have in the research. 1 thought it important to 

be able to write from this perspective, as instructors hold real sway in 

the structuration process of the classroom. Even so. I knew it was also 

important to broaden the range of perspectives I could use in the 

research. I knew it was important to have the formal experience of 

being a student in a class. Consequently, the next step in the study 

was to formally enroll as a student. 



Selecting a class in which to be a student was a critical decision. 

I was looking for a class where I would expect to find a high level of 

interaction among students. I wanted to be able to talk to students, to 

make associations, even friendships. My original thought on this 

matter was that an art class or a class in a foreign language would 

provide such a setting. As an affirmation of my original thought, a staff 

member at the Saguaro Campus mentioned to me that there was a full-

time faculty person in the art department whom students seemed to 

admire. The instructor taught Ceramics and Basic Design. In my own 

experience, ceramics courses have provided an excellent opportunity 

to get to know fellow students. The close working environment of a 

studio and the shared enthusiasm of making pottery were just what I 

was looking for. It was settled. During the third semester of the study 

I enrolled as a student in an Introduction to Ceramics course. 

During that semester I made lengthy recordings in my journal of 

field notes. In the notes, I described what it was like to be a student 

and I also described the social relations among students in the class. 

From this perspective, I was also able to take a more detached look at 

the role of faculty in structuring social relations among students. 

During the analysis of the notes I took in the ceramics course I 

developed a set of substantive and theoretical codes which pointed 

directly to many of the norms operating in the classroom. 

At this point, I had detailed descriptions of the meaning, norms 

and power negotiated in two classrooms, and I also had descriptions of 

the relations between students and staff. However, I was also finding 
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that it was difficult to build theoretical concepts that describe the 

social processes of an institution as large and diverse as Cactus. Trying 

to grapple with the shear number of students, faculty, and staff at the 

two campuses I studied pushed me toward new forms of data and new 

sampling techniques. 

My sense was that even though the field notes were highly 

descriptive, I had to gain a better sense of the meaning that students 

use in the patterning of these norms. I was curious about the meaning 

students took from their experience in the college, and I was also 

curious about the meaning they gave to the institution. To address the 

issue of meaning, I conducted em open ended student survey. 

Student Survey 

I chose to conduct a survey because this method allowed me to 

reach the most number of students from a wide range of areas in the 

college. Since, up to this point, I only had data on students in art and 

the social sciences, with a survey I had an opportunity to sample 

students from a wide variety of disciplines. 

In the interest of broadening my understanding of the meaning 

students give to and take from the institution, 1 used curricular 

criteria to select classes to survey. I distributed surveys to three 

classes in academic areas, three in white collar occupationsil fields, 

and three in traditionally blue collar occupational fields. In the 

academic area I surveyed two Introduction to Sociology courses, and 

one Social Psychology course in the psychology department at the 
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Cholla Campus. In the white collar occupational area, I distributed 

surveys in two sections of Business English, and one section of third 

semester Typing. In the blue collar occupational area, I surveyed 

three classes in the construction department, two sections of 

Construction Drafting and one section of Electrical Drafting in 

Construction. 

I worked with the instructors of these courses on distributing 

and collecting the surveys. In the academic areas, the instructors gave 

the students time in class to answer the questions. In the white and 

blue collar occupational areas, the instructors did not have the extra 

time in class. These instructors distributed the survey on a Monday or 

Tuesday and they accepted them back from students during the 

remainder of the week. In all the cases the survey was optional. 

Students were not required to complete the survey as part of their 

course work. 

I distributed more than 225 of these, and I received back 110 

completed surveys, a 49% return rate. I received 47 (42%) surveys 

from students in academic areas, 36 (33%) from white collar, and 27 

(25%) from blue collar occupational areas. 

I asked students to respond to four questions on the survey 

instrument. The questions were spaced evenly across a single page so 

there was ample room to make comments. Specifically, I asked 

students the following: 

a.) What were some of the reasons or things you thought 
about when you decided to enroll at Cactus? 



b.) What made Cactus seem like a good choice for you? 

c.) Briefly describe how your role as a student is 
influencing your life. 

d.) Please describe what you consider the role of the 
community college to be in society. 

I also asked students for their names and phone numbers. I explained 

to students in the survey's disclaimer (see appendix B) that I would 

contact them by phone if I had questions about any of the comments 

they made or if I needed to clarify something they had written. 

As I coded the surveys, it was interesting to find that there were 

clear underlying uniformity's. There were obvious patterns in the data 

that swept across the different categories I used to generate a sample. 

Consequently, the codes I derived from the survey data further 

grounded and very much improved the level of understanding I had 

developed through participant observation. At this point in the 

research, I was beginning to feel comfortable with the data I had from 

students. Even so, I did contact several students by phone in the later 

stages of the research to clarify points they made on the survey. 

In addition, during the final semester of the research I 

conducted twelve face to face interviews with students enrolled in a 

section of Introduction to Sociology that I taught at the Cholla Campus. 

We met at a neutral location on campus, and we discussed the 

concepts I had derived from the participant observation and survey 

data. The students were comfortable with me and we talked candidly 

about the relations between and among students and staff" in the 
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college. The interviews with students were an additional step toward 

ensuring that the information 1 gathered was both credible and 

applicable in describing the character of social relations in the college. 

At this point in the resesirch, I had built a good sense of what it 

is like to be a student at Cactus. The next logical step was to build the 

same kind of sense for faculty. 

Interviews with Faculty 

The information I gathered from faculty was especially vital to 

the case study. As educators, faculty hold the highest potential for 

ensuring a positive role for the community college in a participatory or 

"responsive" democracy (Etzioni, 1994). For example, in a research 

project where he conducted a series of interviews with community 

college faculty. Earl Seidmein noted that "understanding the 

experience of the community college faculty member is central to 

understanding the complexities of community college education in 

this country" (Seidman, 1985, p. 14). 

For the next step in the research process, I thought it best to 

follow Seidman's lead and hold face to face discussions with faculty. I 

wanted to be able to ask them personally about the practices they are 

involved in each day at the college. The interview method allowed me 

to speak with instructors from a wide range of disciplines, in a setting 

that was conducive to focused and in-depth discussions of topics I 

needed to explore. 



In order to generate a sample of faculty from a wide variety of 

disciplines. I coordinated with the adjunct faculty offices at both the 

Cholla eind Saguaro campuses. These two offices provided me with a 

randomly generated list of faculty phone numbers I could use to solicit 

interviewees. 

The sample of instructors I interviewed is representatively 

proportioned among part-time and full-time faculty, at a ratio of 4:1. 

However, in holding to the theoretical sampling procedure outlined by 

Glaser & Strauss, I interviewed faculty in this design until consistent 

patterns emerged in my coding of the data. At the point where I had 

identified consistent patterns in the data I had conducted a total of 

eighteen interviews; I interviewed thirteen adjunct and five full-time 

faculty members. 

To ensure that the character of the interviews was that of a 

discussion. I conducted them in a purely informal style. I conducted 

the interviews on campus, in the most convenient locations agreed to 

by faculty. Most often we found a spot in the Campus Center— a table 

and chairs in a quiet area. I used this style and location to capture 

faculty's thoughts and feelings on their own terms. 

For example, during the interviews I explained to faculty that my 

role was just to present topics. After I presented a topic, I simply 

allowed the instructors to pursue their own thoughts. However, I did 

keep a list of topics with me to make sure the process flowed evenly 

from one subject to the next. The topics were derived in part from 
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my experience in the field and in part from suggestions in Ira Shor's 

Empowering Education (Shor, 1992, p. 17). 

The list of topics provided me the means to reach two ends. 

First, the data I gathered during these interviews broadened the sense 

of meaning, norms, and power I had built during previous stages of the 

research. Second, the topics were designed to generate suggestions 

about how the practice of education in the community college might 

be improved: the topics dealt with issues of concern for a democratic 

institution. 

In short, this set of interviews allowed me to describe what 

works in community college education from the standpoint of people 

who do the work. The topics were as follows: 

Participation: Are there strategies you have used to 
encourage participation in the classroom? 

Dialogue: Do you rely on any strategies for promoting 
student dialogue in class? 

Critical thinking: How can teaching help students become 
critical thinkers? 

Research: Do your students become involved in their own 
original research? Have you had success in fostering 
student involvement in research projects? 

Strong use of language: What can faculty do to help 
students become strong users of language? 

Problem posing: Have you tried, had success, or met with 
resistance in using a problem posing approach to 
education? 

Concern with public life: What kind of education will 
foster a concern with public life? 
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Power: Could you share your thoughts on how power 
would ideally be distributed in the community college 
classroom? What are the implications therein for 
democracy? for community? or activism? 

By allowing faculty to generate descriptive responses to these topics. I 

built a much better sense of the meaning, norms, and power that are 

negotiated in classrooms at Cactus. In addition, credible and useful 

suggestions emerged. The interviews broadened the data base for the 

study, and they also generated practical suggestions for teaching. 

As I coded the transcribed interviews, the dominant theme 

came to be one of struggle. On a Vciriety of levels, these faculty were 

engaged in a struggle for democratic social relations in the classroom. 

That was clear to me in the data. So clear, that struggle is one of 

concepts 1 use to describe the social relations among certain of the 

faculty and students in the college. Consequently, the next step in the 

process of theoretical sampling was to gather data on that struggle. I 

needed to be able to document the patterns that are negotiated in a 

variety of classrooms at Cactus. I needed to go beyond my own 

participant observation. 

The first step I took toward these ends was to gather a sample of 

the college's current course syllabi. My original notion was that as an 

official docimient containing course objectives, assignments, and 

grading policies, the syllabi would provide a sense of the expectations 

faculty have for students and the criteria they have for the meeting of 

those expectations. That may have been so, however, the syllabi did 

not afford me an accurate view of the social process that take place in 
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classrooms. I took a sample of 75 course syllabi from across 

disciplines, sind in the substantive coding stage I found that these data 

did not reflect the kinds of processes faculty had described to me 

during interviews. Consequently. I determined that I had to see these 

processes myself in order to record and use them as data. My next 

step was to spend some time in classrooms at the college. 

Unobtrusive Classroom Observations 

The unobtrusive observation method adlowed me to directly 

examine the processes that the faculty had been describing to me 

during our conversations. While spending time observing select 

classrooms, 1 could confirm, disavow, or expand upon the codes I 

developed during the analysis of the data I gathered during interviews 

and participant observation. The unobtrusive observation method 

served as a crucial link eind a logical next step in the theoretical 

sampling procedure. 

After I made the decision to conduct a series of classroom 

observations, the next decision I faced was which classrooms to 

observe? I went back to the GTM procedures. Ideally, with this 

approach sampling decisions should be informed by the data or by the 

arena itself. Somehow, 1 wanted to use the institution's values to 

select sites to observe. So, I began a little detective work. I found out 

that each year the ChoUa campus presents two faculty with an 

Excellence in Teaching Award. 
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Instructors are nominated throughout the year by other faculty, 

students, or staff. The nominations are accepted at any time in the 

Instructional Support Office. The Director of Instructional Support 

gathers them over the course of the year, and in the spring she 

convenes all of the previous award wirmers to review the nominations. 

At an agreed time, the former award winners assemble to review the 

nominee's most recent teacher/course evaluations. Two new award 

winners are selected each year during this process. 

The GTM procedures are designed to make the most of 

opportunities such as these. In effect, I used the nomination and 

selection process as a sampling procedure. By sampling from a list of 

award winners, I was able to use institutional processes to point out 

what is considered valuable tn education at Cactus. The award wirming 

faculty are educators that students and personnel value and appreciate. 

First, I obtained a list of the award wirming faculty for the last 

ten years. Fortunately, many of the award winners continued to teach 

at the college. That meant I had some discretion as to which 

disciplines I would observe. With such an opportunity, I chose to 

sample along the same lines I had drawn for the student survey. I 

sampled in academic, white collar, and traditionally blue collar areas. 

I observed the classrooms of award winning faculty in political science, 

history, speech communication, and welding. 

I spent one week in the classroom of an award wirming faculty 

person in each discipline. During these four weeks I took extensive 

field notes, and I was able to record the basic processes students and 
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facully used to pattern their relations with one another. During the 

observations. I gathered a useful set of data on the social relations 

between and among students and faculty. 

After coding the field notes I took during my observations, I was 

comfortable with the data on students, faculty, sind staff. The data I 

gathered during participant observation, the survey, interviews, and 

classroom observations had 5rielded a comprehensive set of codes, and 

I was working on writing memos. I was building what was to become a 

grounded theory. However, as a result of the timing of this study I was 

afforded an additional opportunity to gather valuable data. 

Every five years. Cactus College evaluates and rewrites its 

mission statement. The second year of this study fell on the fifth year 

of the mission cycle. Consequently. I was able to participate in and 

observe some of the proceedings the college held to gather 

information about what the goals, values, role, and purpose of the 

college ought to be. I used these proceedings to verify the concepts 

that had emerged thus far and to put the finishing touches on the 

model of social processes that was already beginning to taJce shape. 

Values Forums 

Because invitations to the forums were open, and because they 

were widely attended by both students and personnel, the decision to 

include these data in my analysis was less difficult than any of the 

considerations I had made up to this point. The Values Forums were a 



real opportunity to capture a broad slice or wide view of the meaning, 

norms, and power negotiated each day at Cactus College. 

The forums were designed to generate ideas about what 

members of the college community value in education. They were 

designed as a method of gathering information from students and 

personnel about the values they would like to see reflected in the 

college's new mission statement. A Values Forum was held at each of 

Cactus College's campuses including the District Central Office, and I 

was a participant and observer at the Saguaro and Cholla campuses. 

The Cholla Campus' forum was attended by 5 administrators. 33 

faculty, 42 staff and 11 students. Such information was not available 

on the attendees at the Saguaro Campus' Values Forum, however, my 

best estimate as a member of the group is that the Saguaro Campus' 

forum was attended by a similar proportion of administrators, faculty, 

staff, and students. 

During the forums the crowd was broken up into small groups, 

each of which had a pre-assigned facilitator and recorder. During the 

first exercise facilitators presented four questions to the groups. 

These were: 

a.) What are the most significant changes that we face as 
a society today? 

b.) What are the changes in the role of the college in 
relation to its stakeholders, and how will those 
relations evolve? 

c.) How do you see the relationship between students, 
faculty, and learning evolving? 
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d.) How will student support and development evolve to 
complement the values identified? 

Each of the small groups addressed the questions one at a time. 

While each member of the group spoke, the recorder used a flip chart 

to summarize the comments. After approximately forty minutes of 

discussion, the large group reconvened. At this time, one 

representative from each small group took the podium and 

summarized the statement of values put forth during the exercise. 

The flip charts were saved by the administration. It was 

mentioned during the meetings that the information on the charts was 

going to be "compiled and used as data." The data would be used to 

inform the process that administrators went through to write the 

college's new mission statement. 

I audio taped and transcribed the portion of the meetings where 

a representative from each small group summarized his or her group's 

thoughts. These transcriptions turned out to be a valuable source of 

data. During the forums, members of the college community spoke 

candidly about their perception of the college's role in the lives of its 

members, the community, and society. 

In addition to the Values Forums, the college administration 

held a second type of proceeding called a "Charrette." The Charrette 

was used as a final step toward assessing the college's values. A 

Charrette is a meeting that signgds a final step toward a goal. 

This proceeding was not open to the public. The meeting was 

held by invitation only. The college administration chose 100 people 
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from the college and the community to be part of the assembly. All 

told, 26 members of the community, 21 faculty members, 19 stciff, 10 

administrators, and 6 students were present for the Charrette 

process. Despite consistent efforts on my part, and the fact that there 

were eighteen empty seats in the chamber hall, I was not permitted to 

attend this event. 

However, I was able to video tape and transcribe a public 

interview with the chancellor of the college conducted shortly sifter 

the Charrette proceeding. In the interview, the Chancellor 

summarized the information and values presented during the forums 

and the Charrette process. 

Public Interview with the Chancellor 

The interview was conducted by Sandy Bryce, a representative 

from Edge City's public relations department, and it was aired on a 

Sunday morning over the local television station. The station provided 

me with a video tape of the interview, and I made a duplicate audio 

tape of the production. I used the audio tape to make a written 

transcription that could be coded as data. 

During the interview, Bryce asks the Chancellor to recount the 

proceedings the college underwent while assessing its own values. 

The Chancellor's response included a discussion of both the Charrette 

and the Values Forums. Bryce also asked the Chancellor to describe 

the role of the college in the community, and she asked him to talk 

about the changing character of higher education. 
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Because the interview was designed for public consumption, I 

believe that it serves as a strong public statement of the college's 

social role and purpose. 1 chose to include this data in the report for 

that very reason. As a public statement of the college's role in the 

community, the interview data both confirmed and enriched the 

model of social process that had been building throughout the 

research. The Chancellor's comments provide sin excellent sense of 

the kind of meaning that shapes norms and justifies power in the 

college. Furthermore, the remcirks point to a set of fundamental 

beliefs that under gird the practices I had been describing from the 

very onset of the project. Excerpts from the interview are the final 

piece of data I present. 

Final Note on Methods 

In this study, I used the procedures of the grounded theory 

method to organize sampling procedures and to conduct a detailed 

content analysis of a diverse set of data. With this approach, "the 

meaning of a message is assumed to be reflected in various modes of 

information exchange, format, rhythm and style, e.g., aural and visual 

style, as well as in the context of the report itself, and other nuances" 

(Altheide, 1987, p. 68). In this report I uncover some of the meaning, 

norms, and indications of power embedded in messages I received in 

the form of lived experience (my field notes), an open ended survey, 

and the audio recordings of interviews and meetings. Lois Weis, a well 

respected author of work on the social processes of community 
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colleges, notes that "qualitatively based content analysis in which the 

mecinings embedded within such materials are uncovered offer great 

potential for our understanding of both the school and subsequent 

Interactions within the school" (1995, p. 159). 

In the next chapter, I begin to describe my initial experience as 

a newcomer to Cactus. I offer excerpts from my journal of field notes 

that describe my experience as a teacher and student at Cactus, and 1 

also offer the results of a student survey. These data, along with the 

subsequent analysis, begin to uncover some of the basic social 

processes of Cactus College: the interactions within the school, and 

the meanings, norms, Eind power negotiated through those 

interactions. 
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In this chapter, I describe my experience as student at Cactus 

College. To describe the socisil processes that students both encounter 

and enact, I use data gathered through participant observation and a 

student survey. 

First, 1 share excerpts from my journal of field notes. 1 took notes 

on my experience teaching, my experience as a student, and my 

experience making routine visits to the college. Second, I present written 

responses students made to an open ended survey. In the survey, I 

asked students to describe the meaning the college has in their lives, and 

I also asked them to describe the meaning they hold for the college as a 

public institution. 

As I present data in this chapter, there are several points where I 

offer interpretations from the perspective of structuration theory. I used 

the assumptions of structuration theory to help identify and interpret 

some of the basic social processes students enact and observe. The 

structuration framework helped me form links between the raw data and 

the theoretical concepts I derived during the analysis. 

Participant Observation 

During the two years I spent conducting research, I had many 

opportunities to speak with and interact among students. At times I 

spoke to students as an instructor. At other times 1 spoke with them 
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specifically as a researcher, and in some cases I spoke with students as a 

peer. In addition, there were also times that I spoke with the faculty sind 

staff of the college as a student myself. Since I had access to such a wide 

variety of roles and settings, this was a valuable opportunity to record 

and interpret students' beliefs and practices. Participant observation 

sind the survey method were the most effective means by which I could 

gather data on those beliefs and practices, and those data served well 

when it came to developing descriptive concepts. 

I derived three major concepts from the data I gathered on 

students. The concepts pitching, streaming, and reflecting describe basic 

social patterns in the institution. Pitching is a pattern that describes the 

social relations students have with college personnel, it is a concept that 

emerged during my initial participant observation. By contrast, 

streaming and reflecting refer to social processes in the classroom. 

During the participant observation phase of the research, I gathered data 

that eventually led to the development of each concept. However, the 

first concept to emerge was pitching. I made note of this process during 

the analysis of the first batch of data I gathered at Cactus. 

Entering the Arena: 

The first few excerpts from my journal of field notes describe the 

experiences I had during my initisd visits to the college. From the onset, I 

was focused on documenting the character of my experience as a 

newcomer to the institution. I wanted to record the patterns students 

and staff rely on to define their relations with one another. Therefore. I 



tried to record the tenor or overall feel of the conversations I had with 

college personnel. I visited the college approximately twice a week 

through the first four months of the study, and these excerpts are the 

most exemplary passages firom my journal of field notes. 

Sept. 15. 1994 

My first experience at Cactus college. I went into the Cholla 

Campus Center to gather some application materials, get a 

map of the campus, and familiarize myself with classrooms, 

offices, the library, cafeteria, etc.. Everyone I talked to was 

open and friendly. Extremely friendly. I would even say, 

suspiciously friendly. 

The first thing I noticed inside the Caunpus Center was an 

information desk. I approached the desk and asked the 

person working there for application materials, a map, and a 

course catalogue. The person at the desk greeted me and 

sprang to action. He immediately had the forms in my hand 

along with a pen. In what seemed like the same motion, he 

pointed me to a desk where I could sit and fill out the forms. 

Meanwhile, he checked to see if there was an academic 

counselor available for me to meet with. Wow. I really just 

wanted to gather some of these things to look at. I explained 

that I was just curious and not considering eru*ollment right 

here on the spot. He nodded as if he understood. 



Even so, I had not gotten a copy of the course catalogue yet, 

I tried to put it too him more plainly. "Do you just have a 

catalogue or a list of the courses available," I asked. He said, 

"Oh sure, here you go. This is what you need. This is the 

'wish book' for all the things you can be when you grow up." 

November 17. 1994 

I'm starting to notice a real pattern. People are very 

deliberate with one another here: purposefully deliberate. 

Speech is drawn out, cind people openly linger on words and 

phrases to make sure there is a thorough exchange of 

meaning at all times. I've noticed a clear example of this 

when I called the social science office at the Saguaro 

Campus. You get, "good af-ter-noon.... hu-man sci-en-ces" 

each syllable over exaggerated to ensure a clear message. 

November 19. 1994 

Today I brought my resume to the ChoUa campus. I planned 

to leave it with the person in charge of hiring part time 

faculty. I got a couple leads on who that person was and 

after a short search I found her. As it turned out, she used 

to be the person in charge of hiring part time faculty. Now 

she has new responsibilities. 
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She explciined that the new person in charge wouldn't be 

back until next week, so we decided the best thing to do was 

to leave my resume with the building secretary. Faculty stop 

by the main desk each day, so the staff would be sure to see 

the information got to the right person. 

As we talked through the decision there was an intriguing 

exchange between myself, the former department head, and 

the receptionist. I felt like each of us were speaking as 

deliberately as we possibly could without feeling like 

children. "O.K. I'll put it R-I-G-H-T H-E-R-E." "O.K. I 

think that will be J-U-S-T F-I-N-E, etc..." Even though I 

was a potential faculty person, the secretary was not aware 

of that, and her interpretation of the scene forced each of us 

to adopt the child-like gestures. 

I originally called the pattern of interaction described here, 

"leveling out language." What I was experiencing is a norm or pattern 

that is extremely common in dealings between students and Cactus 

personnel. The pattern is marked by slow, deliberate, and amiable 

speech. People exaggerate the pronunciation of words, and they 

exaggerate their tone of voice. Staff even seemed to exaggerate their 

facial expressions in conversations with me. 

My original thought was, "These people must think students are 

idiots." I could not believe it. I was often amused at the degree to which 



people woiild level out their language when they talked to me. I actually 

started to look forward to it, leveling out was enjoyable. Going to campus 

meant that I would be treated like a child, and it also meant that I could 

act like a child because that is what people expected. It is even what the 

situation demanded in certain cases. 

However, after I spent several months living and working in the 

institution, it became clear to me that staff were not necessarily 

assuming that students were stupid. That assimiption may have been 

part of what was driving this norm or shaping this pattern, but, as time 

went on I discovered that the meaning and norms were more specific and 

more complicated. 

The key to understanding this pattern came in lengthy 

conversations with administrators and staff. Talking with people in the 

college it was continually presented to me that students are thought of 

aind treated as consumers or "customers." In this sense, the relations 

that college employees have with students in the institution are the same 

as those that sales people have with customers or clients. 

At the same time, I found that students make similar assumptions. 

