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Course Information:      Professor Information
Credit Hours: 3      Instructor:  Joseph Rayle, Ph.D. 
Semester/Year:  Spring/2010     Phone:  607.753.5951 
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My Web Site: http://facultyweb.cortland.edu/raylej/index.html 
 
Texts and Bibliographic Materials Required:  
 
Required: 

Inside Mrs. B's Classroom:  Courage, hope, and learning on Chicago's South Side.  Leslie 
Baldacci.  ISBN: 9780071417358. 
 
Weapons of Mass Instruction:  A Schoolteacher’s Journey through the Dark World of 
Compulsory Schooling.  John Taylor Gatto.  ISBN:  978-0-86571-631-5.   
 
Little Big Minds.  Marietta McCarty.  ISBN: 158542515X 
 
To Teach:  The Journey, In Comics.  William Ayers & Ryan Alexander-Tanner.  ISBN: 978-
0807750629
 

 
Recommended: 

Strunk & White.  The Elements of Style 
 
Additional Assigned Reading: 
 
Anyon, J.  (1980).  Social class and the hidden curriculum of work.  Journal of Education.  

162(1). 
 
Betts, F.  (1992)  How systems thinking applies to education.  Educational Leadership.  

November. pp. 38-41. 
 
Kozol, J.  (2005).  The shame of the nation: the restoration of apartheid schooling in America.  

New York:  Crown Publishers.  First Three Chapters. 
 

mailto:joseph.rayle@cortland.edu


Loewen, J. W. (2007). Lies my teacher told me: Everything your American history textbook got 
wrong. New York: Simon & Schuster.  Introduction & Chapter 1. 

 
 
 
 
Resource Bibliography Upon which Course Is Based: 
 
Allen, T.  (1994).  The Invention of the white race.  New York:  Verso. 
 
Capra, F.  (2002). The hidden connections: Integrating the biological, cognitive, and social 

dimensions of life into a science of sustainability. New York: Doubleday 
 
Counts, G.  (1978). Dare the School Build a New Social Order?  Carbondale, IL:  Southern 

Illinois University Press. 
 
Cremin, L.  (1970). American education; the colonial experience, 1607-1783.  New York:  

Harper & Row. 
 
Cremin, L.  (1980).  American Education; the national experience, 1783-1876.  New York:  

Harper & Row. 
 
Cremin, L.  (1988).  American Education; the national experience, 1876-1980.  New York:  

Harper & Row. 
 
Gatto, J.  (1992). Dumbing us down: The hidden curriculum of compulsory schooling.  

Philadelphia:  New Society Publishers. 
 
Hughes, S.  (2005). Black hands in the biscuits, not in the classrooms: Unveiling hope in a 

struggle for Brown's promise.  New York:  P. Lang. 
 
Giroux, H. (1988). Teachers as intellectuals: Toward a critical pedagogy of learning. Granby, 

Mass.: Bergin & Garvey. 
 
Hooks, B.  (1994).  Teaching to transgress:  Education as the practice of freedom.  New York:  

Routledge. 
 
Kozol, J.  (2005).  The shame of the nation: the restoration of apartheid schooling in America.  

New York:  Crown Publishers. 
 
McLaren, P.  (2007). Life in schools: An introduction to critical pedagogy in the foundations of 

education. Boston: Pearson/Allyn and Bacon. 
 
Noblit, George W, Susana Y. Flores, and Enrique G. Murillo. Postcritical ethnography: 

reinscribing critique. Cresskill, N.J: Hampton Press, 2004.  
 



Loewen, J. W. (2007). Lies my teacher told me: Everything your American history textbook got 
wrong. New York: Simon & Schuster. 

 
Postman, N.  (1995).  The end of education:  Redefining the value of school.  New York:  Knopf. 
 
Ravitch, D.  (2010). The death and life of the great American school system: How testing and 

choice are undermining education.  New York:  Basic Books. 
 
Tyack, D. B., & Cuban, L. (1995). Tinkering toward utopia: A century of public school reform. 

Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press.  
 
 
 
Course Description: (From the SUNY Cortland catalog):  Investigation of foundations of 
American educational system.  Readings and discussion designed to enable students to reason, 
speak, and write about purposes and practices of American education. 
 
Course Attendance Policy: 
Students are expected to be aware of the College’s attendance policy as outlined in the College 
Handbook, Chapter 410.11, Section A.   A rubric for class attendance and participation may be 
found below in this syllabus. 
 

