IU TASS ’05  

General Evaluation by Tutors

The 2005 Telluride Association Sophomore Seminar at Indiana University was an intellectually challenging and socially enriching experience for both us and the students.  A vital component of our program was the appreciation of one another’s differences in order for everyone to gain a valuable sense of their own place in the world.  This cooperative interaction played itself out in many arenas, from seminar to extracurricular activities to our everyday community life.  
Seminar

In many ways the seminar was the highlight of the summer.  In the seminar, more than any other area of the program, each student’s intelligence, assumptions, and beliefs were challenged in a constructive, tolerant, and engaging manner.  From the initial introduction to the course to the very last day the students were enraptured in the conversations that sprouted from the images that media and film have produced.  At least once in every class there was time given to discussion when the students would ask and attempt to answer questions they had about that day’s or the previous day’s video.  

Much of the feedback would be brief statements of personal analyses by individuals, but quite a few of these discussions erupted into clear, critical disagreements.  In these instances, the students would debate their stance on a particular subject, whether it be affirmative action, violence, or the much maligned issue of “passing”.  In these intense discourses, the students were able to “agree to disagree” as well as respect the views of their peers while asserting their own perspective on an issue.  


As the program advanced the students’ views and perspectives on issues and elements in the films became sharper as well as more nuanced and historically informed.  This progression in the student’s ability to locate and dissect the content is highly reflective of the lectures and readings provided by the professors.  In the beginning of the seminar, students were taught about some of the technical elements of film through lecture accompanied by various video clips and readings which gave them valuable tools and language to articulate their ideas and interpretations about the films.  


In addition, throughout the seminar the professors used traditional lecture style and power point presentations to provide the students with the cultural, social, historical, and political context from which the films emerged.  The professors also used a host of short films and at times documentaries to help prepare for certain films.  The students expressed openly in lecture and outside of lecture that such visual material aided significantly in their understanding of the films they pertained to.   
 
The seminar also served as an environment in which the students could learn a great deal from each other, especially during discussions. During the first class, many of the students expressed that they were one of a few Blacks in their school and or they had not taken an in depth African American studies course.  Thus seminar was a unique experience for the students because they were able to study an area that they all had a common interest in yet lack of knowledge about, with peers who for the most part shared their race. 


The uniqueness of their environment was most apparent (and perhaps most enriching) when the students discussed issues that were controversial within the Black community.  This surfaced in the large amount of discussion on issues that surface from the vast spectrum of shades and colors among Blacks.  The students, who were all different shades themselves, found these conversations important for their own personal growth as well as the Black community as a whole.  


Discussion surrounding the definition of Blackness served a similar purpose.  Discussing these controversial topics in seminar allowed students to look more closely at assumptions and myths that usually arise in such conversations (and consequently challenge them). Ultimately this challenging yet healthy dialogue provided the students with a window into the diversity within the Black community and the field of Africana Studies in general.

In regards to the interactions of the professors in the classroom setting, there were numerous positive aspects of their methods.  Firstly, in their communication and cooperativeness with one another, they were willing and conceding in their relationship.  One of the things that seemed obvious was the teachers’ different styles of teaching and leading the class.  It was much more evident in the first few days of the class that the two were accustomed to teaching by themselves as opposed to with someone else.  This short period of adjustment that had to take place between the two professors in no way seemed to undermine the objectives or success of the course.  Whatever differences of strategy/methods the teachers had, they were alleviated seamlessly as the class progressed into further weeks.  They both shared many roles such as video playing and lecturing which helped bring a freshness to the material and the seminar overall.     
 
With the students, many of the interactions between them and the professors were primarily positive.  The professors had genuine interests in each of the students and asked them to be honest with them about many topics.  The students, in turn, seemed to be receptive to this treatment, and as time went on, became clearly more comfortable in voicing their concerns and observations about the materials discussed.  


Among the interesting things the professors did to connect with the students were their involvement in community events (attending the talent show, going to the movies, final night barbecue), and their suggestions of ways to involve students in out of class activities that pertained to seminar (the movie showings at the Buskirk-Chumley, advertising for some of the viewings of our movies, scheduling tour of Black Film Archives).  These contributed greatly to the solid rapport that developed between the professors and the students.