Although I foimd that they aure less likely to articulate the point, students 

also assume they are customers, there to be served. Over the duration of 

the study, I found this model of interaction to be generally well accepted 

by students, staff, and administrators alike. Each group seemed to rely 

heavily on a market or professional service model to pattern their 

relations with each other. 
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The reliance on a market model to pattern relations in public 

schools has been found elsewhere. In an important case study of 

secondary educational institutions, Powell, Farrar and Cohen suggest 

that the American high school is analogous to a shopping mall (1985). 

The characterization of the college as a shopping mall comes close 

to describing the social relations I found at Cactus. However, there is 

one important difference. At Cactus, personnel are more apt to think of 

the college as a department store chain with different locations. For 

example, even though the college is made up of five distinct campuses, 

there is a strong effort to conceive of the college as a single community. 

Faculty and staff often remind each other that "we're all part of the same 

family," or that "we're all about the same thing here, making students 

successful." 

1 found that the "college as a department store" metaphor provides 

the foundation of meaning in the institution. The social relations I 

witnessed in the librsiry, cafeteria, admissions office, counseling center, 

and social science departments on both csimpuses look and feel quite a 

bit like those in a department store. In particular, the relations look and 

feel like those one would expect to see in a department store serving a 

group of customers who occupy the middle range of soci-economic 

status. Sears Roebuck or J.C. Penney's for example. 

Throughout the course of the study. I foimd that the retail or 

professional service model provides the meaning that shapes beliefs and 

guides practices at Cactus. People in the college associate with each 

other on these terms. Consequently, I call the first concept that emerged 



from my experience in this regard— pitching. Rtching is a concept that 

grew out of my original observation of staff "leveling out" their language. 

Through their words, expressions, and actions college personnel are 

pitching the college experience to students as a salable item. 

In these terms, students are "paying customers," people who need 

to be coddled, cared for, and generally deedt with in such a way that they 

are always satisfied. Through careful language and gesture, college 

employees are working to secure that level of satisfaction. To put it 

plainly, the experience looks and feels quite a bit like what you would 

expect in relations between employees and customers in a department 

store like Sesirs Roebuck. For example, recall the information booth 

clerk's comment on my first day at the college. The clerk described the 

college catalogue as a "wish book." Wish Book is the title of the mail 

order catalogue that the Sears Roebuck Company distributes to 

customers just before the holiday season, and it is through this type of 

subtle, everyday occurrence that college personnel structure the 

institution as a part of a service economy. 

Given the prominence of the department store metaphor, it is 

important to consider the power that is negotiated through the process of 

structuring the college along these lines. In comparing high schools to 

shopping malls, Powell. Farrar and Cohen note: 

Both types of institutions are profoundly consumer oriented. 
Both try to hold customers by offering something for 
everyone. Individual stores or departments eind salespeople 
or teachers, try their best to attract customers by 
advertisements of various sorts, yet in the end the customer 
has the final word (Powell, Farrar & Cohen, 1985, p. 12). 



Although these authors' comments are loosely acceptable in describing 

the character of social relations at Cactus, from the structuration 

perspective, it is necessary to take the level of analysis one step further. 

In particular, it is worthwhile to take a look at what it means to have the 

"final word." 

It is unquestionable that college personnel view themselves as 

ministering to students' needs. However, being served is a passive 

process (Chomslty. 1996). I would ask, "How much power do consumers 

have when it comes to major corporate decision making processes?" The 

simple answer is that customers have no direct involvement in shaping 

the social, moral, or economic character of corporations. Similarly, the 

only power that students or "customers" can exercise in this set of 

relations is negotiated through "market research." Savvy producers or 

"service providers" stay abreast of the market. They have a sense of what 

products and services will keep customers satisfied, but the actual 

govemsince and decision making is reserved for a small group of social 

and economic elites. In the case of corporations, those would be C.E.O.'s 

and their staffs. In the case of the college, this responsibility lies with 

the Chaincellor and a small number of top level administrators. 

This arrangement does not bode very well for the structuring of a 

democratic institution, at least not in the sense that Dewey or Shor have 

in mind when they speak of "a community of shared power, where all 

members have a chance to express ideas, to frame purposes" (Shor, 

1987; p. 7). As long as students' only power is to provide administrators 

with data in "meirket research," they are passive recipients of services. 
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At the SaguEiro Campus. I ran across a sharp reminder of the 

powerlessness that students have in this set of relations. I discovered a 

message that speaks to the level of awareness students have about the 

overall structure of the institution. 

January 10. 1995 

My first day of class. I rode my bicycle to the Saguaro 

Campus. When I arrived, the first thing I did was make my 

way to the restroom to chcinge out of my cycling clothes. 

When I found the restroom, 1 stepped into a large handicap 

equipped stall, and closed the curtain behind me. Right 

away, I noticed a large message scrawled on the inside. In 

big black indelible marker there was: 

This is your college education!!! 

smoke big sticky buds 

I believe this statement demonstrates a level of knowledge students 

have with respect to the market model being used to pattern social 

relations at Cactus. Furthermore, from the structiiration perspective it 

can also be shown that these remarks point to a level of understanding 

students have with respect to the outspoken mission of the community 

college. 

First, the plain irony of the vandalism demonstrates the sensitivity 

students have to the "marketing" of the institution. The initial 
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statement, "This is your college education!" invokes the language of 

counselors, staff, even instructors in the college. In talking with 

personnel there is an overwhelming emphasis on the value of the Cactus 

College experience. Again, there is the constant pitch. And yet, as this 

student is aware, in the market values are empty. Vcdues are open to 

change with the tide of consumer demand, even with the seasons. 

Ultimately, department store values are phony. 

In the vandal's second remark that phoniness is laid bare. Here 

the author suggests that there is something false about the value of the 

college experience. In fact, he suggests that the experience warrants the 

procurement and consumption of really good, high quality and potent 

marijuana. The vandal's remarks make it clear that students are 

sensitive to the fact that the institution is in effect, designed for them. 

But at the same time, there is also recognition that the design or mission 

is contrived. It is fhiitless. In this case, the coUege experience is the 

subject of mockery. This is a powerful message in a place as unlikely as 

a restroom, and as I write tliis today I know it continues to hang on the 

curtain. 

As I stepped out of the restroom and into the classroom for the 

first time, new levels of meaning, norms, and power became obvious to 

me. I was surprised to find that the market model was still very much 

prevalent, even in the classroom. However, there were new patterns that 

appeared as I experienced the depth and prevalence of the market model. 

In the next several excerpts I describe some of the regular patterns I 

noticed during my first semester as an instructor. In what foUows, I 



describe the experience I had teaching U.S. Social Problems at the 

Saguaro Campus. 
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The U.S. Social Problems Classroom 

Since I was new to Cactus and new to the community college I was 

very much discovering social processes in the classroom. During this 

semester my eyes were opening to a whole new varieties of experience. 

Therefore, as a strategy, I tried to focus primarily on the patterns 

students relied on to shape their relations with me as an instructor. 

However, I was also able to focus on the social relations students had 

with one another in the class. 

The students were a diverse group. There were slightly more men 

than women, and they came from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds. 

They were also enrolled in a wide range of majors or certificate programs. 

These ranged from nursing and criminal justice, aU the way to computer 

science and landscape technology. In the following field notes, I describe 

some of the patterns I noticed over the course of the semester. 
t 

January 12. 1995 

We had a debate in class today about a newspaper article I 

read recently. The article described the events surrounding 

a vehicular accident. As a result of the accident one motorist 

lost his life. As it turns out, the victim wasn't wearing a seat 

belt. My point was that the author of the newspaper article 

made the assumption that the consequence of the accident 



were the victim's own private trouble. We debated the 

accident as a private trouble or public issue. During the 

discussion, it was clear to me that students were classifying 

themselves according to the amount of participation each 

person was contributing, all the way from those who were 

silent and wouldn't speeik if they were called on, to those 

who couldn't have the floor enough. Some of the students 

made facial expressions like they really had something 

important to add but the timing isn't right suid they end up 

silenced. The students are already building a sense of who 

they can rely on during those uncomfortable moments after I 

have put a question or comment to the group. 

Something else of interest today— THEY STOLE THE SIGN 

UP SHEET FOR CURRENT EVENTS. 

Current events are short, informal presentations that each 

person has to make at some point during the semester. 

During the presentation, students explain the event and offer 

a sociological explanation or interpretation. The sign up 

sheet was a list of dates where people could chose when 

they would present their topics. At one point I saw the 

sheet, it had reached its final destination, back up on the 

front desk near my backpack. However, it vanished in the 

milieu after class. It would seem as if I had been sabotaged. 



January 24. 1995 

Oddly enough, when I checked my msiilbox before class tJils 

morning, there sat the original current event sign up sheet. 

Evidently there was enough of a tone in my voice when I 

mentioned it was 'lost,' someone must have felt guilty and 

turned it in. 

As I walked into class with the newly returned sign up sheet, 

I was struck right away with a dilemma. The names and 

dates on the original list did not coincide with the names and 

dates on a new list I had them sign during the previous 

class. My first inclination was to put the decision of which 

schedule to follow to the group. I wanted to hold a vote, I 

did hold a vote. Only it didn't go very well. The class was 

evenly split on which schedule we should abide by. 

As I paused to deliberate the issue in my mind, we heard 

from several of the students on what course we should 

follow. Students began to chime in one after the other, 

overlapping, building to a crescendo "...That new list won't 

work now," "What's the matter with the old list?" "I work you 

know..." Finally, a male student in the comer raised his 

voice above the others and directed a comment to me. In a 

serious tone he said, "I think you are going to have to just 

make a decision on this." That's what I did. I drew up a new 
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list that approximated the originsd schedule, with a few 

exceptions. So much for democracy. I made the list into an 

overhead, and presented it to the class during the next 

meeting. 

In these notes, there are two main points to be made with respect 

to the process of structuration; the pattern of relying on certain class 

members for participation, and the students' use of a subversive strategy 

to avoid participating in the current event project. 

First, let me say that I have never been involved in a class where 

there was not disparity in the amount of participation you could expect 

from students. Students vary in the amoimt of willingness they have to 

share their thoughts. However, in describing the process of structuration 

in the classroom, it is important to note the level of knowledge that 

students held about such matters. In short, they knew the drill. As I 

began to ask questions or pose problems to the group, a large niunber of 

the students immediately began strategies to avoid seeming like they had 

something to contribute. Others were obviously interested, and yet they 

did not engage in the conversation. Finally, a very small number of 

students actually presented ideas. In each case, students demonstrate 

that they are knowledgeable agents standing in an "indeterminate 

relationship" to the social structure of the class (Rhoades & Slaughter. 

1991). They were familiar with the norms, they new what their options 

were, and they patterned their actions accordingly. 



I call tlie second and somewhat similar issue, "the mystery of the 

missing current events sign up sheet." While I was explaining the 

current events procedure, I noticed 3 or 4 of the students were rolling 

their eyes. This was not something they looked forward to. My 

explanation of the activity did not sit well, and by normal standards there 

was no way aroimd it. I held the power to make decisions about what 

kinds of assignments and activities constitute a successful grade in the 

course. However, at least one of the students chose to undermine the 

obvious power structure by stealing the sign up sheet. Without open 

confrontation, the student(s) made it clear they were not interested in 

current events. 

This is a good example of the knowledge students have about the 

power structure of a classroom, and it also demonstrates their ability to 

act as agents in securing their own interests, even if temporarily. This is 

the process of structuration at work. Students were using what they 

know about those processes to move quietly through the college 

experience. Despite what it meant for their overall course grade, by the 

end of the semester five of the 18 students who remained had not done 

the current events project. 

The process of minimizing the amount of participation and effort 

that a class requires is something I came to refer to as streaming. 

Streaming is the second concept I derived from the data. In the natural 

world, streams flow along a path of least resistance. To a large degree, 

students in my class were doing the educational equivalent. They were 

doing what they could to move through the course as quietly and 
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painlessly as possible. As a norm or pattern, the streaming process 

presents itself as students observe and enact strategies for minimizing 

their participation in class. 

Streaming was an obvious pattern in the data I gathered at Cactus, 

however, it is important to note the degree to which streaming differs 

from the process of "resistance" that Howard London described in his 

1978 case study. For example, London suggests that at City College 

students "became engaged in a symbolic crusade whereby they could 

defend their honor by assatdting that of their teachers" (1978, p. 76). 

During my experience at Cactus College 1 saw no signs of open conflict 

between students and personnel. 

The difference between the resistance observed by London and the 

process of streaming I observed at Cactus is important From the 

structuration perspective, the process of streaming must be viewed as an 

act of agency. Although less obvious than in cases where there is 

noticeable resistance, by either following or creating a path of minimal 

resistance, students at Cactus College demonstrate their understanding 

of the meaning, norms and power of the classroom. In particular. Cactus 

students rely on their understanding of the institution as a "department 

store." They rely on this metaphor to pattern their actions in the 

institution, and the metaphor prevents open conflict. From this 

standpoint teachers are thought of as professional servants, and 

therefore they are not treated as a group to oppose. 

Even so, on a variety of levels the process of streaming made it 

difficult to manage a democratic set of norms and practices in the 



classroom. In tJie next excerpt, I find that some of the students' 

resistance is broken down in small group settings, while the basic 

opposition to participation and interaction with each other remains. 

January 26. 1995 

Big day today. We had the first "in class" writing 

assignment. I asked students to respond to a written 

question that had them debate the private troubles versus 

public issues point. 

Afterwards, students got into groups of about 4-5 and I 

asked them to exchange their papers. I asked them to make 

three comments and come up with three questions they 

could ask the author about the short piece they had written. 

The class was buzzing with discussion afterward. My best 

sense is that people are beginning to enjoy sharing ideas, 

especially when the ideas are there in black and white. It 

seemed people found it easier to make comments and engage 

one another in discussion if there was a referent, something 

on paper to point to while they talked. 

After I collected the papers, I asked the class what they 

thought of this activity, sharing their work, and having the 

opportimity to respond to someone else's work in the form of 

comments and questions. The first remark was, "This is all 

about different perspectives," (with reference to the overall 
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agenda of the course) "and so yeah. I think it's good." The 

comment was met with several obligatory nods and a few 

notes of approval. However, the moment the soimd of voices 

fell low enough for someone to initiate another statement, a 

student from across the room added, "I don't believe in this. 

I paid to hear expert knowledge. I don't want to hear what 

others think, and I don't want them making comments or 

asking me questions about something I wrote." 

At this point, several weeks into the semester, the structuration 

process is changing slightly. I noticed that in small groups students 

were more likely to engage one another. They even offered positive 

reasons for doing so. However, the most outspoken comment was a 

rejection of the small group format. 

The final comment in the excerpt from my notes suggests a theme 

that has its roots in the basic set of beliefs students, faculty sind staff 

hold about education in the college. The belief is that students paid for a 

service or a product, expert knowledge. In the same way that a 

consumer has rights, certain of the students believed that it was their 

right to be able to consume this knowledge without actively participating 

in class. 

This pattern suggests that the meaning involved in structuring a 

public institution as a department store has serious implications. The 

market metaphor provides a set of beliefs that students hold with them 



in the classroom, and in turn this set of beliefs shapes the character of 

the social processes that unfold during discussions or class activities. 

It was clear to me at this point in the semester that the giving and 

taking involved in the structuring of a democratic classroom is deeply 

affected by the beliefs students hold: about the institution, about 

knowledge, and about the exchange of ideas in a public arena. 

However, there is reason to believe these patterns are not unique to 

Cactus College. In the next two excerpts there is evidence that the beliefs 

students hold about the character of a public forum are reflected in the 

larger national culture, politics, and the mass media. 

February 2. 1995 

Today we watched a short video called "The Business of 

Hunger." The film chronicled the practices of U.S. based 

multi-national corporations in developing nations. In large 

part, the film focused on the role that multi-nationals had in 

the Ethiopian Famine of 1988-1989. The film also described 

the poverty and adverse living conditions of agricultural 

workers in central America and east Asia. 

Afterward, there was a heated debate over the sides that 

were drawn in the film. One student shouted something 

about how "capitalist pigs!" need to be stopped by whatever 

means necessary. By contrast, several other students 

retorted that "foreign governments" are to blame for the 



poverty and sub-standard working conditions depicted in the 

film. "If they were strong enough, they wouldn't let U.S. 

companies in, sind then they wouldn't have a problem!" 

My reaction as I watched cind listened to students was 

twofold: some of the scenes were too graphic and too 

emotional, the scenes seemed to promote a kind of "shut 

down" or denial of the issues, and for other students the 

film may have invoked the familiar pattern of sensationalistic 

attacks and rebuttals that appear on television talk shows. 

Honestly, I felt a little like Donahue, or worse than that, a 

little like Geraldo. 

Even though the discussion afterward was vital, I think it is 

possible that the tenor of the film pre-empted media savvy 

students negatively. The film was interpreted and reacted 

upon in the form of sensationalism. None of the students 

offered a sociological explanation for the events in the film or 

a framework for understanding the narrative. I offered one of 

course, but I think my interpretation paled next to "capitalist 

pigs!" 

February 16. 1995 

Today's current event came from an article in the "National 

Rifleman," the National Rifle Association's monthly 



publication. This posed a real dilemma for me as teacher, 

because I have strong feelings about some of the views that 

are espoused in the magazine. I thought to myself, "I have to 

consider what the student says very seriously." I had to 

leave room for him to say all of the things he wanted to say, 

about the article, the Brady Bill, and the tendency of media 

exposure on these issues to come from the left, politically 

speaking. My strategy was to hold back, give him the floor, 

and then reconfirm what he had said. After that, I simply 

noted the competing side of the issue and some of the 

research that has been used to support both pro and con 

arguments for gun control. 

My politically left tendencies are well known to the class at 

this point, so there was noticeable tension in the group when 

the student announced that the article was from the 

National Rifleman. People wriggled back and forth in their 

seats with uneasy smiles. There was an air of mischievous 

anticipation. They were waiting to see if what the student 

had to say was going to cause an outburst from myself or 

someone else in class. That Geraldo feeling again. 

These two entries provide a case for a third concept. I call it 

reflecting. In the process of reflecting, students use mainstream cultural 

norms to pattern the everyday production of college culture. During this 
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process students use a broad sense of meaning derived from the larger 

national culture, politics, and the mass media to interpret the setting 

and pattern their actions in the classroom. 

In the last two excerpts from my notes, there are strong indications 

that students were using patterns that appear in the larger national 

culture, particularly the mass media, to structure their relations in class. 

For example, in the first excerpt there is little to distinguish between the 

type of sensationsil quarrels that appear on television talk shows and the 

type exchange I noted in my journal. There was no sign of the mutual 

consideration that debate in a public sphere requires. 

At the national level, this pattern has been accounted for by a 

blurring of the lines between what is private and what is public. The 

pattern for social relations that appear in popular cultural forms, such as 

television talk shows, has been shown to both reflect and influence 

patterns of life in our communities. For example, Jean Bethke Elshtain, 

Professor of Social and Political Ethics at the University of Chicago, has 

pointed to the idea that "In our loneliness and boredom, we turn 

intimacy into a commodity that is consumed by millions of strangers." 

(Snell, 1995, p. 67). In so doing, we blur the distinctions between private 

and public life. This blurring has real implications for public 

institutions, classrooms in particular. 

The college classroom is one of the last vestiges of a dying 

American public sphere or public stage. This is one of the last openly 

accessible arenas where citizens can foster a civic identity, a sense of 

themselves as a member of a larger community complete with both rights 
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and responsibilities. And yet. 1 found that in this case it is unclear what 

responsibilities there are, that is, if there are any. The only point of 

clarity seems to be that each person in class has a right to be there. 

Individual rights are clear and defensible, but public responsibilities are 

fuzzy and uncertain. 

In an interview with a reporter for the "Utne Reader." Elshtain 

explains some of the implications of this pattern. The interviewer asks, 

"How does this collapsing of the distinction between the private 

individual and the public citizen affect the democratic process todaj^" 

Elshtain's reply is worth quoting at length. 

In part, it is affected because we lose the notion of what it 
means to have a civic identity— to be a citizen. Everything 
becomes self referential, so that to the extent I support or 
don't support something ~ depending on what's in it for me 
and how I feel about the issue personally- the public sphere 
becomes a stage from which I can make my demands. That, 
or I withdraw from the public sphere altogether because I 
can't see what certain public debates have to do with me 
(Snell, 1995 p. 36). 

Both scenarios described by Elshtain were played out in the experience I 

described in my notes. In class, two patterns developed. Some of the 

students shut down or withdrew all together, and others made 

sensationalistlc personal attacks. 

It would seem Elshtain's concerns are warranted. The process of 

reflecting has a profound influence on the character of the social 

relations that develop in a classroom. Together, the processes of 

streaming and reflecting seriously inhibit the degree to which a 
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classroom can operate as a stage for public discussion, a sphere where 

students can express themselves, grasp other's ideas, and reformulate 

their own. 

The problem of maintaining a public arena for exchange was even 

more evident to me during my experience as a student in a ceramics 

course. As a student. I had a new lease on the meaning, norms, and 

power of the classroom, and it was during this experience that I 

developed a reverence for the plight of the educator as a negotiator of the 

structuration process. I realized the difficulty there is in promoting 

democratic identities and capabilities in class. 

As Alisdair Maclntyre describes, "teachers are the forlorn hope of 

the culture of western modernity... For the mission which contemporary 

teachers are entrusted is both essential and impossible. It is impossible 

because the two major purposes which teachers are required to serve are 

under the conditions of western modernity, mutually incompatible... on 

one hand they are charged with shaping the person so that he or she 

may fit into some social role and function..." and at the same time, to 

teach "persons how to think for themselves, how to acquire independence 

of mind, how to be enlightened" (Maclntyre, 1987, p. 187). 

I have a commitment to the idea that these are not incompatible 

purposes. However, 1 would concede that these are real issues and I 

would suggest that they demand a struggle. Next, I offer a description of 

how that struggle played out in the patterning of social relations in a 

classroom in the art department at Cactus College. 
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The Introduction to Ceramics Classroom 

In the third semester of the study, I enrolled in an Introduction to 

Ceramics course. As a student, I was better able to focus my attention 

on the relations my classmates had with each other. I also found that as 

a student I could focus more clearly on relations that were shaped 

specifically by the instructor. Overall, I found serious implications for 

democratic education in the meaning, norms, and power that were 

patterned in the class. In what follows, I present excerpts from my 

joiimad of field notes that describe some of the social processes I 

participated in and observed. 

September 4. 1995 

I arrived at the ceramics studio a little early on the first day 

of class. I was excited to look around, see the facilities, and 

meet the people who worked there. 

The first thing I did as I walked into the studio was 

introduce myself to the instructor, Don Wenzel. He seemed 

soft spoken and pleasant mannered. I watched his 

enthusiasm show brightly as he spoke with other students. 

He introduced himself to them one by one as they filed in. 

Once the majority of the students were seated around the 

tables in the large studio/classroom. Don began an 

introduction to the course. To start, he welcomed the 



students. Then he passed out a syllabus and some safety 

guidelines for working in the studio. During the time we 

were shuffling the papers, Don began to discuss the class. 

In addition to going over the basics (the materials, policies, 

and grading requirements) Don made several key points on 

ceramics, art, education, and life. 

- He explained in great detail the joy he felt as he laid his 

eyes on the first pot he ever made. He talked about the pride 

of watching his first pot come out of the kiln. He said "That 

feeling has stayed with me for over thirty years. What's 

better is that now I live vicariously through my students. I 

watch their expressions when they pick up their pots." 

- There was a strong appeal to students' vocational lives. 

This came in the form of a plug for another course that Don 

teaches called Architectural Ceramics. The idea, according 

to Don, is not to "end up down at the Street Fair tiying to sell 

mugs to strangers." Rather, by focusing on architectural 

ware, outdoor sculptures, or major interior design projects, 

students have a shot at a "viable career" in ceramics. 

- Don gave the class a sense of his own background. He 

was trained at Art Institute, a prestigious school for the 

visual arts. He has been in ceramics for more than thirty 
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years, either as a teacher or working in his own studio. He 

made the comment that he views his role in terms of 

"passing this wealth of experience on to students." 