Course Objectives 
Conceptual Framework 

Goals CEC Professional 
Standards 

1. Examine social history relevant to 
education in the U.S. 

7 1 

2. Develop a critical perspective about 
issues     dealing with education as a 
social institution. 

2 1, 2 

3.   Understand how issues such as race, 
gender, and class affect classroom 
practice, and the educational 
experiences of students. 

3, 11 2, 6 

4. Examine and understand various areas 
of philosophy of education 

7 3, 9 

5. Critically reflect upon teacher 
professionalism, classroom practice, 
and diversity issues in education. 

3, 4 5 

 
 

N.B.:  This is a senior-level, writing intensive course 
that will require a considerable amount of time in 
terms of reading, writing, and preparation for class.  If 
you are unable or unwilling to commit the time and 



resources necessary, you should seriously consider 
taking the course at a time when you do. 

 
 
 
Evaluation of Student Performance  

Your grade will be calculated using the following criteria: 
1.  Active participation in class discussions and activities (This means attendance matters).  
 (10% of Course Grade) 
 
2.  Successful completion of all reading assignments and reaction papers.  

(35% of Course Grade) 
 

Writing assignments will be graded using the following analytic scale: 
 
Content objectives (70%) 
This is how well you address the specific issues in the assignments.  Instructional Rubrics 
for the content objectives will be provided. 
 
Writing (30%) 
Specifically, this breaks down into: 
Grammar   (10%) 
Organization   (10%) 
Clarity/Word Usage  (10%) 

 
3.  Leading Class Discussions (20% of Course Grade) 
4.  Debate   (15% of Course Grade) 
5.  Final Paper       (20% of Course Grade) 
 
 
 
 

The grade assignment, based on points, is as follows: 
A+:  98 to 100  A: 95 to 97  A-:  92 to 94  B+:  89 to 91  B: 86 to 88  B-:  83 to 85 
C+:  80 to 82  C: 77 to 79  C-:  74 to 76  D+:  71 to 73  D: 68 to 70  D-:  65 to 67  F: 65 

to 67 
 
 
 
 
Course Schedule and Activities (Tentative) 
 
Tuesday, January 24: Introduction, Syllabus, etc. 
 
Thursday, January 26: Lecture/Exercise:  Culture and Education.  Film:  Only a Teacher, Pt. 1



 
Tuesday, February 1: Discussion of Ayers’s To Teach.  Ayers Reaction Due. 
 
 
Thursday, February 3: Lecture/Exercise:  Thinking Systemically About Education.  Read Betts: 
“How Systems Thinking Applies to Education.”  (Rayle Website)  Betts Reaction Due. 
 
Tuesday, February 8: Read Gatto, Prologue & Chapter 1.  Film:  Reading, Writing, & Rip-Off.
 
Thursday, February 10: Lecture/Exercise:  Education and Ideological Control.  Read:  Gatto, 
Chapter 2.   
 
Tuesday, February 15: Read Anyon:  “Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work.” (On 
Website)  Anyon Reaction Due. 
 
Thursday, February 17: Discussion:  Inside Mrs. B's Classroom.  Chapters 1-5, and “Starting 
with the Soul” (On Website) 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Tuesday, February 22: Discussion of Inside Mrs. B's Classroom, Chapters 6-11, & Gatto Chapter 
5. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Thursday, February 24: Library Assignment TBA 
 
Tuesday, March 1: Discussion of Lies my teacher told me. Introduction and Chapter 1. (On 
Website). 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Thursday, March 3: Gatto:  Chapters 3 & 4. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Tuesday, March 8: McCarty:  Introduction & Chapter 1. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Thursday, March 10:  Film:  Only a Teacher, Pt. 3 
 
Tuesday, March 15: (Spring Break.  Have fun, but be careful.) 
 
Thursday, March 17: (Spring Break.  I’m serious.) 
 
Tuesday, March 22: Gatto:  Chapters 6 & 7. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Thursday, March 24: Discussion of Inside Mrs. B's Classroom, Chapters 12-18, and McCarty, 
“Friendship” and “Responsibility” 



Led by_____________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Tuesday, March 29: Discussion of Inside Mrs. B's Classroom, Chapters 19-33 and McCarty:  
“Justice” & “Courage.”  Gatto Reaction Due. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
 
Thursday, March 31:  Discussion of Chapters 34-41 in Inside Mrs. B's Classroom, and McCarty:  
“Happiness” & “Love.” 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Tuesday, April 5: Chapters 42-51 in Inside Mrs. B's Classroom, and McCarty:  “Death” and 
“God.” 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Thursday, April 7: Gatto:  Chapters 8 & 9. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Tuesday, April 12: Gatto:  Chapters 10 & Afterword. 

