UM TASS II Tutor Program Report 2006

Socially, TASS had two very distinct social groups on opposite sides of the social spectrum: the quiet group, and the socially disruptive group. Most of the TASSers existed in the middle in more fluid sects. There were four students in the quiet group, and two at the center of the socially disruptive group. The latter group developed immediately, and had all the earmarks of an official click: exclusivity, secrecy, gossip, etc. It also started as larger, but dwindled as people moved around the TASS socially. The former group developed in the first week or so, and remained the most rigid in its members. The four quiet students were almost always together, yet they never excluded anyone from interacting with them nor did they avoid contact with other people. 

The socially disruptive group used separation from the TASS community as their primary mode of action: they didn’t really want to participate in community activities; they would sit in the back and talk at activities they had to be at; and they were distracting in seminar.  The tutors noticed the problem by the second day and took these students aside to let them know that their cliquish behavior was detrimental to the group atmosphere. We were met with resistance, but we noticed a change in the periphery members of the group. They chose to socialize with other people in more positive ways, and that neutralized the exclusivity of the clique. The pair at the center of the group continued to be aloof and scornful for most of the group activities, but they were working solely to their detriment, not that of the group.

One of the greatest successes of our TASS was the melding of the two groups into a full community. Rarely was anything done separate, and that allowed the TASSers to communicate effectively about the information they were learning in their respective seminars. This closeness did provide a conflict in that TASS 2 had more work than TASS 1. A community divide developed slightly when TASS 1 got have some social events that TASS 2 couldn’t participate in because of their workload. This marked an interesting frame of reference for the students: in the beginning, TASS 2 was resentful of all the work, and TASS 1 was ecstatic about having free time; toward the end of the program, TASS 1 was resentful of not having the same work, and TASS 2 was more proud of the work it accomplished. Both TASSes got to see the effects of hard-work as they played out through their respective seminars.

Curfew was the biggest social issue within the community. No one liked curfew; very few people followed it. This contributed to a large amount of punishments at the beginning of the seminar because there was a lot of rebellion and skirting around curfew. The first major punishment was in response to curfew: ten students were found out of their rooms after curfew on a night before seminar. As a result, they could not attend the bowling out we had planned for that weekend, nor could the leave the house outside of seminar. This worked to our advantage because the students learned we were serious about enforcing curfew; it worked to our disadvantage in that the socially disruptive clique felt we were out to get them, so they chose to rebel more.

Seminar was the highlight of the program. The students were actively engaged with complex concepts and ideas. The workload, however, was overly ambitious four such a young group. I’m hesitant to say that it was too much because our class greatly benefited from being pushed to the limit.  The TASSers initial frustration with the quantity of work was replaced with a sense of accomplishment at the end of the program.  Even though they worked through it the amount of work was still too much.  


There was a problem with our position in the English department: during our breaks, the staff of the department complained about our presence multiple times. At first, they complained that we were loitering in the hallways; then, they complain that students were stealing from the graduate student lounge.  While everything was attributed to a misunderstanding, the Dean of the English department was notified and had to speak to our students.  The problem was that these actions were based on a perceived hostility from the English department toward our students.  The English department repeatedly monitored our use of their room and our presence in the building.  The TASSers as well as the faculty and the tutors perceived this as an act of hidden racism.  


An example was that two of our students were followed from the third floor to the first floor. When the African-American TASSers encountered our white co-tutor in the hallway, the English department staff member who was following them asked the two dir if she was being harassed. The staff member seemed to have no other reason for being down there then to follow our TASSers.  This incident was indicative of the attitudes we encountered in dealing with the English department.  

This created an air of hostility between the TASSers and the university as a whole.  The students felt that African Americans were underrepresented in the university and that the attitudes of the English department were representatives of the university as a whole.  That attitude led to a very negative experience with our University of Michigan recruitment presentation.  First, the recruiters had no information about the demographic they were dealing with.  The white recruiters gave no time to discussing issues important to our African-American students. One of the recruiters made fun of the accent of one of our students.  This added fuel to the already hostile fire. The students, feeling ignored and rejected reacted with open hostility toward the recruiters. I would suggest that future presentations include a section from the multicultural offices to help the African-American students feel more welcome at the university.  

Other than these hurdles the students responded very positively to seminar.  Their relationship with the professors was excellent.  The students engaged the material outside of class and brought personal experience inside of class.  There was an issue between tutors and faculty in that the relationship was not clearly defined. The faculty would spring information on us without prior knowledge. They would also expect us to be responsible for securing texts and articles that we were unaware of. I think that TASS would benefit from a written guideline that defines the relationship between faculty and tutor. There were times when the faculty assumed we were there solely to work for them, and the work was not split in an equitable way.