- He mentioned that he'll be the "best teacher any of us have 

ever had." This, because he was a horrible student. He said, 

"I made all the mistaJces and learned from them along the 

way." Don mentioned that he can empathize with students 

as they struggle to master basic skills. He said, "I struggled 

with these myself as a young man." Furthermore, he urged 

us not to go to each other for help if we find we are 

struggling. He would rather "show us the right way." "That's 

what I'm here for," he said. 

Overall, the first night of class was impressive. The studio is 

immaculate, and it's huge. Don was highly charismatic. He 

seems to have the character of an "old master," he talks 

quite a bit about events that involve "his students." There 

was a strong sense that you were really about to enter into 

something with this course. 

It was clear from the very onset of the class that Don was excited 

about the field of ceramics. It was also clear that he took his role as sui 

Instructor very seriously. However, there are implications in what he had 

to say for the structuration process that developed over the semester. 
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From the beginning, Don established himself as the single 

authority. He was to be the only source of knowledge in the class. From 

the declaration that he had already make all the mistakes you can make 

in ceramics, to his insistence that he show students the "right way" to 

throw pottery, Don laid claim to being the single legitimate source for 

information. He reinforced this idea at a later point in the course by 

insisting that students not help each other leam to use the potter's 

wheel. He said. That does more harm than good." 

In the interest of promoting democratic social relations, this 

exercise of authority proved to be almost entirely crippling. In class, I 

noticed students were not engaged with one another, in discussion, in 

learning, or otherwise. My journal entries from October Llth serve as a 

demonstration. 

October 11. 1995 

Class is holding steady at about eight students. Although, 

who those students are varies quite a bit. There seems to be 

a pool of about twelve or fifteen students, eight or so of 

whom make it to class each night. 

Tonight I sat at a cluster of three potter's wheels with two 

other students. Bob and Tony. Bob has missed quite a bit of 

class, and he was having a hard time getting the cylinder he 

was throwing to stay on center (if a cylinder moves off center 

it destroys itself as a result of the centrifugal force). He 



asked Tony to give him advice on how to center the pot. 

Tony said, "I don't know. You better ask Don. He's the 

expert." Deferring to Don eased the situation for a few 

moments. 

However. Bob was insistent. He made his question more 

specific. He asked, "Do you hold your index finger straight 

up and down inside the pot to get it to straighten out?" Tony 

replied, "Yeah. I usually do, but I don't know if that's exactly 

right. You better ask Don." 

At this point Tony was becoming annoyed. My sense is that 

a.) he wanted to concentrate on his own work; and b.) he 

didn't want the responsibility of explaining something in a 

way that was either less than or contrary to Don's teaching. 

Bob seemed satisfied by the suggestion. However, not more 

than a couple of minutes went by and he asked, "Do you 

think I should just start over?" Tony looked up with an 

especially unhappy look on his face but before he could 

speak I quickly chimed in "...Here. I think if you work from 

the very base of the pot..." I stepped over and showed him 

with my hands what I meant. Afterward, I also mentioned 

that he should ask for Don's help on throwing in general. 
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We are quite a ways into the semester and I haven't learned 

everyone's name. I've made an effort to talk with people, 

greet them, and I make small talk when I can. Even so, 

when I or anyone else leaves for the night there are no "good

bye's," no "see you next week's," no nothing. 

During this exchange it was clesir that Tony was not interested in 

collaborating with Bob. In class, students did not cooperate while they 

learned new skills, despite working closely together in the studio. There 

was a set of norms that seemed to prohibit students from engaging one 

another even at a minimal level. This pattern was most obvious near the 

end of the night. Students would even forego standard parting 

comments. They did not even say good-bye to each other. 

Early on in the semester I had a hard time understanding the 

degree to which students refused to acknowledge each other. However, 

as the weeks went by I began to uncover some of the beliefs that shape 

the classes common practices. For example, during the first month of 

the course, I heard several of the students mention that coming to class 

was "therapeutic." One person mentioned to a group of fellow students, 

"After work, this is my therapy." At one point Tony asked me personally, 

"Isn't this therapeutic?" In these terms, the market model used to 

pattern social relations in the college is shown to have even deeper 

meaning and more serious consequences. The patterns I observed were 

shaped by the idea that the institution exists to minister to students' 

personal or individual psychological needs. 
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It is my impression that by reflecting patterns in the larger national 

culture, a good nimiber of the students in the class conceived of their 

enrollment as individual therapy. The class was thought to be 

contributing to their psychologicad well being. As such, my notes serve 

as an endorsement for what the late scholar Christopher Lasch referred 

to as the "triumph of therapeutic culture" (1995). In The Revolt of the 

Elites and the Betrayed of Democracy, Lasch explains that when 

therapeutic culture triumphs, the wider culture is thought to exist 

primarily to serve our private and personal needs (1995). 

In the ceramics class, it was clear that the meaning and norms 

being observed were patterned after a client-professional set of social 

relations. The instructor was the professional and students were clients, 

cind it is on these terms that the structuration process of the classroom 

mimics the larger "therapeutic culture" as described by Lasch. For 

example, cUents in a therapist's ofiftce certainly would not engage each 

other on the nature of their visits. Similarly, shoppers in department 

stores rarely engage each other on the issue of how to purchase goods or 

services appropriately. So too, students in this class did not engage one 

another in the process of learning. Therapy is a highly individualized 

activity conducted confidentially between clients and professioncils. In 

this case, between students and the instructor. This professional service 

pattern was guided by a set of norms that emerged consistently over the 

course of the semester. The norms were particularly obvious to me as a 

student, because I was often inadvertently involved in breaking them. 
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One of the lessons ethnomethodologist Harold Garfinkel provided 

sociologists with is the notion that in order to make norms perfectly 

apparent, all that is necessary is to "breach" them in a social setting 

(Garfinkel. 1967). The sanctions that arise make the contours of the 

norms visible, which is important since the contours of particular norms 

are not always obvious in everyday life. Breaching lights up the social 

context in which they are set. And furthermore, breaching often provides 

information about the nature of the power relations that support the 

mainteneince of those norms. I was not involved in any serious 

infractions, it was just that I had a hard time sticking to the assigned set 

of projects. As it turned out. throwing original ceramic forms constituted 

a real breach of norms. 

September 11. 1995 

Don started with a demonstration today. He showed us how 

to throw a cylinder, then went on to demonstrate a covered 

jar. After the demonstration we went over to our own 

wheels and began to work. 

After about a half hour of throwing Don made a pass by my 

wheel. I was working on a cylinder at the time that stood 

about eight inches tall. He said I was "showing good 

control." and he nodded his approval. 



In the next few minutes, Don walked along the row of 

potter's wheels, stopping to talk to students along the way. 

During this time I managed to work my cylinder into a 12 

inch vase with a full body sind a narrow, delicate opening at 

the top. As I put the finishing touches on the vase, I 

scanned the room. Don made several quick, studied glances 

over to my wheel, and I could tell immediately something was 

wrong. I looked to a neighboring cluster of students, and I 

got the same sense. This vase was causing all kinds of 

tension. 

A woman seated about six feet away on an opposite facing 

wheel began to tell a story about a woman in her class last 

semester. The woman Sciid, "She made beautiful pitchers-

big. fat. beautiful pitchers." Evidently she would carry them 

around the studio "tilting them slightly in each direction as 

she went, so everyone could see." Another woman chimed 

in, "Oh, I bet that made you feel great." The women laughed 

to themselves. 

After listening to this story I was becoming uncomfortable 

myself. So, I picked the vase up off the wheel and started 

over to the shelves where pots are stored to dry. As I made 

my way across the studio to the shelves, Don approached 

me. He said, 'You can keep that vase, but in the future you 



have to stick to the assignments." As he made this comment 

I could hear the tension in his voice and I could see the 

uneasiness on his face. I was being disciplined, and it was 

uncomfortable for both of us. 

At any rate, the law has been laid down. I can't throw pots 

that aren't assignments listed on the syllabus. If I put 

imassigned pots on the racks to be fired they won't put them 

in the kiln. 

September 25. 1995 

There were about ten of us in class today. We spent the first 

few moments gathering our materials, preparing our clay, 

and looking over the pots we made the previous week. After 

about ten minutes Don announced that he was going to 

demonstrate the technique for throwing a covered jar. At 

this prompt, each of us put down our materials and gathered 

around the potter's wheel to watch the demonstration. 

Don began by throwing a straight sided cylinder. He 

explained that to begin, it was essential to create a lip 

around the jar. The lip had to start at the base of the 

project. The proper technique was to carry that form up 

through the entire cylinder. At this point the form was 

finished, and a cover could be fashioned. 



When he was through. I raised a question about the 

procedure. I asked if it were possible to throw a normal 

cylinder, without a lip to support a cover. Then, I asked if 

you could add a lip by squeezing clay downward. Somewhat 

taken back by the suggestion, Don said, "No. That would not 

have anywhere neair the strength you need in the area along 

the rim of the jar." 

Attuned to the annoyance in Don's voice, one of the other 

students made a remark directed to me. In a stylized Asian 

accent he said, 'You must not question. You must leam from 

the master." The comment was followed by a short pause. 

After a quick moment the same student uttered another 

remark, this time a whisper out of the comer of his mouth. 

He called me, "Grasshopper." 

Both in direct confrontation and through subtle hints, it was made 

clear to me by Don and certain of the students that I was in violation of 

class norms. Throwing pots that did not look like the assignments was 

unacceptable. For me, this brings back the dilemma posed by Alisdair 

Maclntyre (1987). Namely, how do you prepare people along a certain 

path, and at the same time encourage their independence and sense of 

autonomy? This is a pedagogical puzzle. There is no easy answer except 

to struggle. Outside of my inadvertent breaching there was not a great 

deal of struggle in this class, not among students and not between 
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students and the instructor. Struggle was systematically designed out of 

this course through the structuration process. 

For example, Don worked toward defining himself as the "old 

master" and the single source of knowledge in the class. This definition 

was acceptable to students on the basis that they were there to receive a 

professional service. Students appreciated Don's wisdom, and while 

deferring to his authority they maintained silent divisions between 

themselves. By reflecting a "therapeutic ciilture" and using the meaning 

we attach to therapy and socisd relations in the service industry, this set 

of norms is justified. 

Perhaps the best example of this pattern is my fellow student's 

referral to me as "Grasshopper." In the popular television drama Kung-

Fu, the relationship between the young student and the "wise old master" 

is legendary. The social relations they connote are marked by the quiet, 

detached, absorption of knowledge. The overall lack of engagement that 

students had with one another in the course can sensibly be explained 

through a consideration of the meaning involved in reflecting this 

popular cultural form. 

By openly drawing on popular culture and a market or professional 

service metaphor for structuring power relations, there is further 

evidence for the concept of reflecting and the influence of larger cultural 

patterns as described by authors such as Elshtain (1992) and Lasch 

(1995). In addition, there is further evidence for the process of streaming 

as students accept and rely on the professional service model. 
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At this point. I had identified the depsirtment store model as 

providing the foimdation of mesining in the institution, and I had also 

outlined some of the patterns that grow out of that meaning: pitching, 

streaming, and reflecting. In the tradition of the grounded theory 

method, I realized it was necessary to verify these concepts with 

additional data. I decided that a survey was the most appropriate 

technique to broaden my understanding of the processes I had 

participated in and observed as an instructor and student at Cactus. 

Student Survey 

I conducted a student survey midway through the second year of 

the study. The survey data provided me with a much better sense of the 

meaning that students bring to and take from their experience at Cactus. 

I administered the survey to nine different classes: two sections of 

Introduction to Sociology, one section of Social Psychology, two sections 

of Business English, one section of third semester Typing, two sections of 

Construction Drafting and one section of Electrical Drafting in 

Construction. This combination gave me a good cross section of classes 

from traditional academic, blue, and white collar vocational areas. 

I asked students to respond to four questions on the survey, those 

were: 

a.) What were some of the things that you thought about 
when you decided to enroll at Cactus? 

b.) What made Cactus seem like a good choice for you? 
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c.) Please describe how your role as a student is 
influencing your life? 

d.) Please describe what you consider the role of the 
community college to be in society. 

The first two questions have been asked elsewhere. These issues 

are addressed in the Cooperative Institutional Research Program's 

(C.I.RP.'s) annual study of college fireshman national norms. 

Consequently, I was able to compare the comments students made to the 

question of "why cactus?" to the reasons students in two year colleges 

across the coimtry cite in response to the same issues. By contrast, the 

second two questions on my survey have not, to my knowledge, been 

addressed in resesirch on community college students. Questions "C 

and "D" afforded me a real sense of the meaning students give to the 

institution and its place in their lives. 

First, I compared the remarks made by Cactus students with data 

from the 1993 American Freshmsui National Norms report compiled by 

the C.I.R.P. staff. I found both similarities and important differences in 

comparing Cactus students' comments to the national data. 

In the C.I.R.P. study, researchers at the University of California, 

Los Angelos ask students to check, "reasons important in selecting this 

college." At public two year schools, there are clecir patterns in the way 

students respond. In 1993, the top five most often checked responses 

were; "low tuition" at 43.5%, "good academic reputation" 35.1%, 

"graduates get good jobs" 32.1%, "wanted to live near home" 29.3%, 

"offered fineincial assistance" 27.6%, and "size of the college" 26.5%. 
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[Nationcd Norms for Freshman; C.I.RP., 1993). These tendencies seem to 

match the outspoken mission of the community college. Namely, to 

provide applicable, low cost education, at locations that are convenient. 

Even though the questions I used were purely open ended, 

students at Cactus made remarks that fall in line with the national 

survey. For example, most of the students fell into a category that is 

covered by "costs," "location." and "academic standards." Here are a set 

of quotes taken directly from the survey instnmient that reflect students' 

response to either, "What were some of the things that you thought about 

when you decided to enroll at Cactus?" or, "What made Cactus seem like 

a good choice for you? 

The cost was one of the reasons I decided to enroll in Cactus. 
Also, the location of the campus was a great asset. 

The cost of school. 

I figured the classes would be much easier, especially the 
sciences. It was also convenient since this class was in the 
evening. 

Some of the reasons or things I thought about were cost. 
location, and academics. 

Cactus was the logical choice because of its price, convenient 
location, and smaller classrooms. Here we get hands on, 
where at the university we wouldn't get the chance. 

There were also a number of comments that focused on the size and 

social environment of the institution. For example: 
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I simply wanted to experience a junior college, and I also 
prefer to take my core classes in a smaller class setting such 
as Cactus, rather than at the university, many of these 
courses are overfilled and taught by T.A's. 

I thought about learning in a smaller classroom so I could 
easily get help firom the teacher if needed and I also thought 
about how much cheaper it is than the university as far as 
transfer courses. 

I felt more comfortable in a small college. I was afraid of not 
fitting in a large university. 

Smaller. So, to me it meant more personal attention. 
Cactus was small and I was more relaxed. 

It is a lot smaller than the university. The small classes 
make it easier to leam. Also, a nice college environment 

It was smaller than the university, that's what I was looking 
for. I like commimity colleges better I believe. 

In addition to the comments that fall in line with national trends, 

there was another prominent theme in Cactus students' comments. That 

theme is marked by a concern with self concept or self esteem. Here are 

a set of quotes firom the survey that give the impression of concern for 

self esteem and self interest: 

Finding myself, taking the time out for me. 

To better myself. 

I needed to do something for myself. 

To make some Improvements in myself. 

This pattern supports Elshtain's suggestion that a self referential 

viewpoint develops through a consumer-industry orientation. The 
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pattern also follows the observations made by Lasch with respect to the 

prevalence of a "therapeutic culture." From this view, citizens conceive of 

public institutions as entities that exist to minister to individual needs. 

In the next question on the survey, this emphasis on self esteem or 

self concept became the single dominant pattern in students' comments. 

Here are a set of direct quotes taken in responses to the question. "Can 

you describe how your role as a student is influencing your life?" 

It makes me feel better about myself. 

I feel better about myself, I have been given a chance and I'm 
following through with school. 

I have more confidence, I am more reliable and responsible. 

I feel like my life has a little more meaning. I like telling 
people that thought I couldn't make it that I am and I will, 
because I know what I want out of life and I'm determined to 
get it. 

I have bettered myself incredibly. 

I am doing quality things with my time. I'm learning and 
plaiming for my fixture, I feel my family are prouder of me 
than they were. 

I have gained so much confidence in myself! If I can succeed 
or even last as long as I have with good grades, well, the old 
cliche "anyone can." I have met many people that have 
opened doors for me. I feel very encouraged to continue my 
education no matter what obstacles interfere. 

My role as a student is giving me more self-esteem. When I 
was not in school I felt others who had gone to college were 
more superior than I was. 

I feel more confident about myself. I feel like I can 
communicate better with people. 
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I'm more educated so I have a better self esteem. I feel more 
alive. Things come together in everyday life, I'm learning the 
tools to be a better person. 

I have more confidence, goals, and skills that I did not have 
three yesirs ago. 

My life, personal and professional, is greatly influenced by 
my being a student. I have put to use things I have learned 
in school, but mostly I feel I have grown as a person. 

It's making me set higher goals for myself. 

Since I've been in the United States I've been a telemarketer, 
7-11 clerk, a server! If I weren't attending college I would 
have no self esteem left. 

Although my finances have be adversely affected my self 
esteem has increased greatly and my enthusiasm for life and 
the future has improved. 

I have more self esteem about myself. 

Comments such as these reinforce the idea that students view 

themselves as recipients of a service. From this perspective, the college 

exists to bolster students' self esteem. This rationale fits tightly with the 

patterning of the institution as a service industry. It also fits with the 

observation that Christopher Lasch has made with respect to the overall 

character of American culture. For example, he explains that "When we 

spesik of democracy today, we refer, more often than not, to the 

democratization of self esteem" (Lasch, 1995; p. 7). The beliefs and 

practices of students at Cactus College make a strong case in support of 

Lasch's clcdm. For example, when asked to "Describe what you consider 

the community college's role to be in society," students responses tended 

to be therapeutic in nature, often focused on nurtiiring. Here are a set 



of responses that would seem to support the idea that our national 

culture has become therapeutic in nature: 

Mostly a place to make a person feel good about themselves 
by attaining a better education to succeed in the job market 
and make a living. 

Extremely helpful. In the time I have been a student I have 
always encountered everyone to be encouraging and helpful. 

To provide an environment needed for the working individual 
to leam and excel in. To provide the high school student 
who needs a little personalized help or financial help. 

To help people who want to advance there education, and to 
make advancing their education easy. 

A little booster to help students who can't be excepted or 
can't afford a good university. 

It should be a comfortable place for students to leam as well 
as feel comfortable about ones self. 

To assist people in changing their lives. 

Support (scholastically and emotionally). Lead us in certain 
directions- where do I go for this? What do I need for that? 
etc... 

To help those who wish to leam have the chance to attend 
college. 

The fact that the commxmity college spends a lot of the time 
allowing programs to exist in which so many people are 
being helped, with the abundant amoimt of single parents 
and the loss of welfare, a college that finds a way to help, 
almost holding their hand, is a blessing eind a hope! 

It enables students to start their education in a more caring 
and less expensive environment. 

They have to be able to help the students out academically. 
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A chance for the little guy to make it in society. 
To help the "non traditional" students, wanta-be's. lower 
incomes students, late bloomers, etc... 

Again, these concepts serve as a testimony to the level of 

knowledge students have with respect to the structure they live through 

and enact. Students' observations that the community college is a 

nurturing institution, or an institution that ministers to their individusil 

needs, is a paramount feature of the "therapeutic culture" as it is 

described by Lasch. In these terms, the community college both reflects 

and contributes to larger cultural patterns. In fact, it would seem that 

students are saying something important about "the way we are" 

(Adelman. 1992). 

In the next chapter, I report my findings from a series of interviews 

with adjunct faculty at Cactus College. Far from being interested in 

therapy or customer service, this notoriously marginal group may hold 

the possibility of fostering democratic social relations in the classroom 

and in the community. 
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In this chapter. I focus on describing the process of teaching at 

Cactus. I use data gathered during interviews and observations to 

describe many of the faculty's beliefs and practices. First, I present 

excerpts from a series of interviews I conducted with instructors. During 

the interviews, I asked faculty to tell me about the character of the social 

relations in their classes. Specifically, they addressed the issues of 

student participation, critical thinking, and concern for public life. After 

the series of interviews. I went on to use an unobtrusive observation 

technique. For four weeks I observed the classrooms of instructors who 

had received Cactus' Excellence in Teaching Award. 

As I went back over the data I gathered during the interviews and 

observations, I derived a fourth concept— struggling. Struggling refers to 

the efforts of certain instructors to foster participation and a sense of 

social responsibility in their classes. 

To begin, I present excerpts from the interviews that best describe 

the practice of teaching in the college. Afterward, I share some of the 

observations I made during the time I spent in award wirming 

instructors' classrooms. 
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Interviews with Cactus Faculty 

In order to generate a pool of interviewees, I used a purposive or 

"theoretical sampling" technique (Glaser, 1978). This technique matched 

my overall intent which was two fold. In keeping with the program of the 

grounded theory method, the first objective was to further ground the 

concepts I had already developed: pitching, streaming, and reflecting. I 

needed to verify that my observations thus far were applicable in other 

disciplines and in other areas of the college. In addition, the second goal 

was to generate sound and applicable suggestions about how to improve 

teaching in the community college. 

Originally, I drew a representative sample of full and part-time 

faculty at Cactus' Saguaro and Cholla campuses. The first sample 

included two full-time and eight part-time instructors. However, after 

the first round of interviews I noticed a pattern. In my discussions with 

full-time faculty there was considerable reluctance, on their part, to talk 

about the practice of teaching. They were open and willing to talk about 

the college, administration, students, even colleagues, but I could not 

hold a focus on the topic of teaching. I pressed further. I conducted two 

more interviews with full-time faculty, but I ran into the same pattern. 

They seemed to want to avoid talking about teaching. This was a puzzle 

to me. 

Fortunately, during my involvement at Cactus I made several 

associations with members of the "old guard." The old guard are full-

time faculty members who have been at Cactus approximately since its 

doors opened in 1970. Whenever I was stumped in the research, I asked 
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members of the old guard for their thoughts. Drawing on twenty five or 

more years of experience, these faculty could usually provide me with a 

viable explanation. 

I asked one of the old guard about why full-time faculty might be 

reluctant to talk about teaching. She explained in a tone that suggested 

I should know. They don't teach." I was not sure what she meant. I 

considered full-time faculty in the community college to be some the 

hardest working educators in the country. I said so. She replied. "Go get 

the catalogue and look at where they teach." The point my colleague was 

mciking is that a large number of the classes full-time faculty "teach" are 

"self-paced." 

In self-paced sections of a course, instructors are required to hold 

three ofi&ce hours a week. These hours are specifically for students 

enrolled in a given self-paced class. This is a lonely job. I taught a self-

paced section of Introduction to Sociology during the fourth semester of 

the study, and during that semester I met three of my students. One 

student had questions about the course material. She and 1 actually 

spoke on four different occasions, and we talked about sociology and 

exam questions. The other two students needed my signature on college 

forms. 

The member of the old guard I spoke with explained that the self-

paced curriculum at both the Cholla and Saguaro Campuses was 

developed by and for full-time faculty who had grown weary of life in the 

classroom. Self-paced sections are a retreat. They offer time to relax and 

complete the day's paperwork. 
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Of the five full-time faculty in the social sciences at the ChoUa 

Campus, spring of 1996, one instructor taught nothing but self-paced 

courses. His classes never met as a group. Another Instructor taught all 

but one of his classes as self-paced sections; two instructors taught all 

but two of their classes as self-paced sections; and there was an 

instructor who actually taught all of his sections but one in the 

classroom. 

Furthermore, at the Saguaro Campus it was explained to me that 

full-time faculty often publish an original class schedule that lists several 

of their own sections as traditional classroom courses. As the semester 

nears, they open a new self-paced section, take that for themselves, and 

find 8in adjunct to teach the classroom section of the course. I should 

add, it was also explained to me by a member of the old guard that I 

should not spend a lot of time tiying to sort out the specific nature of this 

practice, "Not if you want your job back next year." 

In the spring of 1996, there were 207 sections of either open 

entry/exit or self-paced courses offered at the Saguaro and Cholla 

Campuses of Cactus College. These are courses where students could 

reasonably complete three coUege credits without ever having a 

meaningful conversation with another himian being. These are courses 

where students very little opportimity to talk to another member of the 

community about something that matters. These are courses where all 

that matters is that students memorize the material presented in the text 

and retain it long enough to successfully complete a series of multiple 

choice exams. "This is the banking concept of education, in which the 
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scope of action allowed to the students extends only as far as receiving, 

filing, and storing the deposits" (Friere, 1970, p. 53). 