Led by_____________________________ 
  
Thursday, April 14: “Nature” & “Compassion.”  First Draft of Functions of Education Due. 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Tuesday, April 19: “Freedom” & “Humanity.” 

Led by_____________________________ 
 
Thursday, April 21: Debate Preparation Day. 
 
Tuesday, April 26:  Debate Preparation Day. 
 
Thursday, April 28: Debate Day. 
 
Tuesday, May 3: McCarty: Debate Day. 
 
Thursday, May 5: Lecture/Exercise:  NCLB and the War on Terror/Foundations of Education 
and the Future of Teaching.  Read “Patriotism and Accountability: The Role of Educators in the 
War on Terrorism” (On Website) 
 
Tuesday, May 10: Wrap-up. Final Draft of Functions of Education Due. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Explanation of Assignments 
 
General Reaction Paper Guidelines 
 
The following guidelines for reaction papers are taken directly from The Exceptional Teacher: 
Transforming Traditional Teaching through Thoughtful Practice, E Aaronsohn (2003) San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, pp. 250-253. 
 
A reaction paper is different from other writing. Its intent is to allow you to become a more 
active reader. They capture your own thoughts as you read, encouraging you to explore your own 
insights into the reading. A reaction paper invites you to ask the questions that take you deeper 
into the text. Your reaction papers will also provide you with ideas and questions that you can 
bring up in class.   
 
What a reaction paper isn’t:
 
It is not a traditional summary or “book report” of the reading.  
 
It is not note taking on “important facts” for a test. 
 
It is not simply agreeing or disagreeing with certain points the authors make. But this is not about 
censoring your reactions. If the writer’s viewpoint makes you feel uncomfortable, say that, and 
say exactly why! You’re not in debate with the author, not out to win or defend your position; 
you are in the process of figuring out why you think what you think. Being in collision over ways 
of seeing is a good way to examine that. Be open – not to swallowing whole whatever you read 
but to rethinking assumptions. 
 
What a reaction paper is: 
 
A reaction paper is the written word of a personal engagement with the text, of having really 
listened to both someone else and yourself. A reaction paper starts from thinking about what you 
already know about what the writer is talking about, from your own personal direct experiences 
with learning and teaching, in and out of school. It is a way to discover what you think. 
 
To do this writing, it is necessary that you use the word “I.” Do not distance yourself from these 
readings. You don’t need to worry about saying something intelligent in these papers; you do 
need to let yourself be passionate, reflective, and thoughtful. Carefully reading the text is 
necessary (which means skimming is not enough) so that what comes through in the paper is 
your personal experience of reading the text. 
 
Step-by-step process for a reaction paper:



 
This exercise is designed to help you become a more active reader. Take the following steps to 
do active reading: 
 

1.   Using the article or book that you have been assigned, start reading and right away start 
talking back on paper. Write directly on the pages of the article or book. Use a pen or 
pencil – no highlighters or markers. Underline. Your job is to engage with the reading. 
This process is called “annotating.” Allow yourself to have a conversation with the 
writer, to whom you’re listening carefully. See what the author is saying, trace interesting 
patterns, and find connections with what you already know or think you know. 

 
Don’t rush to finish the text. Listen carefully to your own reactions as you read. Don’t 
brush them aside, but take time to hear them, record them, and especially take time to sort 
out and record where they might be coming from. This is the stuff that will be uniquely 
your response to the text, because no one else has lived your life. Go back and forth 
between the text and your own remembering, reflecting, wondering, and so forth, 
including whatever else you are reading and experiencing in this course or any other.  

 
2.   While you’re doing all that work in your head, write comments in the margins, make 

connections in the margins, write questions in the margins. Note in the margin what you 
think are sections that you don’t understand, of what confuses you, things you need more 
information about. Keep some sort of record of compelling passages from the text that 
you think you will want to return to. All of that is annotating. 

 
3.   After you finish reading, go back through the text and make an outline of the key points, 

 comments, quotes, questions, concerns, etc. that you wrote about in the margin. 
This outline will be the beginning of your reaction paper. 

 
4.   Go back and skim your own margin notes, trying to be sure you really understood what 

the writer meant and that you can tell the difference from the writer’s voice and your 
own. 

 
5.   Capture your notes of the “conversation” on paper, in no particular form. At the same 

time revise your list of questions you developed while annotating to take account of the 
ones the text answered for you. Now think through and ask more completely those 
questions you are still puzzling about. Those questions will form a substantial part of the 
group conversation when we discuss the text in the next class session. They can be 
written up separately from the paper itself, or included in it, but they should not be all 
that the paper does. 