If there were any slights at all between the students and teachers it was some of the attention habits of students.  There were at least a couple students (who are mentioned in their evaluations) that fell asleep regularly, with one being acutely recognized as the “class sleeper”.  Although this may be more attributed to the study/sleep patterns of students, when asked, they said that the professors were sometimes “boring”.  Outside of this response (perhaps too common among teenagers), there were no specified grievances or deterrents between the students and the professors.  


The involvement of us as tutors in the seminar was highly varied in nature.  Our attendance was regular, although there were a few exceptions.  We found a medium between one another of days we would attend according to things that needed to be done that day and it worked well for us.  We would make copies and run errands during seminar as our combined schedules allowed.  There may have been one or two times when this method of attendance was not to the best of our ability, but there was no time when this arrangement proved to be disastrous or severely inconveniencing to either us or, to our knowledge, the professors.  


During seminar we served as participants for the most part, rendering questions and responding to comments made by the students.  At times when the discussion needed provoking or more in-depth contemplation, we prodded the students to encourage them to think about some ideas more critically and intellectually.  Along with our role as participants, we on occasion served as group leaders, where we were given a number of students and had discussions and/or gave directions about specific requirements within the class (going over preparation for papers).  As our out-of-class role as tutors predicated these in-class roles proved to be natural, making the transition fairly smooth.   
Community Life

The critical thinking and analytical skills the students were learning in the classroom extended outside the parameters of the seminar.  During house meetings and other gatherings, there was a consistent sharing of thoughts and ideas between students.   From the violence of hood films to the role of women in society, the students were constantly facilitating impromptu and organized discussions.  This led to quite an interesting community life.

A few of the non-scholastic themes that highlighted the program this summer were clique-ish groups forming, minor romances sizzling then fizzling, and the perpetual problems of one particular pupil. It is through discussing these areas that the pro’s and con’s of the program emerge.


The clique that stands out the most was made up of four girls, two of which were roommates.  Interestingly enough the two girls who were roommates came from different socioeconomic backgrounds yet were able to somehow find a middle ground where they were able to become friends.  This middle ground took on the form of dance and music that both girls could relate to. The girl from the lower socio-economic level was able to teach the young lady from the higher one the popular dances and moves among African American youth today. 


Unfortunately the sharing between the two girls was one-sided, the girl from the lower socio-economic level doing most of the sharing.  Thus although the young lady from the higher socioeconomic background was intellectually strong, one of the strongest in the group, her desire to be “cool” overshadowed her academic potency. In fact, the other two girls that made up this group were among of the weakest academically of the group.  However one was the program clown and the other the fox.  They were the hip, cool, fun, students who were thought to have “street credibility.” 


Along with their persona of being “authentically hip” was their tendency to be in the middle of conflicts.  Various students brought it to our attention that many of the “talking behind people’s backs” and “talking about people” situations involved one of at least two girls from the group.  The intellectually inclined one of the group would appear to us to be trying to solve conflicts openly, yet would often have been in some major way involved in the “plot” of the clash.  One time in a large group meeting in which we were addressing issues within the group, the students alluded to conflicts among themselves.  The confrontational, Kathyrn being big about addressing it, approached the person about the situation in a way that made the person feel threatened.  At this time, the threatened individual rescinded from resolving the issue and said nothing to the girls.  In our group meeting we tried to handle matters such as this, and in a large way, we did.  However, these clique-ish dynamics made it impossible to always police the offenses of any one group.

Overall, these group interactions did add flavor to the program, it was obvious that at times they got out of hand.  In a large way, we attempted to squelch these developments, but many of them were normal teenage behaviors.  We enjoyed our summer with the students and plan on keeping in touch with them.  This summer has been more than either of us could have ever imagined and for that we are grateful.  Grateful we had the chance to pour into others and grateful we had the chance to be poured into.  We have developed bonds with the students and with one another that will last for a lifetime.  We look forward into seeing what these students become and how they impact the world.  We feel privileged that they can one day say that they learned a lot from their summer at TASS and that it was fun, informative, and in the words of our TASSers, “DEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!”