At a minimum enrollment of 17 students per section, it is possible 

for there to be as many as 3,519 students involved in this form of 

education in one semester at the Cholla and Saguaro Campuses alone. 

For busy customers streaming through to their credentials, these courses 

offer convenience and minimal cognitive or social obligation. For a 

democratic republic that has lost the interest, engagement, and 

cooperation of its citizens, this pattern is a scourge (Putnam, 1995, 

1996). 

I continued to seek out and speak with additional full-time faculty 

over the course of the research. However, the number of full-time faculty 

I interviewed was limited by time ajid the broad scope of the project. 

Even though the self-paced curriculum and lack of interest in teaching 

that I found are important to note, I should also note that there are more 

than two hundred individual full-time faculty that I did not speak with 

on this matter. Therefore, it is reasonable to assimie that the processes 

in question are more complex and varied than these data can capture. 

Even so, in order to uncover some of the processes imfolding in the 

classroom, I had to rely on interviews with adjunct faculty. Adjunct 

faculty taught more than half of the courses offered at Cactus during the 

four semesters I spent conducting this research, and each of the adjunct 

faculty I interviewed was eager and willing to discuss their teaching 

practice. In fact, the adjimcts I spoke with were absolutely enthusiastic 

about an opportimlty to talk about teaching. The interviews were 
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scheduled to last 45 minutes. The shortest conversation lasted an hour, 

and it was common for me to spend up to two hours talking with 

individual instructors. The interviews allowed me to create a good sense 

of how adjunct faculty are involved each day, structuring social relations 

in classrooms at Cactus. 

Furthermore, several of the instructors shEired techniques they use 

to increase students' participation, criticeil thinking, and concern for 

public life. Their stories described both success they have had and 

resistance they have met in that process. In addition, the data I gathered 

during this phase of the research gave rise to a fourth theoretical 

concept— struggling. Together, the interview and observation data 

demonstrate that the adjunct faculty 1 talked to are struggling to 

structure their classes as democratic forums. 

In what follows. I share some of the responses faculty made to 

questions I raised or topics I presented. Although the original interview 

schedule contained ten topics. I condensed the faculty's comments into 

three categories during the coding process. The categories are: student 

participation, critical thinking, and concern for public life. This series of 

comments chronicle the varying forms faculty follow while struggling for 

democracy in the classroom. In addition. Appendix C contains a series of 

further comments that reflect the faculty's beliefs about the practice of 

college teaching. 
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Student Participation 

The first topic I presented to faculty had to do with student 

participation. To begin an interview, I would typically start with 

something like this: "Student participation. Do you rely on any strategies 

to increase students' participation in class? Is this something you're 

concerned about, something you work toward..." This example was all it 

took. In every case I had a sense that this was a topic to which faculty 

had given a great deal of thought. Their comments were spontaneous 

and thorough. In some cases, faculty even explained specific techniques 

they use to increase participation in their classes. 

The first person I spoke with was Dave Seles. Dave has taught 

physics and chemistry at Cactus for six years, and he had the following 

to say about his approach to student participation: 

OK. Out of a three hour block of time my students never 

listen to me for more than ten or fifteen minutes at the tops. 

Everything else is hands on activity. The strategy I use 

involves telling students the specific objectives that you wish 

them to leam. The students' grades are based on the 

achievement of the objectives. 

In most cases, students have to achieve a minimum test 

score. If they don't, they take it over until they do. All of the 

instruction that goes on is aimed at those objectives, and the 

only students who fail are the ones who don't come to class. 



The instruction looks like this: the students come in, they sit 

down. I'll have something for them to do to get them started, 

(it might be discussing what we talked about the time 

before), then we look at the objectives. What have we 

learned so far? What is left to do? Now, here is an 

integrated activity to get us going along those lines. I spend 

the rest of the two hours wandering aroiind, answering their 

questions, pointing them to learning things. 

My perception of my job is that we all leam by doing. As a 

teacher, you're constantly looking for those golden moments, 

those teachable moments. Well, the teachable moment 

occurs when someone is ether stuck on something or 

curious about it. How often can that happen when all 

they're doing is passively sitting back and listening to 

someone talk? Your interest as an individual is peaked 

when you're doing something. I need that help somewhere 

close to that moment when I'm stuck or when I go, 'Geez, I 

wonder what happens if I do this,' or, 'I need someone to 

help me get going on this.' That's what I work for. I believe 

it's doable. 

Dave's classrooms are participatory in the sense that students are 

active and engaged with one another during integrated activities. Dave 

also explsiined that by focusing on objectives, he is able to redistribute 
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power in the classroom. He said, "If the objectives are out there and 

everyone knows what they are, then the instructor and the students can 

be partners in moving toward those." A "partnership" demands a much 

different and more egalitarian power structure than is found in common 

student-teacher relations. 

The next faculty person I interviewed was Sharon Krutch, a 

sociology instructor at Cactus. For the last three years Sharon has been 

teaching Introduction to Sociology and the Sociology of Women. She has 

a unique approach to fostering student participation and dialogue. 

Among other techniques, Sharon uses what she calls "group testing" in 

her classes. 

I have them do a lot of group work because you have people 

from different cultures and they're not comfortable talking. 

You should think of ways to include them in the classroom. 

One of the things I've found, and one of the things that 

students really like is 'group testing.' 

You divide the class up into small groups of about five or so, 

then give them the exam. They each have their own exam so 

they can disagree with people in the group, but you let them 

work through it. If they come to a multiple choice question 

and one of the people thinks it's 'a' and another person 

thinks it's 'b,' then they have to develop some kind of 

dialogue. They're working this out in their heads as they're 



talking. Then we grade the tests. That gives them 

immediate feedback. They're not wondering what they got 

right or what they got wrong. I find that's really beneficial 

and the students really like it, partly because they are going 

to get a good grade, but also because it takes the weight off 

of studying. It allows them to understand instead of just 

regurgitating the knowledge. 

The most important thing to me is to make them more 

sophisticated consumers of their culture. I think for any 

class that's probably the teachers fundamental purpose. It's 

to make them understemd all of the interconnections: 

welfare moms are connected to poverty, which is connected 

to education, which is connected to prisons, which is 

connected to racism, which is connected to sexism. You 

start drawing out these connections, and you're showing 

them that there's no easy answer to anything. 

I throw out a question, "Would you rather have your tax 

dollars go to build better prisons or to buUd better schools?' 

That's a real question we have to deal with. You can 

generate little discussions like that. Doing the group tests 

will do the same thing. It generates discussions about really 

important issues that might not even be on the test. 
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By allowing students to struggle toward a consensus in small 

groups, Sharon opens the door to democracy in class. In my interview 

with Paul Ramirez, there was a similar emphasis on discussion and 

participation. To help structure discussions in his Human Development 

courses, Paul writes a detailed outline of the day's events on the 

chalkboard before class. In addition to the topics to be covered. Paul 

spells out areas where students should have input, areas that should 

engender a discussion. Students have this outline as a referent, and 

therefore they are aware that they have a role in shaping both the 

content and character of each class. Paul begins by explaining his 

technique for initiating discussions: 

What I do is I say. What do you think about this issue?' 

'Everybody get out a piece of paper. Write down what you 

think about this issue.' I give them time to do that. You 

have such a different mix of people in class sometimes it can 

be a problem. I may have some people that always have 

something to say, so I set up some ground rules: 'Say, I 

appreciate all of you that have these comments, but this is 

about all of us.' I remember that I have got an obligation to 

all the people in the room and not just the people that 

conveniently pop me the answers. 

If I think I don't have a very good sharing environment I'll 

put people in groups of three. I'll have them share with each 



other what they got down on paper. Then you can have the 

group report. That is three times as anon)rmous as someone 

trying an idea out themselves. 

One of the other things about dialogue is that you have to 

'ride the horse where it's going.' The book is broken up into 

different chapters and topics. What I usually try to do is 

enhance some of the things that the book brings up, and 

then add things from my own personal experience beyond 

that. I may put the menu on the board (where I mean for 

that class to go that day), and someplace in the middle of 

item number three everything goes 'Voom!' someplace else. 

Now, what do you think I'm really going to pull out of the 

rest of that agenda if I act like that didn't happen? I just ride 

the horse where it's going. 

Two things happen. They may get a much better sense that 

it's their class instead of mine, and unless I'm mistaken 

that's exactly what it's all about. And, it's amazing how if 

you just sit there and nurse it for a while you can bring it 

back. It doesn't make any sense to say, 'No we're not going 

to talk about that,' when it's obviously something that's 

burning out there. If I can't get you, students in my class, to 

really believe that what we're doing is going to make a 

difference out there for you, why should you? 



136 

When I Wcdk in to my class the first day I say, 'I'm walking 

through that door every day with one intention, and that is 

that what happens in this room today is relevant to you.' 

'Now if it isn't and you don't tell me, guess who's got a 

problem?' 

I think my job is to unendingly keep knocking the tennis ball 

back across the net where it belongs, with the students. 

That way, they know that they've got it and they can hit it. If 

you keep it over here all they can do is live a reaction to me. 

I'm not interested in that. 

After my interview with Paul I spoke with Lucille Krebs. Lucille 

teaches astronomy at both the Saguaro and ChoUa campuses. Her 

astronomy classes are a combination of two sections, a lecture and a lab. 

In the following excerpt she explains the difference in her approach to 

each section, and she talks about the level of student dialogue in each 

setting. Lucille's comments offer a good sense of the struggle involved in 

structuring democratic social relations and the work it takes to overcome 

the process of streaming. 

People loosen up after a while. You know a percentage of 

students are never going to participate: they're shy, they're 

quiet, they don't want too. they're apathetic. But. a fair 



number of them will participate once they see that it's OK to 

do it. 
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They get involved in the lab. It's funny when one of them 

thinks they know what's going on and they start explaining 

to everyone else. Either they do know it or they suddenly 

realize that they don't know it because they can't explain it. 

Arguing yo\ir position is the best way to leam something and 

they have a lot of fun doing it. They really do. 

Overall, this set of comments offers important insight on the 

meaning, norms, and power negotiated in the classrooms at Cactus. 

Participation is something these faculty value. Each of them 

demonstrates that at one level or another they are trying to structure 

classroom patterns that promote student participation. In so doing, the 

instructors are experimenting with power relations in class. In each of 

the cases faculty are struggling to empower students. Each of the 

instructors is working toward a classroom structure where students are 

actively engaged with the topic and each other. In the process, students 

share power with the instructors. 

This group of faculty is doing more than I imagined to structure 

their classes as democratic forums. I was also impressed by the degree 

to which faculty were consciously creating environments where critical 

thinking skills were valued. 
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Critical Thinking 

"Critical thinking" is an ambiguous term. When I presented the 

topic to faculty, several of them wanted to be clear about what I meant by 

"critical thinking." "Now, what do you mean by that exactly," Roger Sciid. 

In order to begin discussing this topic, we often had to negotiate a 

definition of what it meant to think critically. In each case we agreed 

that critically thinking was a larger topic than simply being able to 

conduct a well reasoned critique of course material. Critique was only 

part of the definition for faculty. The second half of the definition had to 

do with "imagining alternatives," in the words of adjunct faculty member 

Susan Bartlett. For Paul Ramirez, critical thinking entails a certain 

amount of "synthesis." 

For the faculty, critical thinking has to do with careful analysis and 

personal engagement with an issue. It means being able to reduce a 

problem to its constituent parts, and to imagine solutions that 

incorporate a wide range of possibilities. This definition fits closely in a 

discussion of democratic social relations. These are the skills that make 

it possible for citizens to reason together in a public forum. 

In the comments that follow, faculty share their thoughts on the 

issue of critical thinking. In this section the discussions focus on what 

these faculty do to ensure that students develop the capacity to think 

critically in their courses. To begin, Dave Seles talks about his approach 

to fostering critical thinking skills in his physics and chemistry classes. 



If you focus your instruction only on the 'knowledge level,' 

you'll never move people along in critical thinking. If your 

objectives are hierarchical, if you have some objectives at the 

knowledge level to get people started and then you move 

them along in your objectives, that drives your teaching to 

move them along further. It doesn't matter what subject you 

teach, to me you have to have objectives. If you want 

students to succeed you have to clesuly tell them what you 

expect of them, and then help them do it through your 

instruction. 

I'm looking to have students become knowledgeable in the 

areas I'm asked to teach. Hopefully they will go on and do 

something with that, but it's a big question. How do you 

expect your students to talk articulately about your subject? 

They're not going to do it with their friends, more thcin likely. 

For most students it's not cool to be educated. Yet, many of 

them will get there, especially here at Cactus where you have 

"working" people who have figured out the value of being 

educated. They're more willing to talk about it. 

For Dave, critical thinking skills depend on the students' ability to 

express themselves. His struggle is to create an envirormient where 

students take the initiative to engage one another at a critical level. 
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Similarly, in Sharon Krutch's Sociology of Women classes she 

focuses on appljtog critical thought to contemporary issues. In addition. 

Sharon also uses a technique to assess students' responses to the 

content and character of her courses. She asks them to think critically 

about their experience in the class by using what she calls an "optional 

think piece." With this exercise. Sharon asks students for their input on 

classroom activities and procedures. She relies on this input to both 

encourage students to think critically and to continually improve her 

classes. 

It's difficult. I start out by saying, 'This is a course on 

women in contemporary society. How many women in here 

don't know what it's like to be a woman in contemporary 

society?' No hands come up. That means everybody knows 

what it's like to be a woman in contemporary society. So, 

'Why are you here?' Then you start getting: 'I needed a gen. 

ed. course. I needed to fit my time schedule, etc..' 

At the beginning I do that, but it's really hard to maintain 

this question and answer. Students prefer to be sponges. 

They don't want to do the give and take thing. They don't 

want to have to think, so it's really hard. 

Most of my classes are divided up into three or four major 

sections. For each section you have to do a journal, or 
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collection of homework. The fourth section of the joumsd 

they can either do or not. I call it an 'optional think piece.' 

Here's where they give me feedback. Some students like 

doing it, some students never do it, but it's optional. That's 

the section where they say, 'I really enjoyed talking about 

this in class, it made me think of... I could relate it to... etc..' 

Or they can say, 'I think you handled this really badly in 

class.' I tell them on the first day, this optional think piece is 

where I get a lot of the real Information about how to improve 

the course. 

Sharon's struggle is shared by Bill Heber, a philosophy instructor 

at the ChoUa Campus. At the time I interviewed him. Bill was teaching 

his first class at Cactus and his first class at a community college. His 

story implies more of the struggle involved in fostering critical thinking 

skills. 

My students are not clear thinkers for the most part. Their 

thinking skUls are really lacking. What I've done, which 1 

was told not to do because it's more work, is assign papers. 

In philosophy, I don't think people should do multiple choice 

questions, or true/false. You have to understand the basic 

concepts, but fi-om there you should be able to write about 

it. It should be more like a dialogue. I make them write 

papers and that's all we do in my class. At first students 



don't like it. but then they do like it because they get to put 

their being in it. I always make sure they realize that this is 

philosophy and they have to think rigorously cind do a lot of 

writing. The quality isn't great, but at least they're writing, I 

don't know what else to do really. I think true/false 

questions are just going to exacerbate their poor thinking 

skills, hi class today I had to remind people to think clearly 

through an argument instead of just rejecting it. 

Students tend to be pretty passive as a whole. 

Unfortunately, I think they're used to watching a lot of 

television. They want to just listen to me lecture, take notes, 

and not do anything outside of that. If they repeat your 

notes then that is enough. 

Aside from his experience with the process of streaming. Bill's 

comments point to the role of assessment in critical thinking. In 

particular, he points out the difference between multiple choice tests and 

writing assignments. After the interview. I asked Bill about being advised 

not to have students write. He explained that the full-time instructor 

who hired him suggested it was not advisable; evidently it was a 

workload issue. The full-time instructor told him that he did not 

personally have time to grade a large number of students' writing 

assignments, and he suggested to Bill that he could save "unnecessary 

work" and do the same. However, Bill and each of the adjunct faculty I 
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spoke with are committed to a struggle. Against strong advise. Bill uses 

writing exclusively in his Introduction to Philosophy course. 

Each of the faculty I spoke with was engaged, at some level, in a 

struggle. They are struggling to ensure that students in their classes are 

developing skills that promote participation, critical thinking, and 

concern with pubUc life. They are struggling to see that students develop 

both democratic identities and the competencies of citizenship. 

At the end of each interview, I asked faculty specifically about the 

topic of public life. I asked, "Are there things that you do, or are there 

things that we can do in education to promote a concern with public 

life?" 

Building Concern with Public Life 

In my discussions with faculty on this topic I found that the 

responses were varied. Certain of the faculty had clear agendas with 

respect to what it takes to foster concern for public life. Others were 

sensitive to the issue, but admitted to having trouble with it. However, 

whether or not they had met with success in making education for 

citizenship an explicit goal in their courses, it was clear that these 

instructors are engaged in a struggle to make enrollment in a class at 

Cactus mean membership in a public sphere. 

Dave Seles was one of the most outspoken faculty on this topic. 

Dave believes the experience students have in education is highly 

influential. He is committed to the idea that education shapes the 

character of students lives as citizens. 



I think you have to go back to how people are instructed. 

They come in to a situation where, generally speaking, there 

is an authority figure who knows the answers. That 

authority figure doesn't clue them in to what the 

expectations are, generally speaking. The students are then 

asked to blindly follow this person and go through the 

motions of the course. They use the first exam or first 

project as a learning experience to figure out what this 

person really wsmts, then they have to modify their behavior 

to get through there. 

How does that model for them active participation in 

community life? What that is modeling for them is a very 

authoritarian view of society. So, we shouldn't really be 

surprised when people are passive; when they look for 

somebody to tell them what to do: when they abrogate 

responsibility; because if they don't make a choice then 

they're not responsible. 

If we want people to be active peirticipants in society, then 

the instruction they get in schools should be an active 

participatory model of education where your opinion matters. 

It may not change the direction of global thought, I mean, 

you can have an opinion about Newton's laws, but you still 

have to know it to understand this course. But. there's a 



way of getting you involved in learning those, so that you 

have some control over what you do, so that you have some 

sense that while I may do this better or that, when I'm 

dialoging with my partner we're working toward a commonly 

achievable goal and we're talking to each other. That's the 

way American society used to be for the educated. You had 

town squares, community meetings where people talked 

about things. 

It doesn't do me any good to pose some kind of an ethical 

problem about radioactive waste if students don't have a clue 

about what the health hazards are; if they don't know how 

radio active waste comes in to being: if they don't know the 

chemistry and the physics behind it; because if you don't 

know these things then the questions you're asking are 

simply all emotional. You never get anywhere close to 

resolving the issue. 

Like his colleague Dave Seles, Roger Oakes is also interested in 

creating an environment where students become sensitive to larger 

issues while focused on the subject of math. Again, Roger uses his 

background in industry to frame topics in the course. 

I encourage students to pay attention to what is being said 

by politicians and people in the media. When there is 
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obfuscation going on, that's were it's going to go on. In the 

political world, you find people who wish to conceal things or 

change the appearance of things. In the commercial world. 

when somebody wants to conceal a mistake it usually 

involves a production run, an annual income, a monthly 

statement, or something like that. Most of the time it's with 

good intentions and flawed information. 

So, I tell my class from time to time, 'Here is what this guy 

says recently. Now, how does this fit with what we're talking 

about as far as how it should have been said, or, what more 

might you have observed or interpreted from what was said.' 

We look at what conclusions can be drawn from different 

interpretations. I say. This is what one interpretation leads 

to and this is what smother interpretation leads to based on 

the same words.' I do this at every chance. 

I relate a lot to what they can do everyday, and probably do 

everyday but just don't realize what they're doing it. 

Roger's comments demonstrate that in his courses students have 

an opportunity to discuss the degree to which reality is socially 

constructed. Roger's students discuss the process of creating cind 

maintaining meaning in politics and business. From his final comment, 

it is edso cleeir that students are building a sense that their own actions 
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are implicated, even necessary, in maintaining patterns of meaning, 

norms, and power. From the structm-ation perspective, this level of 

awareness is the paramount feature of education for public life. During 

this process, students conceive of themselves as "agents" whose actions 

shape and maintain the social structure, in and outside the classroom 

(Giddens, 1984, 1995). 

Sharon Krutch also builds this sense of civic identity in her 

classes. She encourages students to become involved in the local 

community, and she works with individual students to make that 

possible. Students can receive credit for community involvement in her 

courses. 

What you actually have to do is say. 'I can't change society 

as a whole right now, but I can keep a good thought, I can 

envision a place where I'm going to wake up one morning 

and not be seen as a female, or a black, or a Hispanic, I'm 

going to be appreciated for my humanity.' You keep that 

thought in your head, and then you do volunteer work to 

make some of that come about so you're not frustrated. 

Some people will and some people won't. I emphasize that 

by helping other people you're really helping yourself and 

engaging in a dialogue on important issues. You're helping 

society as a whole. 



Democracy has fallen flat on its face here as far as I can tell. 

People don't know how to make it work anymore. 
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Sharon's concerns about Democracy are shcired by other members 

of the faculty. Paul Ramirez takes this theme to heart. In his personal 

life he is active in several different public service organizations. He also 

offers course credit for community service. However, for Paul, the most 

important part of educating for public life is building a public identity 

and a record of public service himself. 

Non vocal communication is 70% and verbal is only 30%. I 

am enormously involved in this community and students 

hear about it all the time. My modeling is tremendously 

more valuable than just passing things out— 'This is what's 

going on next week, etc..' Although, I do include 

opportunities for students to go out and get involved in 

public events, write a simimary of it, and turn it back in for 

extra credit. 

According to Paul, his own personal enthusiasm about 

participation in the community has inspired severed students to 

volimteer with community organizations. However, the level of 

enthusiasm Paul maintains in his life outside the classroom was not 

shgired by the entire group I interviewed. For example, Barbara 

Goldstein, an adjunct faculty person in Business and Law, had not given 
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much thought to the relationship between education and public life. 

However, during the last two or three semesters she has been struck by 

what she describes as a change in students' moral character. She has 

observed that in class discussions students tend to reason with a set of 

values that are derived solely from the economy. The presence of market 

values in her class discussions has prompted Barbara to consider her 

own role and the role of education in promoting or reflecting market 

values. 

I think teaching business. I don't teach conscience. I 

realized how far it went this semester. I was appalled when I 

had students who couldn't see anything wrong with bribery. 

From a sheer economic standpoint what's wrong with 

bribery? A substantial number of my students thought 

bribery was perfectly fine. I gave them the case of bribery in 

government office. They were clueless as to why it would be 

wrong to bribe. 1 realize that the way I teach, the arguability 

of the law, there is no right or wrong, no public good. But 

I'm trying now to deal with the little bird on my shoulder. 

Just this semester it's really become clear to me how people 

have just gotten so far away from moral positions. 

I think I'm slowly integrating more substance to the ethical 

component in my classes. But historically I haven't paid the 

least attention to that. I'll be real honest with you. 
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corporations are pieces of paper, they don't have a 

conscience. 

Bill Heber has noticed a similar pattern in the values that students 

bring with them to class. Consequently, in his Introduction to 

Philosophy course he is working toward trying to co\mter the market 

values students seem to favor. However, Bill is somewhat more 

pessimistic than the others on this point. 

In class we are trying to show how theory and practice are 

related. Sometimes students start to get it. When you study 

ethics and moraUty they can start to see that their actions 

effect other people, that they need to begin to think of 

themselves as citizens. 

Students are very narrowly, egoistically driven; basically 

looking out for themselves. 'If I won the lottery I wouldn't be 

in school." 'Why should I help someone, because they 

probably wouldn't help me tomorrow.' Our society is really 

driven by that mechanism. In a discussion on assisted 

suicide, I've got students who want to talk about the expense 

involved. It's a money thing. One student said. Isn't 

everything about money now?" They don't think of 

themselves as citizens, they think of themselves as 

consumers. They are really defensive when I tell them they 
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are part of society, and that they sire part of the orgemism 

whether they realize it or not. I tell them Your actions affect 

other people,' but they're not hearing that anywhere else. 

They're not hearing those values as meaning anything. That 

scares me. actually. 