Financially, there were a few problems in that we were slightly uninformed, particularly in regards to the Sunday food budget. The amount we thought we had was far less than what we actually had, and I hope that communication on that is more explicit next year. Also, the budget limits our other problem which is transportation. Without enough money to rent vans every weekend, transporting thirty students is almost impossible. I’m sure it wasn’t really considered that every weekend both TASSes would be doing joint activities, but that’s how it worked for us. So if there could be a transportation budget, or a deal with U-M transportation services that would provide us with the vans for weekend activities, it would immensely assist the tutors.

Overall, the TASS program was an enlightening and life-changing experience. The TASSers were almost all intelligent and thoughtful and eager to learn. They took control of their educations and molded a positive experience for themselves. They learned how to take control of their education: I feel that is the greatest success of the TASS program. 
UM TASS II Program Evaluation (Bryon Maxey writing)


The 2006 Telluride Association Sophomore Seminar was an all encompassing learning experience for all parties involved.  Michigan II: Black Multiculturalism: Harlem's World 1919-1940 was a truly groundbreaking seminar in its topic and its methodology.  Community life in the TASS was always dynamic and made for quite a remarkable living, learning experience.  

Seminar

Before the program started there was already a substantial amount of seminar preparation work for myself and my co-tutor Courtney.  We first had to notify our professors that they were over budget in their intended booklist and then had to try to convince our professors to lessen the amount of books purchased for the program — with the intention of staying within the budget and maintaining a realistic workload for the students.  Our next task was creating the coursepack.  We were not provided with an original coursepack to make copies of, rather, we were given a large stack of books from which we had to sort through and compile a coursepack for seminar.  Throughout the six-weeks, we were charged with a number of other similar side tasks (for example, purchasing a number of international magazines — which we ended up not needing — or, in other instances during the semester, copying additional materials for the coursepack, checking out and returning various media materials for the professors, revising class assignments the night before class etc.) which, many times, seemed to be beyond our call of duty.  In circumstances such as these, the role relationship between tutor and faculty was quite unclear.  As tutors, it seemed that as much as we were in seminar, or as much as we were overseeing the students, we were just as much errand running for the professors.  In many capacities, the role of the tutors to assist the professors is outlined in the Tutor Manual, but provisions describing the extent of this assistance are not clearly defined.  For sake of clarity, (for both the professors and the tutors) the role of the tutor with respect to the faculty should be more explicitly defined in future manuals.  Though in this TASS the problem eventually resolved itself, there certainly is the potential in future programs for a one-sided overburdened tutor-faculty relationship.  It should be affirmed that the tutors are not the employees of the faculty, but rather colleagues (or, minimally, subordinate colleagues).  

For the students in Michigan II, seminar was the focal point of their summer.  They, of course, had little choice in this matter, but the nature of the seminar ensured that the students in Michigan II would have little else to think about.  Seminar and seminar related work was very intensive throughout the program.  Not only were the students dealing with heavy material (i.e. their Francophone writers, Fanon, Laferierre and Cesaire), but they were also charged with wading through a high volume of reading material (a total of eleven books and a coursepack), a number of which were voluminous works by themselves (Alain Locke’s The New Negro for example).  At the start of the programming this appeared to be a very daunting workload even to us as tutors, and for the first few weeks it was so.  The students regularly complained about their readings and even resorted to choosing a favorite professor largely on the basis of her usually lighter reading assignments — which, relatively speaking, were still sizeable.  For the first few weeks we discussed ways with the professors to make the reading and class assignments more manageable for the students.  The amount of work for the students was never really lessened, but in our communications with the professors we were able to come up with strategies enabling the students to more effectively get through the material.  We took out extra time during the week to work with students by having group discussions about the readings to be sure they were retaining some of the material they were learning, additionally we had sessions where we would teach the students effective skimming techniques so they were prepared to handle all of their readings.  Though we were initially concerned with the excessive amount of work the students were getting on a day-to-day basis, by the end of the program we saw a method to the madness and our professors’ foresight was evident.  Even though many students struggled with the intense work all through the program, every one of the students in Michigan II was more than college prepared and experienced by the end of the program.  The professors set the bar high enough for the students that they had no choice but to come out the program with veritable college level experience.  