To the extent that market values are being used to shape our basic 

set of beliefs and practices. Bill has a point. However. Bill is not alone in 

his concern for public life and the role that community college education 

has in building the sense of civility that a "strong" democracy requires 

(Barber, 1987). The adjunct faculty I interviewed demonstrated again 

and again that they are involved in the struggle for democracy, in and 

outside the classroom. 

My next step was to gain a better understanding of the social 

processes that unfold in that struggle. In order to build a sense of how 

the processes faculty had been describing play out in the classroom, I 

conducted a series of unobtrusive classroom observations. 

Classroom Observations 

At this stage in the research I needed to be able to document the 

social processes faculty had been describing to me. I had to witness and 

record these processes directly, and the best way to do that was to 

conduct a series of classroom observations. 

The first step was to make some decisions about which classes to 

observe. Staying true to the procedures of grounded theory, the obvious 
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choice was to somehow let the data point my way; to let the socisd arena 

itself provide the sampling criteria. 

Over the course of my involvement at Cactus, I discovered that 

each year the Cholla campus chooses two adjunct faculty who stand out 

for their excellence in teaching. These faculty are nominated by someone 

in the college: a student, staff person, another member of the faculty, or 

an administrator. 

Once a list of nominees is established, former award winners are 

convened. As a group, the former winners judge the nominees by 

reviewing their most recent teacher/course evaluations. At the end of 

the preceding, two nominees are selected for the annual Excellence in 

Teaching Award. 

By this measure, award wirming faculty are the best example of 

what the college community considers to be outstanding service in 

teaching. My theoretical sample of classrooms came from a list of these 

instructors. By using this strategy, I let students and personnel point 

me to what they value in the classroom and in education. 

Fortimately, many of the award winners were still teaching at the 

college during the time of this research. I had a group of ten faculty to 

choose from. To maintain a level of consistency, I used the Scime 

categories I created for the student survey to select award winning 

faculty. I drew a list of four classrooms to observe, based on the same 

categories I used to survey students. I made arrangements to observe 

classes in traditional academic fields, white, and blue collar occupational 
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fields. Specifically, I observed award winning faculty in the areas of 

history, political science, speech conununication, and welding. 

I spent a week in each course. During the week I observed the 

relations between and among faculty suid students. In each class, there 

was some degree of evidence to support the idea that adjunct faculty are 

struggling to make Cactus College a democratic institution, at least 

within the walls of their classrooms. Overall, the observations I made 

during these four weeks provide a good sense of the meaning, norms, 

and power that are negotiated in these instructors' classes. 

I contacted each faculty person by phone two weeks prior to the 

observations, and therefore they were expecting me. In each of the 

classes I merely sat down with the students and took notes. I was not 

introduced to the students in any of the classes, and at the same time no 

one asked who I was or what I was doing there. In each case I was 

simply observing classroom patterns and making notes to myself. In 

what follows, I present summaries of the notes I took during my 

observations. 

The Introduction to Western Civilization Classroom 

I arrived at Jerry Carlson's world history class early on the 

first day. I took a seat with the students right away. There 

were several students there at the time, and they were 

talking among themselves. 



Jerry came in just before the scheduled beginning of the 

class. Jerry is blind. He took a moment to settle his seeing 

eye dog, and when the dog was comfortable he addressed the 

group. 

He began by asking students if there were any questions left 

over from the previous class. There were a barrage of 

questions. That seemed amazing to me. There were eight or 

more questions from a group of twenty four students. In my 

experience such a response is highly unusual. 

During the question and answer period there were different 

kinds of exchainge. In some cases Jerry offered a historical 

narrative to smswer students' queries. In other cases he 

would put a question to the group. When a question was 

turned over to the class, students would often engage each 

other while they tried to develop an explanation. They talked 

in turn about the interpretations they made of the text. 

Sometimes Jerry would add a final word. In other cases he 

simply said, 'Does that help you out?' or, 'Does that make it 

clear?' In these cases students' explanations stood as 

legitimate. 



I also noticed that students had a list or a handout they were 

referring to during the question and answer period. After 

class, I spoke with Jerry about the lists and the opening 

discussion. He explained that he provides the class with a 

set of questions that they answer on their own time. If they 

have trouble answering the questions thoroughly, using 

either the assigned text or other means, they have an 

opportunity such as this one to ask Jerry and the rest of the 

class for help. 

After the initial round of discussion the class moved to a 

more traditional lecture format. However, there were two 

patterns that made this format notable. It seemed that Jerry 

and the students had negotiated a pattern for operating 

during lecture. The pattern looked something like this: 

Jerry would talk, he would be explaining the events of the 

past, and once every two minutes or so. his pace would 

slow... his voice would trail off... and the students would 

jump in to finish his sentence or thought. This went on 

during the entire lecture. Jerry was speaking, but the 

students were finishing a number of his sentences. They 

were completing many of his thoughts out loud. 

The most obvious effect this had on the group was that 

everyone in the class was at the edge of their seat for the 



entire 50 minutes. People were engaged in this process. It 

seemed as if the narrative was as much theirs as it was his. 

The test of ownership came when a student added something 

that didn't necessarily fit with Jerry or the rest of the group's 

interpretation of history. In such a case, Jerry would pause 

and consider the remarks. More than once he conceded, I 

hadn't really thought of it that way before, that's an 

interesting point.' He went on to say, 'Was anyone else 

thinking on those lines?' The discussion continued. 

Also, as the lecture/discussion went on there were times 

where a key term would present itself. In such an instance 

Jerry would pause. In one case he said, 'OK, I'm going to 

put this term on the board and then we are going to define 

it.' The operative word being 'we.' My sense during the week 

I spent observing Jerry's class is that this was an 

environment where students were participants in the process 

of education. I saw less sign of the streaming and reflecting 

processes in Jerry's class than I did at ciny other time or 

place in the college. 

Finally, at the end of the week, I noticed students were 

dropping pieces of paper on the front desk as they filed out of 

the room. I asked Jerry what the pieces of paper were. He 



explained that since he is blind, in order to keep track of who 

is participating in class, he has students write their names 

on a piece of paper along with a short description of the 

question they raised or the point they made. He tabulates 

these at the end of the semester and they account for ten 

percent of the students' overall course grade. This is a 

unique approach that not only promotes participation, but 

also integrity. On the whole, in Jerry Carlson's Introduction 

to Western Civilization class I observed an earnest struggle 

to both construct history and promote democracy. 

The Gas Metal Arc Welding Classroom 

Tom Bedoh's Gas Metal Arc Welding class met from 8:40 to 

11:30 am, Tuesdays and Thursdays. The first fifty minutes 

of class are devoted to lecture, and students use the 

remaining time to work in the welding lab. At least, that's 

how the breakdown appesirs in the college catalogue. During 

my first meeting with Tom, he explained that for a number of 

weeks the class meets exclusively in the lab. At the time I 

contacted him it was two thirds of the way into the semester, 

and he explained that students were 'pretty much working in 

the lab.' That meant that the class didn't actually meet for 

lectures. However, he and I negotiated a time two weeks 

later at which point I could observe both the lecture and lab 

sections of the course. 



When I arrived there were only three people in the classroom, 

and I found a seat among the empty rows. Tom entered just 

after the scheduled start time for the course, and sifter a 

quick 'good morning' he began to go through some of the 

information covered in the text. 

During the first twenty minutes, students walked tn. shuffled 

through the chairs, and plimked down in empty spots. After 

a half an hour eill of the students who were going to show 

had stepped in and foimd a seat. 

All the while, Tom was moving methodically through the text. 

At times he read numbers from charts that appeared in a 

given chapter. It was rare, but every once in a while he 

broke the monotony with a story or a question to the group. 

Even so, I noticed two of the students near the front of the 

class were nodding off to sleep. Twice I saw them perk up 

slightly, only to drift back into a kind of trance-like state. I 

have to admit, by 8:40 a.m. I have usually already had 

entirely to much coffee. Even I felt myself drifting off in a 

stream of numbers and narrative. However, I did manage to 

hang on and continue to observe the class. 

The meaning and norms of the situation were obvious to me 

as I continued to watch. This was something that Tom and 



the students had to endure. Students didn't like it. Tom 

didn't like it, particularly. It was just part of the routine. 

They had to go through with the lecture in order to get on 

with the real issue of learning how to weld in the lab. When 

the class moved to the lab peoples' spirits picked up 

noticeably. 

In the lab Tom and I spent most of the time talking. We 

talked about the construction industry, students, teaching, 

and the economy. He mentioned to me, "A lot of these young 

people, they're worrying about where to party on the 

weekend and stuff like that. You just go nowhere. Every 

morning you get up, and you have to have a purpose. I try 

to get that through to them.' 

In this sense, Tom demonstrates a level of awareness when it 

comes to his students. Without saying so directly, he is 

certainly attuned to the process of streaming, perhaps to 

some degree reflecting. 

While he and I spoke, I watched the students go through 

their routine in the lab. The students were enthusiastic 

about working on their projects. For the most part, they 

were concentrating on doing their own work. However, at 

times students did moved around the room and talk to each 



other. Out of the comer of my eye, I saw more than one 

student ask a peer what they thought of their most recent 

weld. During this time 1 also got to look at some of the 

students' work. It was impressive. 

Overall, it was clear to me that the lecture format provided 

little opportunity for democratic processes. And yet, in the 

lab, students seemed able to share their interests and work 

together toward a better understanding of the trade. 

The Comparative Politics Classroom 

Monty Price and I arrived at the same time on my first day of 

observation. We shook hands, and after a quick 

introduction 1 took a seat with the students. 

The format for the week was as follows: during each class 

there were students giving presentations, these were to last 

for approximately half the class: the other half of the time 

was spent in a more traditional lecture format. 

On the first day, four students gave presentations on the 

political structure of a foreign nation. They chose the 

nations themselves. Essentially, each of the students read 

the papers they had written. As the presenters read their 

papers to the class I scanned the room. 



People were bored. They were uncomfortably bored. And 

yet, they also seemed sympathetic because they knew that at 

a later date they would be boring the class themselves. For 

example, by the time the fourth student took the podium he 

opened with. 'OK, I know everyone is bored to tears so I'm 

going to make this as short as I can.' In this case, the 

process of streaming became part of the outspoken agenda of 

the course. Each of the students understood this was an 

undesirable activity. They wanted no part of it. None of 

them moved to make the presentations anything other than 

a dull recitation of facts. They merely wanted to stream 

through this process: read the report, turn in their papers, 

sit down, and be bored by the next presenter. In a sense, 

they were just 'doing time.' 

When they finished Monty began a lecture. The talk 

centered on politics in the middle east. About mid way 

through one of the students broke in with a comment. She 

mentioned that in her library research she found that former 

Egyptian president Nassar was hersdded by the nation's 

citizens. Her point was that he was regarded highly as a 

public figure. 

One of the other students erupted. 'How can you say that!' 

'He was a murderer!' Monty broke in, 'OK, OK. what do you 



mean he was a murderer?' The student began to rant and 

carry on considerably. Mesinwhile, the women who made the 

original point backed out of the argument. She had gotten 

more than she bargained for. 

So, for the next several minutes Monty was involved in 

talking the aggressing student down. During the exchange 

several of the other students chimed in, 'Awww, that's not 

right.' 'Sometimes you just gotta kick a little butt, huh. 

huh." Eventually Monty moved the discussion back to the 

original topic. Geraldo couldn't have done better himself. 

I saw signs of both the streaming and reflecting processes in 

the Comparative Political Science course. After the week of 

observation, I talked to Monty about the prevalence of these 

patterns. He was attuned to both of the processes. On the 

issue of streaming, his thought was that the process was so 

deeply entrenched in students pragmatic interests in getting 

through course work that it was almost impossible to 

combat. 

However, Monty explained that he actually relied on the 

reflecting process to overcome the process of streaming. It 

was his feeling that if you could appeal to students on a level 

that would invoke this pattern, all the better. For Monty, 



having students invoh^ed in the course at this level was 

better than having them not participate at all. Even so, in 

his final comments to me he said, 'It's hard. It's always a 

challenge.' 

The Speech Communications Classroom 

I arrived early on my first day in Jenny Herrara's Speech 

Communication course. Students were talking with each 

other and joking before class. One of the students passed 

aroiind a comic strip. The group laughed as it made its way 

across the room. 

When Jenny arrived she greeted the class with enthusiasm. 

To begin she took roll. After she identified that several 

students were missing, she asked the others in class if they 

had seen their peers. 'Have you seen Paula?' she asked. A 

woman in the front replied, 'I saw here earlier this morning 

but I didn't talk to her.' The absences remained mysteries. 

Next. Jenny read a list of things the group had to do; 

'Conduct make up 'sales' speeches, watch a short film, and 

begin demonstration speeches.' She asked, 'How do you 

want to do this?' The class shouted suggestions ranging 

from 'Nap time first,' to a more reasonable, 'Sales speeches 



first, then the movie, then demonstrations.' It was settled. 

They would follow the latter student's suggestion. 

First, we heard from three students who had missed their 

opportunity to give a sales speech during the previous class. 

These were short speeches where students attempted to seU 

an item to the group. In turn, each of them presented their 

products: a coke, a jar of jam, and a bottle of aspirin. The 

class was excited about the whole process. Hiey laughed 

with each other, and they made comments back and forth 

among themselves. This was obviously a comfortable 

environment. 

Afterward, the class watched a video tape of a film called The 

Way You Were. The film was fascinating. The narrator 

opened with an ingenuous plea to 'Be a participant in your 

own life, not a spectator.' The film went on to suggest that 

as children himian beings have the capacity to think, act, 

feel, question, and leam without embarrassment. Later on 

as adults we lose some of that. We get tied up in roles, 

status, expectations, and inhibitions. TTie film's overarching 

message was to be conscious of this, and to try to work 

around some of the barriers we have to expressing ourselves; 

our concerns and our ideas. The students thought the film 

was great. Many of them commented to Jenny that they 



thought it was really good. In fact, two students asked if it 

was available in the librsiry. Evidently they wanted to show 

it to their families. 

After the film, three students gave demonstration speeches. 

There were demonstrations on watch band repair, salad 

preparation, and painting with an airbrush. After each 

speech Jenny made comments to the group. She pointed to 

positive aspects of each speech and to things that students 

could have done better. The students were comfortable 

enough with each other and with Jenny to accept the 

constructive criticism, and they even engaged in a certain 

amount of self critique. Jenny also left time for comments 

from the group and similarly students made both positive 

and critical assessments of their peers' presentations. 

The second time the class met the majority of the time was 

spent listening to speeches. I saw the same kind of 

opeimess and enthusiasm I had witnessed two days before. 

Students were nervous about speaking in front of the group, 

and yet they were confident that their speeches would be 

well accepted. My sense was that feeling like a member of 

the group and having bonds with other students in the class 

made presenting as an individual seem more comfortable. In 



so far as this class was concerned they had the same 

interests; a shared sense of purpose. 

At the end of the week I had an opportunity to talk with 

Jenny. First, I told her I was impressed with her teaching 

and the amount of participation and enthusiasm students 

showed. She was flattered, and she thanked me for saying 

so. And yet, I noticed there was some reservation in her 

words and her expression. There was a pause, and she went 

on to say, 'This is it though. I'm not coming back. I've 

already done the paperwork in the oflBce.' 

I was surprised. This was going to be a real loss for the 

college and the commxmity. I asked, 'how come?' She said 

it was a long story but she would summarize. 

First, she explained that during the previous semester one of 

the full-time faculty noticed that her classes sometimes let 

out before the scheduled time. She said, 'I got this big nasty 

letter from the department chair chastising me for not 

upholding my responsibility.' She went on, 'Hey, if the class 

finishes early it finishes early. What am I going to keep them 

for?' 
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There was another issue. She mentioned that the 

administration had changed the textbook requirement for the 

course without her knowledge. She came to class the first 

day and the books the students had were different than the 

one she uses. Evidently someone made a change and failed 

to notify her. She expressed to me a feeling of complete 

detachment and powerlessness in the institution, smd it was 

enough to force her decision to quit teaching siltogether. She 

said, 'I have a real job you know. I don't need this. I love 

teaching and I'll miss the students but it's not worth it. I 

mean, $1400.00 a semester?" 

Jenny and I spent a half hour talking about the sense of 

powerlessness and detachment that adjunct faculty experience. As it 

turns out, these sentiments are not unique to adjunct faculty at Cactus. 

This is an issue that is gaining national attention. Roueche, Roueche. 

and Milliron have recently referred to adjunct faculty in the American 

community college as Strangers in Their Own Land (1995). 

Despite the fact that adjunct faculty in the community college are 

the only members of the college that I saw engaged in a struggle for 

democracy, this group is blatantly detached from the social life of the 

college and powerless outside their own classes. The conditions under 

which they are employed would be unimaginable in either K-12 public 

schools or the nations 4-year colleges and universities. 
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For example, adjunct faculty at Cactus are not allowed to teach 

any more than two classes per semester. If they taught more than that 

they would be eligible for benefits such as health or dental insurance. 

Furthermore, they are only offered contracts for a single semester at a 

time. If they were offered year long contracts they would have to be paid 

at a higher rate according to the state's guidelines. Reasonable salaries, 

job security, and benefits have never been part of the college's human 

resource policy. Everyone I spoke to about this matter seemed in 

agreement. "It's crazy," one university administrator noted to me. A full-

time staff person at the ChoUa Campus said, "I don't know how they get 

away with it." 

In order to further explore the level of detachment and 

powerlessness among adjunct faculty in the college, I gathered data as a 

participant and observer at a meeting of the ChoUa Campus Liberal Arts 

faculty. During the fourth semester of the study, the ChoUa Campus 

representative to the faculty senate mentioned to me that there was to be 

a meeting of the faculty. This was the first meeting of the Liberal Arts 

faculty in two years. In addition, this was the first meeting adjunct 

faculty at the Cholla Campus had ever been invited to attend. In reality, 

I had not been invited at all. Fortimately, I was informed of the meeting's 

time and location. 

The meeting was a short and one sided event. Essentially, the 

department chair read a list of issues that had come up in his office over 

the course of the last six months. He read for about half an hour. 

X 
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One of the issues that came up was the adjvmct faculty re-hiring 

policy. Evidently, in one of the weeks before the meeting someone had 

asked the department chair about the nature and level of job security 

one has as an adjunct. He weis unsure at the time. However, one week 

after the meeting he distributed a formal memo to the Liberal Arts faculty 

that addressed the concern. The memo read as follows: 

Dr. Gomez, as the Dean of Instruction, has instituted a new 
procedure with respect to adjunct faculty. Simply stated, his 
directive is that when subject area coordinators determine 
that for whatever reason, they do not wish to recommend to 
the chair a teaching assignment for any adjunct faculty 
member, that they must provide, to the chair, a written 
rationale and supportive documentation. It is the 
responsibility of the chair to review this material and, at 
his/her discretion, either support the recommendations or 
deny it. This campus procedure is intended to assist 
department chairs in making fair and objective 
determinations with respect to staffing and provide a basis 
for decision making for the Dean of Instruction. 

Let's be absolutely clear on several relevant points. This 
procedure does not give final decision making with regard to 
your teaching assignments to coordinators. It does not imply 
in any way that you will have continuous employment 
beyond any given semester. It does not substitute for nor in 
any way preclude the right of the chair to evaluate your 
performance. It does not ensure that teaching assignments 
will be similar, either as to number of courses or types of 
courses, from one semester to another. It does not confer, in 
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any way, status or position other thcin adjunct (Campus 
memo, April 30, 1996). 

In the classroom there is a struggle. The adjunct faculty I spoke 

with and observed demonstrated again and agcdn that they cire involved 

in a struggle for democracy in their classes. They are struggling against 

the meaning that students bring with them to education and the 

metaphors that pattern relations inside the Institution: they struggle 

against apathy and students' lack of public identity and they struggle 

against incessant reminders that students are merely consumers. The 

adjuncts I spoke with and observed have the upper hand in this struggle, 

theirs are the success stories of the institution. 

However, these faculty live and work in a institution that has 

structured self-paced education and convenience to the consumer as 

priorities. Eighty percent of the faculty work in an institutional structure 

where they are absurdly devalued, economically and otherwise. One 

adjunct faculty person explained it to me this way, "We are 

interchangeable robots. We're not even thought of as people." Such 

instability and uncertsiinty begs a question about the power relations 

that are negotiated among personnel in the institution. On one level, 

faculty are relatively autonomous. That level exists in the classroom and 

behind closed doors. The only exception I found was in the case of the 

self-paced classes. These courses are administered to students by the 

college's support staff. The faculty person is a figurehead, and he or she 

merely signs the grade roster at the end of the semester. 
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On a second level, outside the walls of the classroom, faculty are 

an impotent group. They have no formsil decision making power in the 

institution. There are no structured lines for their collective voice to be 

heard by students, the community, or the college administration. That 

is. if they had a collective voice. In the case of the Liberal Arts faculty at 

the ChoUa campus, two years went by before the faculty even decided to 

meet as a group. 

However, as a result of the meeting I was able to secure an 

additional and more direct statement about the faculty's lack of power. 

This statement also came out of the follow-up memo from the meeting of 

the Liberal Arts faculty. The Department Chair had the following to say 

about the role of the faculty senate in the college: 

Many of you have asked about the role and powers of the 
faculty senate. Briefly, the faculty senate is merely a 
recommending body. It neither formulates, initiates, and/or 
implements policies and/or [sic] procedures, either for the 
district as a whole or for individual campuses. 
Consequently, Senate concerns should not be either 
presented as. or construed as directives either for the 
campus administration or for you. Presentations made by 
key administrators at Senate meetings should not be 
reported as or interpreted to be formal policy statements or 
intentions of action. District and campus administration 
implement policy and initiate procedures (Cholla Campus 
memo, April 30, 1996). 

Democracy is on the run at Cactus College. In fact, it has all but 

run out. When the faculty senate serves as a "recommending body," and 

X 
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eighty percent of the faculty are employed under conditions were there is 

no guarantee that "you will have continuous emplo5nnient beyond any 

given semester," democracy is in trouble. It was obvious to me during 

this stage of the research that despite the struggle taking place in certain 

of the college's classrooms. Cactus is far from being a democratic 

institution. It was clear to me at this stage that it would be difficult to 

consider Cactus College to be "democracy's college," at least not in the 

sense that John Dewey had in mind more than forty years ago when he 

discussed what it meant for institutions to contribute to the health and 

vitality of the nation. 

At this point in the research, I was struck with a series of 

questions. If the college does not exist as a democratic institution, how 

could it contribute positively to this concept called democracy? If 

students are customers and faculty are disposable, what kind of a 

situation do we have? How can I describe this? At this stage I was 

forced to ask, if this is not democracy's college then whose is it? To what 

purpose does it serve? 

As the college assembled itself to discuss its own values, I began to 

find answers to some of the questions I faced. In the next chapter, I 

present data I gathered during two of Cactus' 1996 "Values Forums." 

cdong with a transcribed interview with the Chancellor, Chuck Larson. 
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Chapter Six 
The Role of Cactus College as a Public Institution 

This Chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, I 

present data I gathered as a participant and observer at two of Cactus 

Community College's 1996 "Values Forums." The forums were open 

meetings designed to generate ideas about the particular institutional 

characteristics that students and personnel vsdue in commimity 

college education. Following the data I gathered during the forums, I 

present excerpts from a recorded interview with the Chancellor of the 

college district. The interview was conducted by a member of Edge 

City's public relations staff and aired on local television. 

During my analysis of the forum and interview data, I derived the 

final and most important concept in the groimded theory of social 

processes at Cactus College. I call the concept that emerged from 

these data— absolving. Simply put, absolving refers to the institutional 

process of abrogating public responsibility. In the data I gathered at 

the forums and in the interview with the chancellor, it is clear that 

Cactus college's public purpose is being shaped by private interests. 

The exchange involved in substituting concern for public matters for 

the promotion of interests in the private sector is the key feature of 

the absolving process. 

X 
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Cactus College's Values Forums 

Values Forums were held at each of the six campuses in the 

Cactus Community College District. I was a participant and observer at 

the Saguaro and Cholla Campuses. These were the most widely 

attended forums, which were each open to students, staff, faculty, 

administrators, and members of the commimity. However, even 

though the forums were held as open invitation events, there were no 

members of the community officially present at the Cholla Campus 

forum. Although no official data are available, it was my impression as 

an observer that the same was true for the Saguaro Campus. The 

largest group at the forums were staff, followed closely by faculty. 

There were also a small nimiber of students and administrators in 

attendance. 

The forums were conducted as part of a revolving five year plan 

to assess the college commtmity's sense of values and institutional 

purpose. They were also intended to facilitate the process of 

evaluating smd rewriting the college's mission statement. For 

example, the ideas presented at the forums were to be taken as advice 

by the upper level administration when they wrote the 1996 

statement of the college's purpose. 

Each of the forums held to the same pattern or schedule. After a 

short address from the Chancellor, the large assembly halls broke into 

small groups of about 8-10 participants. A facilitator and a recorder 

were assigned to each group. The facilitator posed questions, and the 

X 
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recorder summarized the group's thoughts on a large paper flip chart. 

The questions presented to each group were as follows: 

a.) What are the most significant changes that we face as 
a society today? 

b.) What are the changes in the role of the college in 
relation to its stakeholders, and how will those 
relations evolve? 

c.) How do you see the relationship between students. 
faculty, and learning evolving? 

d.) How will student support and development evolve to 
compliment the values identified? 

Each of the small groups conducted a "brain storming" exercise 

around these questions. One at a time facilitators presented the 

questions, and group members offered their thoughts on the issues. 

They were summarized and recorded simultaneously. 

This exercise lasted about forty minutes and afterward the large 

group reconvened. Once the larger group was back together, a 

representative from each small group addressed the entire assembly. 

The representative summarized the thoughts and feelings that were 

generated during his or her group's discussion. I audio taped and 

transcribed this portion of the Values Forums. At the Saguaro Campus, 

we heard summaries of 18 small group activities, and at the ChoUa 

Campus we listened to 14 representatives. 

At the time these forums were conducted, I had edready 

developed several concepts that described the social processes 

involved in structuring the college as a "department store" or 
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"business" in the private sector. The forums validated many of the 

original assumptions I made about the character of social relations in 

the college, and they also provided solid descriptions of the meaning 

people use to pattern those relations. During the forums, members of 

the college community talked easily and at length about the process of 

structuring the institution as a business in our service economy. In 

fact, employees of the college were enthusiastic about describing the 

role of the college in these terms. 

Once I transcribed the proceedings, I began the process of 

substantive coding. After I had been over the data several times, I had 

a set of three substantive codes. I used those codes to group 

participants' comments into three categories. The categories are a.) a 

focus on institutional flexibilily and responsiveness; b.) a focus on 

individual students and the dehveiy of services: and c.) the reliance on 

a market or professional service model for structuring the social 

relations of the institution. 

The following Eire comments that representatives made as 

simmiaries of the "brain storming" exercise. In the first set of 

comments, fonmi participants focus on the idea that the commimity 

college must be a flexible and responsive institution. 



Flexibility and responsiveness 

Our group felt all of this can be boiled down to one thing: 

flexibility. The community college of the future needs to 

be flexible in all aspects. We need flexibility to change 

quickly to meet the demands of the job market. 

Identify stakeholders at Cactus CoUege, and then work in a 

collaborative and equal partnership maintaining flexibility 

in those relationships; each collaborative relationship is 

going to have different priorities: each stakeholder is 

going to have a different priority that is seen as primary. 

We need to be flexible emd work with each of those 

stakeholders. 

We were looking at developing a means of measuring and 

predicting external changes. The foundation of knowledge 

is changing and we must educate ourselves. Ourselves, 

meaning the educators Inside the system. Partnerships 

should be global and go beyond just community and 

society. We need to establish a parsdlel education system 

in £in effort to satisfy or better satisfy the needs of our 

population, and not be position bound. 

We need to be responding flexibly to all of these 

demographic changes. We see changes in the 
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competencies that are going to be required. In order to 

achieve the response to these changes, we need to have 

continuing dialogue with industry and with our students to 

know what is needed. And, this change must be very 

timely because changes in our society occur very rapidly. 

Flexibility and responsiveness were two of the most dominant 

themes during the forum proceedings. Members of the college 

community expressed commitment to the idea that the college is an 

institution that must continually transform itself in response to the 

expectations and interests of "stakeholders." 

This raised a question for me as a researcher. 1 was curious 

about who college personnel were referring to when they talked about 

"stakeholders." I asked several of the participants at the forums who 

they had in mind when using this reference. Most often, college 

employees were referring to either local industry, students, or both. 

In particular, people placed a strong emphasis on students. During 

these forums the college commimity demonstrated a clear 

commitment to students and their success. 

Student Centeredness 

We value: respecting the individusd, caring about students, 

and respecting peoples emotional intelligence. 

"V 



Before we started talking about answering all of these 

questions, we talked about what our values were; what our 

underlying values should be in terms of assumptions. Our 

underljring value is that we want to turn out a successful 

student; successful in reaching their personal and 

professional goals. 

We feel we need to fill in the gaps in education. There are 

different relationships, and in those relationships teaching 

should be relevant to the students needs, not what we 

think the student needs. 

Our occupational programs have to be state of the art. 

They have to be prepared to regularly help people upgrade. 

They need to take advantage of the tremendous new 

technology becoming available to us, but we must not allow 

technology to drive what we define as education in the 

future. Our population is full of people who have been 

damaged by their life experiences. They need a great deal 

of support to find the courage, to teike the risks, to go to 

college. Many of them are not going to be here if they are 

interacting with a teleA^sion set or a computer. They need 

caring, sharing, teams of people to give them the support 

they need to go further. 
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The open door policy that Cactus is famous for is going to 

continue to create very diverse populations of students. 

And, they are going to be looking to Cactus to meet 

changing needs. These will include more reentering 

students looking for job skills, more minority students, 

and hopefully more international students. We are going to 

really have to start focusing on careful and accurate data 

suid reports so we can make sure they get what they need 

from us. 

These comments demonstrate that college personnel view their 

role in the college in terms of helping students: helping them to 

profitable careers, helping them to overcome life's damaging 

experiences, helping them to fulfill their needs whatever those might 

be. The emphasis on students appealed to participants, and each of 

the comments was well received by the group. To me, the comments 

seemed rational from the standpoint of the college as part of a service 

industry. The insistence on "serving" students seemed to fall in line 

with the overall structuring of the college as a department store. 

However, there is a point that demEinds attention in the rhetoric 

of student centeredness. First, it is assimied that as a diverse 

population students must necessarily have divergent interests. In 

these conmients, it is a foregone conclusion that students have no 

shared concerns. For example, one representative pointed out that 

"we need to be responding flexibly to all of these demographic 
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changes," sind another mentioned that "each stakeholder is going to 

have a different priority that is seen as primary." 

In these terms, college personnel assmne that students have no 

public identity and no commitment to common goals; perhaps 

rightfully so. Unfortimately, what they suggest is that neither should 

the institution. Members of the college commimity appeared to have 

no commitment to the idea that the institution should exist to 

promote a common good, or concern for the state and welfare of 

democracy. In fact, each of these comments points to the idea that 

the institution ought to be stripped of any lasting values. What these 

comments begin to suggest is that the public purpose of the institution 

has been sidelined in the process of structuring the college as an 

institutional avenue to private or Individual success, as success is 

defined in a market economy. 

Market Values 

We need new products. We all need new products. We 

need to be really aware of what the students' needs are. 

We see dwindling enrollments in many of our areas, and I 

teach in the business area, we see it in our area. We not 

only need to be tedking to all these students, but industry. 

Whatever it might be, we need to find out what new 

products we can give them that would help serve their 

needs better. 



We need flexibility to meet the needs of the job market as 

well as flexibility tc meet the needs of students. That 

means access to technology by students as well as access 

by faculty and staff. We need flexibility in terms of funding. 

We felt that this would require partnerships, corporate 

sponsorship, apprenticeship programs, internship 

progrsmis, sharing of equipment, and sharing of facilities 

with industry. Economic development changes are going 

to demand from us very pragmatic education gind job 

related training. 

Speed up our communication lines. We have students that 

come in and need to access things immediately. Are we 

making these things accessible to them? Whether it's e-

mail or the systems technology we have in the district, we 

need to make these things accessible to the students we 

deal with. And also, we like to address this at students, 

but I think that we as a service oriented industry, we must 

also become those people that need service. In order to 

stay on top of technology, we have to be educated and stay 

in force with them. 

More accelerated courses are needed, to where you don't 

have to make a three or four month commitment. People 

are so transient now, their jobs can take them out of town 



for weeks at a time. We need to schedule something 

within a three, four, or five week period, that has a 

beginning, middle, and end. It's just easier to get to your 

customers that way. It's being customer oriented. 

There is often times, in my area, when we think that our 

customer is the teacher who comes in making a request 

like, "I need a video recorder in room 102 at 3 o'clock." 

Well, that teacher really isn't the customer. We're 

partners in serving the students who are the customers. 

Having that partnership between the faculty and the staff is 

really important. But, again, who is the customer? 

Basically, we are talking about a change that is going to 

feature more individualization, more splitting up of 

community, more individual things going on. That's going 

to place a big demand on us to be very responsive. We feel 

that this is going to demand for us higher standards. The 

consumer is going to be more demanding, we can't get 

away with the old stuff. 

Offer courses at times convenient to your customers. 

Again, I liked to hear the word "product" before. I think it 

brings us back to what this is about, it's about products and 

customers, and these are our customers. We have to talk 



about how we make our business acceptable to our 

customers. 
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In summary, we know that we have to become more 

customer focused, be that the commimity or the business 

community, and of course the people that we serve in 

particular. We need to identify our strengths, emd we need 

to market our strengths aggressively to our customers. 

The reliance on market values to structure the meeming and 

pattern relations in the institution could not have been any more 

prevcdent than they were during these forums. Members of the 

college community continually demonstrated their commitment to the 

idea that they live and work in a service industry. During the forums, 

students and personnel systematically presented a set of market values 

to describe the role sind purpose of the institution. As such, the forum 

data provide evidence for a fifth and final concept— absolving. On the 

whole, the college commimity has released itself from the role it could 

have in formally educating people for psirticipation in a "strong" or 

"responsive" democracy (Barber, 1987; Etzioni, 1984). 

Through the reliance on market values and the attention to 

private interests, the college commimity has structured Cactus as an 

institution that exists to minister to private or individual economic 

needs. At the same time, they have forgone a consideration of the 

college's socicil or political responsibility as a public non-profit 
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institution. In short, the college has either forgotten or failed to 

realize its role in developing democratic identities and capabilities. 

In his award winning Life in. Schools, Peter McClaren points out 

that this pattern may be part of a "dangerous ideological shift that has 

been taking place regarding the role that schools should play in 

relation to the wider society" (1991, p. 6). McClaren suggests that the 

meajiing involved in structuring public institutions as part of a service 

economy effects, not only everyday life in schools, but also the role 

institutions have in shaping the character of American public life. 

In general, the new efficiency-smart cind conservative-
minded discourse encourages schools to define themselves 
essentially as service institutions charged with the task of 
providing students with the requisite technical expertise 
to enable them to find a place within the corporate 
hierarchy (McClaren. 1991, p. 6) 

McClaren goes on to describe the wider effects of the "school as a 

department store." Specifically, he points to the possible 

consequences that arise as public institutions structure themselves as 

corporations: 

Absent from this discourse is any recognition of the 
importance of viewing schools as sites for social 
transformation and emancipation, as places where students 
are educated not only to be critical thinkers, but also to view 
the world as a place where their actions might make a 
difference (McClaren, 1991, p. 6). 

McClaren is not alone in his concern with the changing 

character of public institutions. As market values become increasingly 
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present in our public institutions, questions are being raised about the 

peirticular consequences. For example, during the research I was 

forced to ask, "When public institutions are administered by a small 

group of executives as opposed to being governed by participants; 

when decision making processes within institutions are based on 

economic considerations above all else; when students are thought of 

as 'customers' and citizens sire conceived of as 'workers;' how will 

public institutions foster a concern for community, society, or 

democracy?" 

Sociologist Allan Wolfe has raised similar concerns about the 

consequence of using market values to structure public institutions: 

Will Americans still form healthy networks, create vibrant 
sub communities, join voluntary associations, help their 
neighbors when in trouble, support social services, and 
take pride in their place when place is defined by the 
market and no longer by the community? Because the 
intervention of the market into the commimity is so 
recent, answers to these questions must be necessarily 
fragmentary. But some evidence exists that the nature of 
community life in America will change as market logic 
prevails (Wolfe, 1995, p. 65). 

A final comment from the Values Forums serves as a testimony 

to the degree that Wolfe's concerns are legitimate. Near the end of 

the forum at the Saguaro Campus, a member of the staff commented 

on a feeling of insincerity that her group expressed during the brain 

storming exercise. Broadly speaking, the group of faculty and staff felt 

like the forums were phony. Their feelings were that the 

administration of the college was not being honest about their 

intentions with the exercise. The implication was that the 
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administration would write the new mission statement as they saw fit, 

regardless of the ideas presented in the fonmis. The group felt like 

they were trying to generate ideas that the administration wanted 

them to generate, so that they could feel positive about writing the 

mission statement just as they would have without this kind of input 

from the college conmiunity. 

These comments demonstrate a fairly astute level of awareness. 

Certainly the administration would write the mission statement as 

they saw fit. However, what is most alarming about the final comment 

is the suggestion that the staff person makes to ease the situation. In 

short, her group expressed a preference for simply being told what to 

do. It was thought that they would be able to maintain a higher level 

of morale if the administration would simply tell them exactly what 

they are doing and why they are doing it. The representative explains: 

Institutional honesty was a primary veilue we thought. Tell 

us what were doing and why we're doing it. Don't have us 

come up with it because it's something that you want us to 

come up with. If there is need for these, certain issues, be 

straight and teU us what it is. I think that is the morale 

issue that will really help us out. 

In my estimation, this is one of the most telling remarks about 

meaning, norms, and power in the institution. This comment came 

from a group of approximately ten faculty and staff, and the cormnent 

was met with quiet agreement and nods of approval across the entire 
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Saguaro assembly hall. These faculty and staff would have a higher 

level of morale if they could completely absolve themselves from 

decision making in the college. As we see mirrored in declining voter 

turnout, social group membership, and volunteer associations, at 

Cactus College people would rather not take responsibility for their 

own actions or the character of the institution (Putnam, 1995, 1996). 

They would prefer to have the responsibility of deciding what the 

community college exists for left to executives. They would simply 

rather have the Chancellor and his staff determine the role smd 

purpose of the college. In these terms, the extent of the absolving 

process is thorough. 

Given the scope and enthusiasm about the process of absolving 

in the forums, it is worthwhile to consider the pattern of rewriting the 

institutional mission statement every five years. From the 

structuration perspective, it is necessary to view this cycle from the 

standpoint of the meaning and norms that both justify and shape the 

practice. It is important to view these proceedings as they have grown 

out of the belief system that college members share about the 

institution, and it is also important to consider how the practice 

contributes to the structuring of social relations in the college. 

First, it is important to define what "values" are. One of the most 

basic definitions I am aware of states simply that values are "Ideas 

about what is socially defined as good or desirable" (Johnson, 1996, p. 

463). There are other definitions, but I think this is a practical one. 

The implication is merely that these ideas are subject to change. 



189 

Values are negotiated by individuals and groups in society as they 

explore their likes and dislikes; their preferences and feelings. 

Values are critical things for an institution to assess. However, 

by assessing values, and using them to formulate and reformulate a 

mission statement every five years, something is left out. Through my 

participation in these fonmis it weis clear to me that there was an 

important question that was not asked. Christopher Ormell puts it 

this way, "What stays the same in education?" (Ormell, 1996, p. 67). 

By assessing current institutional values and using those to draft 

a mission statement, the college administration is making but a partial 

statement of the college's role and purpose. As the data from the 

forums suggest, in this context a discussion of the college's role and 

purpose is limited to talk about how the college's goals can be shaped 

to suit Interests in the private sector at the expense of any lasting 

commitment to democracy or the commimity. The practice suggests 

that the college's purpose is to continually "align" itself with the 

chEinging interests of business and industry, even though the 

requirements for a strong and vitcd democratic community are the 

same now as they were during the time of Thomas Jefferson. 

At no point in two entire seminars on the desired values of the 

institution was there a call for the protection of freedom, justice, or 

the competencies of citizenship. Similarly, in a public interview 

conducted with the Chsincellor, I foimd evidence that the college is 

deeply involved in absolving its public and social responsibility. 
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Interview with the Chancellor 

The interview with Chuck Larson appeared on the local 

television station about a week after the Values Forums and the 

Charrette process. Sandy Biyce, a correspondent with the Edge City 

Public Relations Department, conducted the interview in the city's 

television studio. The interview was designed as a way to let the local 

community know about Cactus College. During the interview, Sandy 

asks the Chancellor to talk about the college's role as one of the 

community's centred institutions. 

Here, I present a series of comments made during the interview. 

The comments shed light on the institution's basic practices and the 

set of beliefs that justify the structuring of Cactus Community College 

as part of our service economy. I present these questions and 

comments in chronological order. 

The interview 

SB: One of the things I think really makes Cactus special is 

that it is constsintly looking at its mission: looking at the 

population it serves, looking at the commimity, looking to 

see if they're all in the same mind set. You have already 

begun to work with the conmiimity on a mission. Can you 

share that process and what you're hoping will come from 

that? 

X 
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CL: Ironic you should bring that up. Last Thursday we just 

went through a mission charrette. Instead of just having 

educators talk to educators, we brought in one hundred 

people, fifty from the community and fifty from the 

college. What we did is we reviewed our first shot at 

trying to develop a values statement for the college. 

And then, a thing that I think is unique for Cactus, we 

started to address success indicators to measure whether 

or not we are carrying out our mission. We plan to send a 

report card out to the community saying, "Hey, here's how 

we're doing." 

SB: So there are performance measures attached to this? 

CL: Exactly. 

SB: That's in the administrative strea as well as the teaching 

area? 

CL: Academic. Across the bosird. 

SB: What were the values that came forward? 
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CL: The centerpiece: students. Reaching out. Being responsive 

to the community. Being consumer focused. Don't be so 

bureaucratic. We care about students, but we also csire 

about our own staff. We are in the service business, that 

means we are in the people business. 

Also, we should play a critical role in economic 

development, because if we're going to have a community 

we all want to live in we have to have the infrastructure. 

That means people have got to have jobs: so they can pay 

taxes to support the commimity, and so that we can have a 

vibrant commimity. 

SB: Lets come back now and talk about the economic 

development issues and some of the partnerships that 

you're developing in the commimity. 

CL: Well, you know Q-tech (the city's public relations center) 

has just done a wonderful job and has been a great partner 

in reaching out to Cactus, in utilizing us as well as the 

university in terms of attracting new business here. 

Software Company, for example, their beginning staff were 

all trained at Cactus. We are constantly looking in this 

area. US Phone. We are currently in negotiations with 

them to provide training programs. We have a close 

relationship with business and industry. 



We need to focus and do a lot on training existing workers 

so that they can improve individually within the compciny; 

in there own personal growth. And then, the company can 

stay competitive. As they do a change in technology we 

can come in and help train their workers, and do it at 

their sight. 

Also, there is the under employed. We need to get people 

who for some reason have not gotten into the mainstream 

of the community viable jobs: so that they can pay taxes, 

feel a part of the community, and make a contribution. 

Then, we need to help young people early. AH right. 

Grade school, if you're thinking of a career. Have a 

seamless process into technical fields. Students that are 

taking their work in high school, have that count towards 

their programs and have that articulate all the way 

through. 

SB: You were talking about going in and training Software 

Company personnel. What kinds of programs do you train? 

Do you actually develop a specific training program for 

them, or are they pre-packaged courses that the Software 

Company people are asking for, like English or Math? 
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CL: OK. Software Company. They knew the competencies they 

wanted, so we custom built the curriculimi with them and 

jointly developed it. What we try to do is look at business 

and industry's needs. Sometimes they know specifically 

what they want, and other times they want auxiliary 

support services: technical report writing, elements of 

supervision, communication, or total quality control. It 

will vary from company to company. Some companies have 

a real clear sense of what they want. The building trades, 

for example, are real clear in terms of some of the things 

they need. We just entered a new partnership with the 

building trades. We just worked with the automotive 

association in Edge City, in terms of training new 

technicians. I don't know if you've ever looked under the 

hood of your car. It's just lots of hoses and wires and very 

electronic. Those are a variety of different approaches. 

Basically, customized training. 

SB: So. playing off of your aerospace mission which has been 

training people in that area for years now? 

CL: Yes. We are taking a look at where the industry is going in 

Edge City. Who is going to come to Edge City and how do 

we align that? We are going to have to start to look 

regionally. We've got to see what is happening not only in 

X 
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Edge City, but in Rockville or some of these other markets. 

Some people have job opportimities outside of Edge City, 

and these are other areas that we have to consider from 

the national standpoint. That constsint changing of the 

marketplace causes us to have to realign, to keep a close 

working relationship with business and industry. The 

worst crime is to train someone for two years and then the 

jobs aren't there. 

SB: How do you stay ahead of the curve? You're talking about 

technology and the way that services will be delivered in 

ten years. It seems to me like technology changes so fast, 

that by the time you make the capital investment it 

changes. 

CL: The only thing constant about technology is that it 

changes. 

SB: (laughter) Exactly! And rapidly at that. So, what do you 

do? 

CL: Well, we're looking at an infrastructure that will support it. 

The cabling of our campuses and all of those things. We're 

looking to business and industry to help us. For example, 

were going to be working with Software Company and 



other companies and asking them to help support us with 

a donation of software and hardware. That will have a long 

shelf life, it's kind of like your electrical and plumbing. 

You may change the fixtures, but this is the infrastructure. 

We're going to be asking business and industry to help us 

in aeronautics and a lot of the technical fields. We're going 

to say 'Hey, we need to help you.' 

For example. Hardware Company has come in saying, "We'll 

give you the hardware and the software if your willing to 

make a commitment to provide us with services we need: 

employees.' And, 'Our contribution will be providing you, 

keeping you current in terms of the technology you need. 

It's in our self interest that you're training employees that 

are ready to make the transition, and not on second 

generation technology.' So, we'll be using that to help us 

stay current. We have got to be prepared to build 

flexibility, both in terms of our facilities and strategies. 

SB: When you look at the trends, are you seeing that more and 

more people are wanting to take classes in their own 

home over the television? Or, is it that the sociability of 

going to class eind meeting other people is of great value, 

beyond whatever it is that they've signed up for in the class 

curriculimi. 
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CL: Technology is a tool, it's not a stand alone. Research has 

shown that even people who take tele-courses do try to 

network, and work some networks. So, I think that we 

will handle a lot of students through tele-courses, cable 

kinds of things, the 'virtual college.' But, I don't think it 

will totally take the place of instruction and that intimacy 

that you have. But, for some students who do not have 

access or can't easily get to a campus, that is a viable 

option. Some courses lend themselves better than others. 

Basically technology and that delivery will have a growing 

presence. 1 think it's a real viable alternative. 

By the way. Cactus is one of the leaders in the country on 

this. Our new Yucca Campus will be a hub, we are working 

with the state universities. They will be offering upper 

division courses and we will be offering lower division 

courses. Theoretically, a person could get a bachelors 

degree through tele-courses. 

SB: The whole way? 

CL: The whole way through for those students where that's a 

viable option. 
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SB: Do you find the students are changing in their interests? 

The subject matter that they want to take? 

CL: Yes. I think students are becoming much more serious, 

much more career conscious, much more concemed-

"Hey, is this going to help me get a job?" 

SB: So the classics, the core curriculum, they aren't as 

popular? 

CL: That's one of the challenges as technology has become so 

pervasive. You've still got to nurture the himian side. How 

do you get that balance? That's a resil challenge. 

Overall, the Chancellor's remarks demonstrate that while 

structuring the college as a service industry, the mission and purpose 

of the institution can only be described in the same terms that a 

corporation or similar entity in the private sector would describe its 

mission or purpose, typically, in terms of marketing, growth, 

customers, and service. This tendency has been noticed at the 

national level: 

Within this discourse and its preoccupation with 
accoimtability schemes, testing, accreditation and 
credentializing, educational reform has become 
synonymous with turning schools into 'company stores' 
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and defining school life primarily in terms that measure 
their utility against their contribution to economic growth 
(Giroux, 1986, p. 18). 