Seminar itself was consistently fruitful.  The professors always ran a well prepared and highly interactive discussion-style seminar.  Never was there a time when the professors exclusively or even mostly lectured.  Seminar was always framed in a manner that directly addressed the readings and/or the previous writing assignments and was thusly an extended discourse on the topic.  There was a good balance of teaching, discussion and film viewing during seminar that all combined for an effective contextualization of the many seemingly disconnected topics covered.  One of the best examples of how the professors gave the students agency in the classroom was when they allotted a class period for a debate.  They split the class in half and had one side debate from the viewpoint of Marcus Garvey while the other debated from the viewpoint of W.E.B DuBois.  This seminar was a highlight in the program because it really showed the students how to interact and disagree with scholarly ideas that they normally accept as fact.  
Disinterest on the part of the students during seminar was only a fleeting issue.  Sleeping, doodling or simple daydreaming did happen during seminar, but there was little we were required to do to regulate it.  The professors were as eager as we were to ensure that the students were alert and paying attention during seminar and this was effective enough that disinterest was negligible by the end of the program.  

The writing assignments for seminar were equally responsible for the successes of seminar.  Daily one to two page writing responses were very effective in developing the students’ critical and analytical writing abilities.  Both professors stressed the importance of not writing simply in summary, but analyzing the works they were reading and incorporating some of their own original thoughts in critical views of the many ideas and opinions they were exposed to throughout the program.  The students’ writing assignments culminated into a final paper of five to seven pages that, by the end of the program, showed the considerable improvements all the students made not only in writing ability but most prominently in critical thinking.  

A major point of controversy during the program came with respect to the Michigan I seminar.  The controversy affected both seminar for Michigan II as well as the overall house life.  The controversy came in the form of two drastically different seminars.  Michigan I was taught very much in the form of a lecture and the students had minimal amounts of work.  The affect on house life was where this dichotomy was most severe, but it was still in some ways pertinent to seminar.  From the first week of the program, we foresaw this becoming a major point of contention in the program so we (the Michigan II tutors) approached our professors about talking to the Michigan I professors about somehow reconciling the issue by at least nominally attempting to even the workload.  This never happened, and, as a result, it took a certain toll on community life.

Community Life

Generally speaking, TASS 2006 was a pretty harmonious experience.  The issue of highly unequal seminar work was the only significant issue that hung over the program for the full six-weeks — even then, it was not nearly as divisive as it could have been.  Early in the program, the laxness of Michigan I and the excessive free time its students had made many of the students in Michigan II resent their work, their tutors and most strongly their professors because the professors were giving “too much work.”  Strangely, the lack of work in Michigan I (and some apparent deficiencies in the seminar instruction) fostered this strange evolution in resentment.  As the students in Michigan I became more accustomed to the intense workload of their seminar and realized they were learning they became less resentful; conversely, the students in Michigan II became frustrated and resentful in their seminar because they realized they were not learning nearly as much as the students in Michigan II.  By the end of the program the roles had fully flipped, in Michigan I the TASSers resented their professors for not challenging them and were envious of the knowledge the Michigan II TASSers had gained (Michigan II TASSers became so enthusiastic about seminar that they would infamously go around the house referring to themselves as The New Negroes and Michigan I TASSers as Old Negroes all adding to a innocuous rivalry that developed between the two programs), while Michigan II TASSers became very found of their professors by the end of the program, better understanding why they were challenged so much during the program.  


As far as the community itself, TASS went pretty smoothly over the course of the summer.  The ever prevalent issue of clique forming did arise during the program.  Early in the summer a quartet formed.  This group of four would consistently lag behind the rest of the group whenever we walked to seminar — or any other location that required the group to walk together.  We as tutors spotted this relatively early and saw the potential exclusivity of this group, so, individually, we approached the group at different times and we also approached individuals in the group on different occasions in the hopes that we could help them see the potential exclusivity of their group; all of this to say that our intimations and subtleties did not seem make clear to them that they were being cliquish.  We eventually had a full tutor sit-down with the group to discuss their expressly exclusive interactions.  After the discussion the group alleged that they would interact with others more — which they did do on some levels.  One of the outcomes of this group “disbanding” was that a couple quickly formed from two members of this group and they remained coupled up for the duration of the program.  Later in the program, two fairly distinct groups formed; or, perhaps more appropriately, a small out-group formed.  There was the “broader’ TASS community and then four students who more definitively distanced themselves from the larger group probably not intentionally, but by nature of not fitting into the mainstream house milieu.  There were other subgroups within the aforementioned “broader” TASS community, but they were less “identity-based” and changed at various times throughout the program.  