The emphasis on ever changing values and the need to monitor those 

fits closely with the structuring of the institution as a department or 

"company" store. In both the interview and the data from the forums, 

it is clear that members of the college community are devoted to 

"accountability schemes, testing, accreditation, and credentializing." 

It has also been noted that in the last ten years there has been a 

wide increase In the tendency to use market values to structure the 

relations in our nations schools (Finkelstein, 1984). Barbara 

Finkelstein comments on the process, prevalence, and consequence of 

structuring public schools as if they were entitles in the private sector. 

Reformers seem to imagine public schools as economic 
rather than political instrumentality's. They forge no new 
visions of political and social possibilities. Instead, they 
call public schools to industrial and cultural service 
exclusively... 

As if they have had enough of political democracy, 
Americans, for the first time in a one-hundred-and-fifty-
year history, seem ready to do ideological surgeiy on their 
public schools- cutting them away from the fate of social 
justice and political democracy completely and grafting 
them instead onto elite corporate, industrigd, military, and 
cultural interests (Finkelstein, 1984 p. 166). 

In the Values Forums and the interview with the Chancellor 

there is much evidence to suggest that Cactus College is structured 

through a process that is guided by the pursuit of private interests. 

For example, during the interview with the Chancellor there were real 

X 
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signs that the role and purpose of the college is being "aligned" to 

match the private interests of business and industry. From the strong 

emphasis on a need for the college to be flexible and responsive to the 

whims of industry and the personal needs of students, to the boastful 

remark that the college customizes its curriculum to suit the interests 

of corporate entities in the community, the structuring of the college 

as a department store is a process that is altogether shaped by the 

pursuit of private interests. My suggestion is that these processes 

signal a retreat from responsibility, a disinterest in public life, and the 

crumbling of standards for citizenship. 

In the next chapter, I outline a groimded theory that weaves 

together each of the concepts that emerged from the data in this 

study; pitching, streaming, reflecting, struggling, and absolving. 

Afterward, I discuss how the grounded theory I derived compares to 

what has been written about the social role of two year schools. I 

return to the literature of the commimity college to suggest which 

perspectives may be useful in continued research on what it means for 

a public educational institution to be "democracy's college" (Deikhoff, 

1950; Griffith & Connor, 1994). 
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Chapter Seven 
Discussion: 

A Grounded Theory of Social Processes at Cactus College 

This chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, I 

explain the grounded theory of social processes I derived from the 

data I gathered at Cactus Community College. I discuss each of the 

concepts, and 1 explain their relatedness through the use of a working 

model. In the second section I discuss the implications of the theory. 

I talk about how the concepts I derived csin serve as a baseline from 

which to raise further theoretical questions about the social role of two 

year schools. 

A Grounded Theory of Social Processes at Cactus Community College 

During this project, I assembled a variety of data which led me 

to the conclusion that Cactus is absolving its role as a public 

institution. Using the techniques suggested by Glaser and Strauss, I 

derived five theoretical concepts from the data: pitching, streaming, 

reflecting, struggling, and absolving. The concepts work together to 

describe some of the basic social processes at Cactus College. 

Absolving is the "core concept" in the grounded theory (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967; Lester & Hadden, 1980). The core concept refers to 

the most basic social process taking place in the institution. 
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Consequently, the core is necessarily the most abstract of the 

concepts. 

Each of the supporting concepts is "closer to the data" (Glaser, 

1978). These concepts describe processes that contribute to the 

core. They describe actual, everyday activities, as opposed to the core 

concept which describes the consequence of those. In this case, with 

the exception of struggling, each of the other concepts contributes to 

the overall process of absolving. 

Pitching 

The first concept I derived from the data is pitching. Again, 

pitching is the process of "selling" the institution. It is a norm or 

pattern in the way college personnel relate to students. 

In everyday dealings between students and staff, there are subtle 

but incessant reminders that students are consimiers. Consequently, 

staff structure their role in the college within the context of customer 

satisfaction. Slow, deliberate speech, amiable tone of voice, and 

cheerful expressions all mark this pattern. Pitching is the marketing 

interface between staff and students; both prospective students and 

those currently enrolled. The message is "service with a smile." 

However, the meaning that is used in the patterning of this 

norm runs much deeper. Pitching marks an important point at which 

power is negotiated in the institution. Power is negotiated in the 

patterning of student-persormel relations that mimic customer-service 

or client-professional relations in the private sector. 
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Customers are offered an illusion of power in a capitalist 

economy. The illusion is that corporations exist to serve consumers' 

personal needs with their individual best interests in mind. On the 

contraiy, corporations have profit in mind as a central concern, sind 

therefore customers are a means and not an end. Furthermore, 

consumers have no voice in the decision making processes of 

corporations, and in this case they have no voice in the decision 

making processes of a public institution. Being a customer or client is 

a passive process (Chomsky, 1996). 

As customers, students have no obligation to engage in the 

governing processes of the college. Furthermore, these relations 

foster no sense of responsibility to the institution or to the community. 

At Cactus, students' rights are acknowledged and deliberated, but the 

responsibilities that students and college personnel have to each other 

£ind the commimity Eire similarly unclear. As customers, students 

merely purchase the right to attend classes at the college. There are 

no formal obligations or responsibilities that accompany the basic right 

of access. 

The pitching concept points to the broad sense of meaning 

students £uid staff use to pattern their relations with each other. In 

this study, many of the students and personnel were in agreement on 

the idea that the institution exists to minister to individual needs. 
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Streaming 

The customer-service model has a reciprocal concept that 

describes students' actions in class. The concept is streaming. 

Streaming is a pattern that students follow as they make their way 

through the institution and on to either degrees or certificates. In 

short, streaming is taking the path of least resistance in education. 

There were continual signs of the streaming process over the 

course of the study. I saw streaming in the classrooms I participated 

in and observed; faculty made comments during interviews that 

suggest the extent of streaming; and, there is also evidence of the 

pattern in the comments made by the Chancellor to the effect that 

students are becoming increasingly "pragmatic." They are interested 

in accumulating the credits necessary for the degree, but not much 

else. If it is possible to amass the credits at home over the television, 

so much the better. Streaming is the process of moving through the 

institution without becoming engaged in public life, the life of the 

classroom, or the life of the college community. 

Reflecting 

The third concept I derived during the research is reflecting. 

This concept also fits closely with the overall patterning of the 

institution as a department store. Broadly speaking, reflecting refers 

to the process of larger cultural patterns being mirrored in the 

institution. 

V 
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I began to develop this concept sis I watched students make 

sensational attacks and impulsive outbursts in class. The pattern looks 

and feels much like the relations that appear on television talk shows: 

highly charged, personal and emotional exchanges mediated by a host 

or instructor. 

The most significant Implication in this pattern is the bliirring of 

the distinction between public and private identity, a pattern that is 

suggested in the work of both Jean Elshtain (1992) and Christopher 

Lasch (1995). Through the blurring of the distinction between what is 

public and private, education becomes a stage from which students 

make personal demands. This, as opposed to an arena where students 

can work toward identifying and cultivating interest in common 

objectives or social concerns. 

In our popular culture, television, and politics, private troubles 

become grist for the public mill. In classrooms at Cactus, students 

appear to mimic the talk show format in particular. Elshtain describes 

the consequences: 

When we collapse the distinction between the public and 
the private, private identity becomes a recommendation 
for, or authentication of, one's political stsince. It follows 
that my rage quotient goes through the roof in political 
debates, because to argue against my subjective 
pronouncements is sdso to challenge my very identity 
(Elshtain, 1995, p. 45). 

In the classroom, this pattern has unfortunate side effects. The 

sensationalism and emotion of the television talk show is substituted 

for the earnest struggle required for democratic processes. 
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Lasch suggests the importance of this struggle for knowledge 

and democracy: 

It is the act of articulating and defending our views that 
lifts them out of the category of opinions, gives them shape 
and definition, and makes it possible for others to 
recognize them as a description of their own experience 
as well. In short, we come to know our own minds only by 
explaining ourselves to others (Lasch, 1995, p. 170). 

The process of blurring public and private identities poses a problem 

for educators working toward fostering the kind of exchange that is 

necessary for democracy to flourish. However, at Cactus College, more 

than a dozen of the adjunct faculty I encountered not only 

distinguished between the public and private elements of student lives 

but also devoted considerable energy and work toward engaging 

students in a participatory forum or public sphere. 

Struggling 

The concept I derived from the interview and observation data 

has to do with struggle. Struggle was a prominent theme in my 

discussions with, and observations of, adjunct faculty. These faculty 

are struggling against the processes of pitching, streaming and 

reflecting. They insist on participation and public exchcinge in their 

classrooms, and they work toward countering the idea that students 

are merely consimiers. This is the only social process I discovered 

that actually worked to hinder the overall process of absolving. 

X 
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Adjunct faculty £ire the only group I had contact with during the 

study who were willing to defend democracy as a desirable form of 

association among members of the college community. Because 

approximately half of the courses at the college are taught by adjuncts, 

there is reason to believe that democratic processes are present in a 

wide variety of areas. However, even though the work of the adjunct 

faculty may be construed as a real success story, they work in an 

institution where the dominant set of beliefs and practices are 

allowing for, even promoting, the absolvement of the college's public 

responsibility. 

Absolving 

Absolving is the core concept in this theory. The data I gathered 

at Cactus College strongly suggest that the institution is absolving its 

role as a crucial public sphere. "Historically, the meaning of public 

education was precisely education in what it meant to belong to a 

public: education in the res publico- in commonalty, in community, in 

the common constitution that made plurality and difference possible" 

(Barber. 1992, p. 14). 

Contemporarily, we have traded these pursuits for a conception 

of citizens and students as customers in a department store. We 

associate with students as individuals, not as members of a community. 

We market education as a convenience rather than as a struggle, and 

we sell our institutions as avenues to private interest as opposed to 

structuring them as bastions of a common purpose. 
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The concepts of pitching, streaming and reflecting point to 

everyday processes that maintain these larger patterns. These are the 

practices that grow out of the fundamental belief that the commimity 

college is a service industry. In what follows. I use a diagram to 

illustrate these concepts' relation to the overall process of absolving 

the institution's public responsibility. 

A Conceptual Model 

The concepts I derived work together to form a model that 

describes the basic social processes of Cactus College. I arranged 

these concepts in a diagram to illustrate their relatedness. and to 

demonstrate how each of the concepts either contributes to or 

hinders the overall process of absolving (see figure 3). 
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Figure 3: A Grounded Theory of Social Processes at Cactus Community College 
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Institutional Context 

This diagram describes the structuration process at Cactus 

Community College. The concepts work together to form a picture 

that describes the meaning, norms, and power negotiated each day in 

the institution. 

For example, the pitching process is shown to reach outside the 

institution and into the commtmlty. Pitching is the process by which 

the college sells Itself to prospective students. When the pitch is 
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successful, many of the newly enrolled students begin the process of 

streaming. The streaming process continues as students follow a path 

of minimal resistance on their way to degrees or certificates. 

However, there are exceptions where there is a faculty person 

struggling to make enrollment at Cactus mean membership in a public 

sphere. 

In addition to struggling against streaming, faculty also contend 

with an additional process, reflecting. Faculty struggle against the 

larger cultural trend to conceive of ourselves without a public 

conscience or democratic identity. This struggle is our only hedge 

against the overall process of absolving. 

Absolving is the core concept and the basic institutioned process 

present in the data I gathered at Cactus. Through the process of 

absolving, the college relieves itself of public responsibility by 

structuring itself as a corporation in the private sector. 

Discussion 

In a market economy, private industry holds no standard of 

obligation to the commimity or to the public. In fact, many have 

argued that entities in the private sector hold the expressed interest 

of stamping out concern for pubic life (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, 1985; 

Cohen & Rogers, 1983; Giroux & Aronowitz, 1986; Giroux 1994). 

The private and particular interests of individuals and corporations in 

a capitalist economy are often highly incompatible with the interests 

of a democratic republic. 
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For example, in the mid 1950's there was a popular phrase— 

"What's good for General Motors is good for America." As the 

American auto industry shifted its production overseas to lessen its 

labor costs in the 1980's, many Americans begem to question the 

certainty of such a statement. By the early nineties, CEO salaries were 

brought to public attention. It was discovered that it was not 

uncommon for top executives to earn up to 500 times as much as 

assembly line workers in the ssime corporation (Mastel, 1996). It 

became clear that what is good for General Motors is exceptionally 

good for a tiny handful of Americans, and probably not so good for the 

working men suid women of the nation. "A chief executive officer of a 

major U.S. corporation was asked recently about past decisions to 

move some of his manufacturing facilities to Mexico and China. He 

answered by saying his first objective was to shareholder wealth, not to 

ensure job security or serve U.S. national interests" (Mastel, 1996 p. 

2d). 

At Cactus College, people continue to believe that what is good 

for corporate America is good for Americans. For example, the 

Chancellor pointed out that "We need to focus and do a lot on trciining 

existing workers so that they can improve individually within the 

company, in their own personal growth. And then, the company can 

stay competitive." The belief that "workers" and corporations share 

the same set of interests is tenuous at best. Furthermore, these 

remarks demonstrate a strong level of apathy toward the pursuit of a 

common good, social welfare, or participation in public affairs. March 
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and Olsen comment on the difBculty, even impossibility, of educating 

in and for democraqr while giving priority to interests that exist in the 

private sector. 

...the processes by which identities, roles, and interests 
are created, nurtured, transformed, and implemented are 
a critical concern of governance, and the civic basis of 
identities is intrinsic to the concept of a person, citizen, 
or public ofiRcial. Giving priority to private interests and 
preferences is seen not merely as a corruption of the 
politicsd process but also as a corruption of the soul and a 
fall from grace (March & Olsen, 1995, p. 37). 

It is rare to have social scientists make reference to souls and 

their corruption. SoulfuUness is something that is not easily 

measured, and thus the notion is dismissed in most academic 

discussions of motivation or interest. However, the concept seems to 

apply in a discussion of the social processes of Cactus Community 

College. Adjunct faculty person Barbara Goldstein may have said it best 

when she mentioned that "corporations exist on paper" and that they 

do not have a soul or a conscience. 

Throughout the course of this study, I had faculty, staff, and 

administrators alike look me square in the eye and tell me that Cactus 

College is a business and that students are customers. I thought to 

myself at times, have I gone mad? Could it be that the community 

college has completely absolved its role as a public institution? This 

important reality has been smeared, even buried in the everyday 

beliefs and practices of the college. With the exception of the 

struggling adjunct faculty, I found no sign that members of the college 

X 
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community were working toward upholding some kind of social or 

political role in the community. 

And yet, the stark reality of the situation is that Cactus 

Community College is not a business, or part of a growing service 

industry. Cactus is a public non-profit institution. Unlike corporations 

or other entities in the private sector, it is possible, I would even 

argue that it is necessary for public institutions to embody a lasting 

sense of purpose. The individual wants and desires of students change 

with time. The needs of business and industry for a selectively trained 

work force do the same. By contrast, the necessary characteristics of 

citizens in a democratic nation hold fairly constant. Although, exactly 

what those characteristics are is the subject of debate. 

Political Scientist Robert Dahl offers an idealized portrait of what 

those characteristics might be: 

The good citizen is highly concerned about public siffairs 
and political life; well informed about issues, candidates, 
and parties; engaged often with fellow citizens in 
deliberations on public matters; an active participant in 
efforts to influence governmental decisions by voting, 
communicating views to public officials, attending political 
meetings, and the like; and motivated in all these activities 
by a desire to foster the general welfare (Dahl, 1991, p. 
45). 

In the same article, Dahl also offers a version of what he considers to 

be characteristic of an "adequate" citizenry; 

Let us say that adequate citizens would posses sufficiently 
strong incentives to gain a modicum of knowledge of their 
own interests and of the political choices most iScely to 
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advance them, as well as sufficiently strong incentives to 
act on behalf of these choices (Dahl, 1991, p. 47). 

At no point in either of the Values Forums I attended did I hear 

members of the college community express any concern over what the 

college is doing to foster the aforementioned characteristics. This is 

also the case in the interview with the Chancellor. At no point in the 

fonmis or the interview was there a question raised about what the 

college is doing to ensure that members of the college community are 

afforded a place in which to become "good," even "adequate" citizens. 

In the interview, the Chancellor even goes so far as to reduce 

the public role of the college to creating the conditions under which 

citizens can develop the means to start "paying taxes." He actually 

suggests that in order to "feel like members of the commimity," 

citizens merely need to develop the capacity to fill city, state, and 

federal coffers. In this case, students are simply not thought of as 

citizens, they are trainees. In fact, students are not even considered 

citizens. Instead, they are thought of and referred to as "workers." 

The structuring of the commimity college as a form of service 

industry legitimates the conceptualization of citizenship as the mere 

capacity to serve corporate America. It also makes it difficult to hold 

any real concern for fostering the type of chsiracteristics that political 

theorists such as Dahl suggest necessary for active participation in the 

public sphere. 

In Democratic Governance March and Olsen suggest that the 

structuration processes demonstrated in the Values Fonmis and the 
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interview with the Chancellor are a direct consequence of the 

practices used to govern the institution (1995). These authors discuss 

the consequence of a structuration process where there is no basis on 

which students, staff, or faculty are formally obliged to participate in 

the decision making processes of an institution. In the college, as in a 

department store, decision making is reserved for an elite group of 

administrative staff. Policy is administered from this source, and 

directives are merely handed down through the layers of a hierarchy. 

For March and Olsen, good citizenship is the product of involvement 

in the decision making processes of public institutions. These authors 

suggests that a dangerous situation presents itself when you find that 

institutions in the public sphere are being administered to citizens as 

opposed to being structured through democratic processes: 

Good citizens are pictured as willing to reason together. 
They deliberate on the basis of a sense of conmiunity that 
is itself reinforced by the processes of deliberation. From 
this perspective, the real danger to a polity comes when 
no controlling standard of obUgation is recognized and 
politics becomes the imchecked pursuit of interests 
(March & Olsen, 1995. p. 37). 

First, it should be clesir that Cactus Community College holds no 

standcird of obligation when it comes to inciting its members to 

involvement in governance. In fact, even the attempt to involve 

members of the college in the writing of the new mission statement 

was openly criticized by participants at the Saguaro Campus Values 

Forum. The department store metaphor pushes concerns about 

democracy and citizenship out of the everyday life of the college. 

X 
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Worse than that, the process of structuring the college as a 

department store both reflects and maintains the conditions under 

which popular sovereignty withers. 

By almost every measure, American's direct engagement in 
politics and government has fallen steadily and sharply 
over the last generation, despite the fact that average 
levels of education— the best individual level predictor of 
political participation— have risen sharply throughout this 
period (Putnam, 1995, p. 4). 

My claim is that the absolvement of the public role of the 

community college can be implicated in this pattern. By structuring 

the social relations of the community college primarily along lines that 

mimic social relations in a market economy, the community college 

absolves its role as a public non-profit institution. In so doing. Cactus 

College forfeits its capacity for inculcating non-market values among 

participating members of a public sphere. 

In other words, my argument is that the college is involved in 

both reflecting and maintaining a strong pattern of civic 

disengagement. The community college holds the potential to be one 

of the last vestiges of what is considered to be a djring public sphere, a 

place where "citizens interact through the medium of speech and 

persuasion, disclose their unique identities, and decide through 

collective deliberation about matters of common concern" (Passerin 

d'Entreves, 1995, p. 146). During the institution's Values Forums and 

in the interview with the Chancellor, there were no considerations 
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being made witJi respect to the role of the college as a critical public 

place. 

Given the set of department store beliefs and practices that 

define and shape life at Cactus, such an abrogation of public 

responsibility is not a surprise. It is difficult to conceive of the 

institution's role in public life, when the dominant set of beliefs and 

practices in the institution are patterned after those of a market 

economy. Matters of common concern are hardly ever on the agenda 

at the Sears Roebuck, for example. Questions about citizenship and 

public welfare are hardly every raised among shoppers at J.C. Permey's. 

If we allow our public Institutions to be structured along these 

lines, we absolve ourselves of the responsibility for maintaining the 

community college as a public stage or public sphere. As a department 

store. Cactus College cannot provide a place for students to foster a 

democratic identity. The college carmot serve as a place where 

students, faculty, and staff can engage each other as citizens, as 

members of the same community. Barbara Finkelstein points to the 

consequences of such a development: 

If people carmot, will not, or do not identify and socialize 
personal conmiitments in public action, then they cease to 
be citizens. They are transformed into cimning 
rationalists, or mere functionaries, no longer the 
protectors of justice, freedom, or dignity. As a moral 
matter, their commitments to freedom, or dignity become 
either empty pieties, or worse, demagogic invocations of 
socially discoimected rhetoric (Finkelstein, 1984, p. 280). 

In short. Cactus CoUege has used values derived from private 

interests to structure the purpose of a public institution. Students 
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value convenience. Industry values servility and technical competence. 

Consequently, the college structures itself as a flexible, responsive 

marketplace where people move through a "seamless process" into 

technical occupations (Chancellor or Cactus College, 1996). What we 

have sold in this exchsinge is education in sind for democracy. How we 

can make a change for the better is a complicated issue. 

Not being simple, democracy does not afford us a 
strciightforward answer to the question of what education 
in and for democracy might be. If for example, we move 
too quickly to the notion of relevance— teach them 
something practical, so they can get jobs when they leave 
school— we may stress watery adaptation above authentic 
excellence (Elshtain, 1992, p. 81). 

At one point in the interview, the Chancellor points out that 

"The worst crime is to train someone for two years, and then have the 

jobs not be there." I would suggest an alternative. I would say that the 

worst crime is to train someone for two years. The worst crime is that 

a public Institution is used to train a work force to the specifications of 

private industry and at the same time absolving its role in educating 

citizens for democratic participation. 

With the understanding that democracy is both an ill defined 

concept and a complex set of social processes, I adopted the position 

of John Dewey £ind Ira Shor when it came to choosing a definition of 

democracy for use in this study. I used these authors notions of 

democracy to guide my analysis. Consequently, the social processes I 

described at Cactus College suggest that the overarching definition of 

the commimity college as "democracy's college" is highly questionable. 



219 

The majority of the social processes I described are antithetical to 

those that would be required to support "a process of open 

communication and mutual governance in a community of shared 

power, where all members have a chance to express ideas, to frame 

purposes, and to act on intentions" (Shor, 1987, p. 136). The only 

exception is the process of struggle taking place in the classrooms of 

the adjunct faculty that I spoke with and observed. Struggle is an 

essentisd characteristic of the democratic process and a thread of 

hope for a potentially democratic institution. 

However, it is also important to note that since democracy is as 

complex and varied as any concept used to describe human ctfTairs, 

further research on the American community college must be directed 

toward developing a more thorough understanding of the institution's 

public and social role. We must work toward an understanding of the 

community college as a public non-profit institution, and we must do 

so by identifying some of the processes and patterns that both shape 

and reflect "the way we are" (Adelman, 1992). 

In the next chapter, I retxam to the literature. I talk about how 

the concepts I derived compare to what has been written about the 

social role of community colleges. I discuss how the grounded theory 

I developed serves in some cases as a challenge, sind in other cases as 

an affirmation of the current theoretical positions on the purpose of 

two year schools. Afterward, I present a set of questions which serve 

as suggestions for further research on the social role of the community 

college. 

\ 
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Chapter Eight 
Conclusion: 

A Return to the Literature and Suggestions for Further 
Research 

This chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, I 

retTim to the literature on the social role of the community college. I 

discuss how the data I gathered at Cactus College serves in some cases 

as a challenge to, and in other cases as an affirmation of the basic 

assumptions authors' make about the social role of two year schools. 

In this section, I compare what I foimd at Cactus to the main body of 

work I described in the literature review: the relative autonomy of the 

state approach, functionalist social theory, a critical or Marxist 

approach, and institutional theory. In the second section, I discuss 

how the concepts I derived can be used in future studies. I give 

examples of how each of the concepts I derived raise questions that 

serve as suggestions for further research. 

Return to the Literature 

As I described in the literature review, there are four theoretical 

positions authors take in describing the social role of two year schools. 

Those are the functionalist, critical or Marxist, institutionalist, and 

"relative autonomy of the state" perspectives (Dougherty 1994). In 

what follows I revisit each perspective. One at a time I explain how 

my findings both challenge and ciffirm what these perspectives lead 

one to assimie about the social role of two year schools. 

X 
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Relative Autonomy of the State 

I begin with this perspective because it is the most problematic. 

1 think one could argue that 1 was looking in the wrong place if I was 

interested in comparing what I found to the findings of those who use 

the "relative autonomy of the state" approach (Dougherty. 1994). 

Since Dougherty's perspective is focused on forces extemsd to the 

community college, it is difficult for me to use what I have found to 

comment on the applicability of his ideas for an explanation of the 

social processes at Cactus College. 

I chose to look inside Cactus, at the everyday beliefs and 

practices of persormel and students. Consequently, I caimot offer an 

explanation of the influence individual government officials may have 

in shaping the institutional practices I saw. During my experience in 

the college and during the analysis of the data I gathered, I found no 

evidence that government officials or governmental policy were being 

considered in the patterning of social processes at Cactus. Despite 

volumes of material that docimient the importance of government and 

institutionsil policy in shaping the character of colleges, I foimd no 

mention of particular docimients or officials in my research on the 

social processes of Cactus College. 

The Institutional Perspective 

Deegan and Tillery state that in the 1970's and 1980's the 

commimity college suffered from "mission ambiguity," and "ideological 

conflicts about the community college's role" (Deegan & Tillery, 1985, 
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p. 27). The s£uiie authors also suggest that during this time, "the 

private sector and community colleges hit it ofif very well" (Deegan & 

TiUery, 1985, p. 24). 

The concepts I derived during this research strongly support 

the idea that the community college and the private sector "hit it off 

very well." In fact. Cactus College literally conceives of itself as a 

corporation. The concepts pitching, streaming, reflecting, and 

absolving each support the basic assumptions of institutional theorists. 

Mainly, that institutions lumped together in "organizational fields" 

begin to show signs of "isomorphism" pimaggio & Powell, 1981). 

These authors focus on the process by which institutions, in and 

outside the private sector, come to resemble each other in terms of 

their most basic beliefs sind common practices. 

In this case. Cactus College defines itself and structures its basic 

practices along lines that coincide with those in the private sector. 

The Chancellor of the college even goes so far as to suggest that the 

college is actively "aligning" its mission to correspond with the 

interests of corporations in the commimity. 

Given my findings at Cactus, the institutional perspective may 

hold the most promise for continued research on two year schools. 

Further research on community colleges could surely be informed or 

guided by the propositions of institutional theorists (Ranson, Hinings, 

& Royston, 1980; Dimaggio & Powell, 1981; Brint & Karabel, 1989; 

March & Olsen, 1995). 
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The Functional Perspective 

In many ways, Giddens' structuration perspective can be seen as 

a reaction to some of the basic assimiptions of functional social theory. 

Giddens' approach to social life is based on the idea that individuals, as 

"agents," create and maintain the social structure through common, 

everyday activities. By contrast, for functionalists the socied structure 

is a benign and yet determining force, one that moves individuals to 

specific patterns of action. 

During the analysis. I concluded that the functional position 

provides a scant explanation of the social processes of Cactus College. 

Specifically. I found that the "cooling out" concept favored by 

functionalists does not offer an accurate description of the social 

processes at Cactus (Clark, 1960b, 1980). With the cooling out 

concept, it is assumed that students' educational and economic goals 

are unrealistically high, and on these terms it is the role of the 

institution is to lower students aspirations. Given my experience, it 

was impossible for me to assume that Cactus students' personal, 

educational, or economic goals were unrealistic. It was edso impossible 

to assume that the college has a role in lowering students' aspirations. 

For example, students demonstrated a high level of reflexivily in 

the survey I conducted. They are aware of the school's status as an 

educational institution, and they show sensitivity to the idea that the 

college is structured as a department store. Students at Cactus define 

themselves as consumers, there to receive a service. And at the same 

time. Cactus College publicizes its efforts to pursue and satisfy 
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customers. On the whole. Cactus College is not cooling students out, it 

is simply shining them on. With the exception of the struggle that I 

documented through interviews and observations, the data I gathered 

suggest that in general the institution provides an eirena where 

students can maintain a narrow, self serving, and careerist perspective 

on education and credentieds. 

As a result, the institution perpetuates, I would even say 

contributes to, the national pattern of increased self interest and civic 

disengagement; hardly a positive or necess2iry fimction (Putnam, 1995, 

1996; Etzioni, 1995). In short, the grounded theory I developed in 

this setting serves as a new and I think provocative challenge to the 

functionalist position on the social role of the community college. 

The Critical / Marxist perspective 

There were signs diuing this research that the critical or 

Marxist conception of the community college is at least partially 

applicable in describing the social relations and social structure of 

Cactus College. The data I gathered forced me to raise questions that 

fall somewhat in line with the questions often raised by critical or 

Marxist scholars. In particular, the Values Forums and interview with 

the Chancellor could be interpreted as data that support the Marxist 

claim that commimity colleges are involved in occupational 

"channeling" (Pincus, 1980). For example, the Chancellor was open 

and outspoken about the idea that the college should have a role in 

creating a "seamless process," whereby students move from secondary 
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education straight through to technical occupations. This type of 

occupational chsinneling is at the root of the criticisms leveled by 

Marxists. And in these terms it would be easy, and I think 

appropriate, to make a Marxist interpretation of the processes I 

documented. 

However, even though there are similarities between the critical 

or Marxist approach to the community college and the interpretation I 

made of social processes at Cactus, the basic concerns are different. 

For example, Marxists critics tend to focus on the potential the 

community college holds for increasing social class or group economic 

mobility (Karabel, 1972; Pincus, 1980). Thus far. Marxist critics have 

focused on students' income and earning potential as measures of the 

value of their experience in two year schools. 

From the structuration perspective, the ability and desire to 

acciimulate large quantities of material goods is part of the problem, 

not part of the solution to concerns about civic disengagement 

(Giddens, 1995). When it comes to group economic mobility, 

Marxists' goals are questionable. In a post industrial society as affluent 

this one, what would economic equality mean: new cars, pick up 

trucks and motor boats for everyone? Such a goal is socially, 

ecologically, and en\dronmentally imsoimd. 

Capitalism, production, and the accumulation of material goods 

have put us in a precarious global, ecological situation. It is difficult to 

justify group economic mobility when it could only mean the 

worsening of an already bad situation. As a long term goal, equity must 

V 
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come in a different form. Equality must be addressed as an issue of 

access, to education, health care, adequate nutrition, safe housing, and 

above all, basic decision making. The current challenge would seem to 

be unraveling the set of economic values that have been used to 

distinguish classes throughout history. 

Although I am sympathetic to Marxists' concerns, from the 

structuration perspective it is necessary to reconsider critical 

scholar's long range goals. It is necesssiry to reformulate those goals in 

terms that have less to do with economic consimiption and more to do 

with the social, cultural, and political life of the nation (Giddens, 

1994). 

A Final Note on the Literature 

The grounded theory I developed does more to affirm the 

assumptions of institutional theorists than any of the other 

perspectives. With the exception of struggling, each of the other 

concepts in the theory point to the idea that Cactus College is an 

institution that is conceived, approached, and run as a business in the 

private sector. The core concept, absolving, suggests that the beliefs 

and practices used to structure the college are the same as or similar 

to those used to structure relations in our service economy. 

Institutional theorists have found this pattern of "isomorphism" 

to be a common cheiracteristic among groups in various "organizational 

fields" (Dimaggio & Powell, 1981). Their perspective offers more 

than any of the others in terms of explaining how and why Cactus 
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conceives itself as a business. If I had an opportunity to do this study 

over using a different theoretical framework, I would use institutional 

theoiy as a base from which to make interpretations. 

In the next section. I make specific suggestions for further 

research. In what foUows, I use the concepts I derived from the data I 

gathered to raise question that can be taken up in future studies on 

the social role of two year schools. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

In the groimded theory method suggestions for further research 

are the most important end product of an individual study. The 

descriptive concepts that form a groimded theory serve as a base from 

which further research can be conducted. Drawing on the concepts I 

generated in this study. I offer the following questions as suggestions 

for issues that could be taken up in further research. 

Pitching: a.) Does the process occur in other community colleges? 

b.) What are the implications of the process? 

1. For patterning students role in institutions? 

2. For patterning the practices of college personnel? 

Streaming: a.) What is the precise extent of this process? 

b.) Which students are most likely to be streaming? 

L What kind of accounts do they give as to why? 

2. What kind of background characteristics do they 
share? 

>v 
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c.) What pedagogical techniques work to counter this 
process? 

Reflecting: a.) What are the conditions under which public and 
private identities merge? 

b.) How can schools help students develop public 
identities despite contrary models in the media? 

c.) Which students are most likely to hold a public 
identity? 

1. What background characteristics do they share? 

2. What kind of accounts can they give as to why? 

Struggling: a.) Who is most likely to promote democracy in the 
classroom? 

b.) Are adjunct faculty more likely to struggle because they 
work part time? 

c.) Would the same adjunct continue to struggle if 
teaching was his or her, "real job?" 

d.) Is there a point at which instructors 
commonly move away from democracy in the 
classroom? 

Absolving: a.) What is the precise extent to which the community 
college promotes civic disengagement? 

b.) Are there models for other thriving public spheres? 

2. Other successful American institutions? 

3. Successful institutions in other nations? 

These are important questions that cein only be answered 

through an ongoing program of empirical research. We need studies 

that further ground and expand our understanding of the social 
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processes of community colleges. Information about such matters can 

improve our understanding of such places and help educators start to 

combat the customer-service metaphor that is currently being used to 

structure relations in our public institutions. Such studies can inspire 

change that would support the development of democratic identities 

and capabilities in our community colleges. 

In further research, we can verify and perhaps pin point the 

consequences these processes hold for the social and political life of 

the nation. If further research confirms what I have stated in this 

report, then it is our responsibility to create accessible accounts of the 

processes that currently undermine the nation's social, moral, and 

political interests. 

Conclusion 

The steps to creating democratic community colleges lay before 

us. Educators and researchers will have to work especially hard 

toward constructing and promoting civic disengagement as a social 

problem. Further research on the public role of two years schools 

must be accessible and engaging enough to win the support of those 

who would favor democracy as a "mode of associated living" in our 

schools and public places (Dewey, 1966). It is possible to create a 

climate and structure in our two year schools that supports 

participation, moral courage, and social responsibility. Lasch explains: 

If we insist on argument as the essence of education, we 
will defend democracy not as the most efficient but as the 
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most educational form of government, one that extends 
the circle of debate as widely as possible and thus forces 
all citizens to articulate their views, to put their views at 
risk, and to cultivate the virtues of eloquence, clarity of 
thought and expression, and sound judgment (Lasch. 
1995. p. 171). 

With more than 1200 campuses and six million students across the 

country, the conmiunity college is to central an institution to leave out 

of the discussion on what it will take to counter the prevailing 

disinterest in American public life (Moriarty, 1996). 

As I rode my bicycle through the Saguaro Campus parking lot in 

the spring of 1995, I saw a sign that affirmed my conmiitment to such 

matters. On a late model pick-up truck parked in a sea of cars, I saw a 

bumper sticker that read: Things Don't Have to be This Way." 
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Shident Survey 

This is a study that focuses on teaching and learning in the community 
college. Any record of this document will be held anonymously and located 
by a randomly assigned identification number. By listing your phone 
number, you give me permission to contact you in order to either clarify or 
expand on the comments you have made in this survey. By signing this form 
you simply release permission to be quoted anonymously in publications that 
report data gathered during my dissertation research. If you have any 
questions please feel free to contact me. 

Qiad Hanson 
Adjunct Faculty- Sociology 

signature Date 
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In this appendix there are additional excerpts from 

interviews I conducted with part time faculy at Cactus College. 

The faculty's comments are organized into categories based on the 

same topics that appear in chapter five: student peirticipation, 

critical thinking, and concern for public life. 

Faculty Interview Data on Student Participation 

Roger Oakes, Business Math & Automotive Maintenance Instructor: 

I give a lot of examples. I either call on someone specifically, 

or put a question out to the whole group. But, I preface that 

early on in the course, by telling everybody that sooner or 

later they are going to be making mistakes. That's part of 

the learning process. I will show them how it goes before 

long, because I make mistakes out in front of everybody. 

That comes from the commercisd world where you have to 

defend yourself constantly once you've made a decision. You 

have to have something to back up your decision, and one 

way to back up your decision is to have made a previous 

mistake. 



Susan Bartlett, Business & Computer Science Instructor: 

The way students get involved in classes is by paying 

attention, by reading the material, and by being prepared. 

There isn't any substitute for that. You can make them feel 

at home by doing a number of ice breaking activities; by 

conducting your class more in a dialogue. That invites the 

students to participate. But, I've found that unless they're 

doing the work themselves, they're not going to participate. 

I use a storytelling "caU" and "response" method. Its very 

similar to a computer hand shake, which is the 

communication that goes on between two machines before 

they begin sending data to each other. Its also done in 

traditional storytelling contexts where the teller will send out 

a "call." If he gets a certain response from the audience, it 

means that they're listening, they're attentive and they're 

ready to hear the story. This is used in the West Indies. 

There they do "Creek," and then "Crack," and things are set. 

The story is ready to go. In my class I'll ask them to give me 

two syllable words. Two syllable words seem to work better. 

For example, this semester my call is "summer." and their 

response is "vacation." I use that all through the session. I 

need to know who's listening, who's falling sisleep, who's with 

me. I send out the call and get the response. This is my way 

of inviting them to participate. 



They can participate at this hand shake level. They can 

participate at the exchange of information level, and they can 

participate at the question asking level. This level is much 

deeper, and it means they are involved with the material sind 

they've run up against something they don't understand. 

This is very good. This way learning can be both 

computational and discursive. 

In the lab you don't have any trouble doing that, because 

they'll ask their neighbors for help. Those who know 

sometimes help those who don't. Its really nice to see the 

kind of egalitarian sharing that goes on. Usually, its without 

pretense. People who know don't lord it over those who don't 

know. They're all buddies and they help each other out. 

Being in the lab itself is a sharing situation. In the 

classroom it depends. Some of the students don't seem to 

want to get to know the others. 

Linda Orchard, Sociology Instructor: 

In a class that meets two days a week, the first day is a 

lecture, and the second day is a discussion. Out of twenty 

chapters, 12 might be of interest to them, so I'll do the other 

eight chapters, but I won't spend that much time on it. I 

find by doing that, they come to the classes much more 

energetic and involved. 



The first day of class I tell them that this is a closed 

classroom. "Everything you say in here stays within these 

doors." You can condemn something, advocate something, 

everything stays within these doors providing that you don't 

hurt another student or deliberately say something to hurt 

someone else. 

I provoke. I probably shouldn't but I deliberately provoke 

them because I want them to think. I think that's one of our 

downfalls. We're not teaching them to think. You throw the 

information at them and they're supposed to absorb it, but it 

comes out as wrote answers on paper. I don't want that. I 

want their feelings and ideas to come out. So by provoking 

them, I find that what comes out is more honest. And if I tell 

them its a closed classroom, they'll tell me that they have 

been on amphetamines for so long etc.. It seems to 

stimulate their interests. It seems to get them going a little 

better. 

On the lecture day, I'm in complete control of the classroom. 

They're listening to me, they're taking notes, and so on. On 

the discussion day, I let them take control. If there's three or 

four people signed up for the same topic, the week before the 

discussion I give them a few minutes to organize their 

thoughts together, and then they can each present 



something different. On the discussion day they do the 

talking. They introduce themselves. They say, 'This is my 

topic." 

They all do some kind of outside research. Maybe they 

interviewed a politician, somebody in social services, or in 

the police department, or campus administration, or the 

counseling office, or something, where they've actually 

interacted. I want them to be sociable. I wsint them to 

respect other peoples ideas and opinions. 

Paula Simimers, Family Studies Instructor: 

I do very little lecture. Most of my lectures are very 

interactive. I use a variety of things. I ask them to go 

through the textbook, and tell me which chapters they are 

most interested in. The ones they are least interested in are 

the ones we spend the least amount of time on. You focus 

the class where the class asks. We still cover everything, its 

just a question of how much time we spend on each topic. 

Its tough for them. Its a freshman level class, and they 

range in age from 18, to 45 or so. Its a hard mix. And yet, it 

gives them input from different generations when they talk to 

each other. I think talking to each other is the most 

productive thing. I try to get them to talk to each other. 
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Roger Oakes, Business Math & Automotive Maintenance Instructor; 

Mathematics is all a matter of words, really. The critical 

thinking I think, comes in the analyzing of the words that 

put a problem together. If you don't understand the 

grammar, and the native sjmtax of the leuiguage, you won't 

understand the math either. 

We analyze problems, eind we analyze why one way of 

approaching the problem is better than another method. Or, 

why more than one method will work and still provide the 

same results. But its a lot of setup and looking at what the 

words are telling you what to do. You have to decide what 

the words are telling you, and decide how to approach the 

problem. 

I think that's particularly important in the business world, in 

the scientific as well, but I think in business people are 

notoriously poor speakers, they don't say what they intend to 

say. The reason they don't say what they intend to say is 

that they don't understand anything outside of their own 

area of expertise. They don't understand anything beyond 

that. So, if they go outside of their little area of expertise, 

then they start asking questions that those experts now 



don't understand. The classic example is the salesman and 

the engineer. They're forever at odds because neither one 

knows what the other is asking. They don't speak the same 

language. That's what I mean when I say that people in the 

commercial world are notoriously poor speakers. They can't 

cross boundaries of their expertise very well. 

My case in point is in watching the broadcast news reports. 

Listening to the weather, listening to how they misuse the 

language, particularly in terms of mathematical inferences. 

They talk about average this and average that. The average 

by itself is almost a meaningless nimiber. So. we talk about 

why its a meaningless number and what you can do to make 

it more meaningful. I tend to leein heavily on what language 

means, and what is going to be reasonably universally 

accepted. 

On occasion I have gone to the point of explaining to them 

what a tjrpical commercial world request might involve. How 

two different people will interpret the same question 

differently. I'll usually start out by inquiring of somebody. 

"How would you answer this question?" He'll give an answer, 

so I'll ask somebody else. "How would you answer that 

question?" You get different answers based on how each one 

interpreted the question. 



For example. I'll pick something out of the news media. I'll 

say, "Here is what was said." "Now, is it right or wrong to 

say it this way?" I think people are reluctant to offer their 

opinions because they tend to assume that their opinion is 

not a very good one. If they had good opinions why would 

they be in school? There is a predisposed disposition. 

In the vocational area, I think its even a little bit harder 

because you don't have consistent examples. You have 

things that typically go wrong and things that they can 

typically look for, but you have to instill into them the 

analj^cal process so that when things don't fit the recipes, 

they can ansdyze what's going on and find the source of 

trouble. So in that sense, the vocational side of education is 

more difficult to get any analytical thinking going. I think 

the assumption is that vocational people are just nuts and 

bolts oriented. They never have to think about something 

except which nut came off of which bolt, and how the thing 

works and goes back together. But that's flawed thinking. 

They still have to analyze what's going wrong when 

something doesn't work. That's always been a little bit of a 

task, to get these people to think anatytically. 



Barbara Goldstein, Business & Law Instructor: 

I test to the application and not the information. I create a 

situation, and have the students respond. I give only open 

book tests. I never memorize anjrthing because in the law it 

will change before you have a chance to apply it anjrway. 

The task is to figure out how to read that statute, figure out 

how to make sense out of it. 

Also, I have them write. I can't afford to give essay tests each 

time. Plus, I find that students don't do their best writing in 

an essay test. But I have them write every time there is a 

quiz. What I can give them comes in the form of a review of 

their writing. Language skills come with practice. Writing is 

just practice. 

When I do give a multiple choice test, there's always two 

answers that are really close. If they pick the wrong one, 

they c£in defend it, as being better than the other one, in a 

written explanation. I tiy to make it possible for everyone to 

get an A. I think how you test has a lot to do with what the 

students retain and how they develop critical thinking skills. 

In business and the law there's no answers, there's only 

questions. Everything is arguable. How do you think 

Johnny Cochran got Simpson ofiP? Its the same facts looked 



at from different perspectives. Its true that you can never 

say, "This is the law." It's true that that's what the statute 

says, but the question is how will it operate. That's where 

criticcil thinking comes in; ambiguity and argimient come in. 

So, its about knowing where the questions come in, and 

what facts are relevant. Students hate it. They want 

absolute answers, things they can remember for exams. 

Paul Ramirez. Human Development Instructor: 

First, you make a discovery statement. You write a 

statement about something you learned in a certain 

situation. It might be something in the text. This part of the 

text- "What does that mean to you?" And then, the logical 

follow up is- "I've discovered something, what am I going to 

do about it?" Next, an intentions statement. Its a natural 

sequence of discovering where your at, and then deciding 

what you want to do about it. 

Lucille Krebs, Astronomy Instructor: 

I don't ask them to memorize stuff. I give essay exams, and I 

warn them ahead of time that they are being tested on 

concepts. I want them to focus on the how's and why's; how 

things work. If they just memorize, then they're not going to 

pass the test. The tests are geared toward having them 



justify what the reason is for this thing happening, or why 

should they be worried about this? 

I explain the Doppler shift, and then I'll give them sin 

example of the Doppler shift in the spectrum and ask them 

to tell me something about it. They should know how to 

connect what we've been discussing in class to what I've 

asked them to do on the test. Most of them do. Some of 

them don't. I've had bitter complaints from a few people who 

have said, "I'm really good at memorizing, but your asking 

me to do something different. I'm feiiling your class, and I'm 

used to doing really well. Why can't you just give me 

something where I memorize?" But, that's not the point of 

the class. The point of the class is to be figuring out the 

how's and why's. The way I test, at least they have to leam 

how to feed back the reasoning, rather thsin just memorizing 

the facts. 

I tend to lecture with questions. "Why does this happen?" 

And then try to proceed through the reasons: this is the 

evidence, this is what we think, and this seems to be the 

reason why something happens. 



Susan Bartlett, Business & Computer Science Instructor: 

There's a whole language about computers. This makes you 

a more literate person. You can underst2ind the media. You 

can understand magazines. You can understand what 

schools may be offering to your children down the road. Its 

like a language. Its like a whole information sector in itself. 

I am always posing problems. Because, that's the way that I 

know they're understanding the lectures as we're going 

through it. I'll ask them to explain things back to me, or I'll 

hypothetically put a situation in that uses the concepts we 

just studied and I'll get them to give it back to me. I see if 

they can transfer the knowledge from what I've told them to 

some other context. 

One of the levels of critical thinking I try to develop is being 

able to understEind what the media tells them, in a more 

informed way. For example, Silicon Graphics just acquired 

Cray Computers. They know Cray computer produces super 

computers. They know only a few of those are sold in the 

world each year because they cost thirty million dollars a 

piece. They know that they are high performance 

processors. But, they also know that they're in trouble 

because they can't sell enough of them each year to stay in 

business. In this sense, they can analyze a news story. 



They know that Silicon graphics msikes work stations that 

are now becoming faster, just as fast as super computers. 

So therefore, silicon graphics is going to absorb the upper 

end of the industry, and become a fatter middle part of the 

industry. In this way they c£in understand how to interpret 

the current news. 

Linda Orchard, Sociology Instructor; 

I usually play the role of the devils advocate to get them to 

think criticsdly. For example, today we were talking about 

democracy. The chapter was on deviance and crime. I threw 

out the question, "What if you had been raised in the 'hoods,' 

in Los Angelos?" You're poor. Put yourself in a situation 

where you have to wonder where your next meal is coming 

from. Take yourself out of the situation you're in today. 

Would you be able to survive the same way that you always 

have? Now the laws are different. You crossed some 

borders. Are you still living in a Democracy? 

It makes them think about it. People are prone to condemn. 

If they're raised on the North side of town, they'll condemn 

the people who live on the south side without even batting 

sin eye. But, if you walk a mile in that persons shoes, can 

you feel the same way about him? 



We can't take everything verbatim. We read an article in the 

paper, that's not law. Its not even necessarily true. But, 

how many people take a newspaper and read the article and 

say, "That's it." I believe it without even thinking about it. I 

want them to think a little bit. Its ein election year. Forbes 

is advocating a flat tax. Do you think he's going to do 

something that would hurt his own pocket book? No, He's 

not. The flat tax is not a flat tax in any sense of the word. 

Just because somebody stands in front at a podiimi and tells 

you that's the way it is, is it? A good salesperson could seU 

his mother. You have to get them to think critically about 

the issues, not just follow people with charisma. 
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