 
6.   In writing the paper, shape and develop the notes you’ve taken. Your thinking is what 

we’re after here, with lots of specifics both from the text and from you own experience. 
As you write, let yourself discover where the new ideas have taken you. Remember, this 
is a new way of writing. It’s not your job to prove anything or sum up anything, but to 
figure out what you think about some possible new ideas and why you might think that 
way. 



 
 
Ayers Reaction:  Reaction to William Ayers’s book,  To Teach. Are there aspects of Ayers’s 
story to which you can relate?  Do you feel ready to teach?  Have you encountered any of the 
myths about teaching he discusses?  What effect on students do these myths have?  What does it 
mean to be an adult?  Have you ever encountered a ‘teacher proof’ curriculum?  At several 
points, people in the book say that, “education is a matter of life and death.”  What do you make 
of this statement?  (Minimum Length:  2 pages) 
 
 
Betts Reaction:  Reaction to Frank Betts’s article “How Systems Thinking Applies to 
Education.”  How does this article criticize traditional approaches to reforming education?  How 
does education affect other social institutions (such as the family, government, religion, the 
economy, communities, etc.)?  
(Minimum Length:  2 pages). 
 
Anyon Reaction:  Reaction to Jean Anyon’s article “Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum.”  
How does the ‘hidden curriculum’ negatively affect some students’ chances in life?  Have you 
ever experienced the ‘hidden curriculum?’  What are some examples?  Can you see the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ at work in your college education?   
(Minimum Length:  2 pages). 
 
Kozol Reaction: Reaction paper to Chapters 1-3 of Kozol's Shame of the Nation. How does 
Kozol's report of the inequalities in American education compare with your own experiences?  
Were you aware of the extent of these inequalities?  From a systems theory perspective, explain 
why conditions exist.  What are (most of) the factors affecting the schools, teachers, families, 
and children in Kozol’s book, and how do they work together to create the conditions he 
describes?  In other words, how do conditions in the communities, attitudes of the larger society, 
funding, politics, the schools themselves combine to create the conditions in Kozol’s book?  
What do you think needs to be changed and why?  If you taught in this environment, what would 
you do to make a positive difference in the lives of these children?  What do you think you 
would need to be successful, and how would you go about obtaining these things?   
 I'm not so much interested in what your politics are so much as how well-reasoned your 
responses are (Feel free to disagree with me).  Your task is to take a position and defend it.  
Minimum length:  4 pages 
 
Reaction to Gatto:   Pick out any two chapters from Gatto’s book, and write a reaction paper.  It 
should be between one and a half and two pages for each chapter typed and double-spaced (That 
means we’re looking for 3-4 pages here). 
 

 
 

Functions of Education: Taking into account what you have learned from the reading, class 
presentations, and films, what do you think is the function of educations in our society?  
Specifically, please address the following: 
 



• What cultural values are transmitted in school?  Think about the 'hidden curriculum' as 
well as the one we say we are teaching. 

• From a system theory perspective, how do our schools fit into our society?  What 
function does school have?  What are the connections between school and the rest of 
society/community/family/religion/government/economy, etc.?  Specifically, how do 
schools affect these things, and how are schools affected by them?  For example, in 
Kozol’s book, poor schools don’t receive very much funding, leading to mis-educated 
people who don’t produce much economically, which leads to communities that lack the 
tax base to fund the schools, which leads to more underfunding of the schools.   

• How do schools contribute to inequality?  Examples:  Think about how some schools 
track students into curricula based on gender/race/class/etc.  How are boys disciplined 
differently than girls? 

• How do schools contribute to equality?  Examples:  NCLB is an attempt to make sure 
everyone gets the same education.  Public education is open to everyone. 

• What is your role?  I want you to think about your place as a professional trying to 
improve and expand your and your students’ possibilities, and those of the teaching 
profession.  How can you help reduce gender, race, and class inequality in what you do in 
teaching children, dealing with administrators, working with parents and other 
community members? 

Note:  I’m asking you to write a response, reflecting your understanding of the ideas in this 
course.  Make sure that you address these questions, but note that I’m looking for a cohesive 
paper with a clear thesis statement.  Also, be sure to use citations.  If you don’t have page 
numbers, you can just use the author’s name in parenthesis, as in: (Gatto).  Feel free to dazzle me 
by including stuff outside of the reading for this class, but I’m mainly interested in seeing your 
synthesis of the ideas presented in the course.  I do not expect you to cover everything we’ve 
read.  Use whatever supports the points you want to make. 
(Minimum Length:  7 pages) 
 
Disability Statement:  SUNY Cortland is committed to upholding and maintaining all aspects of 
the federal Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973.  If you are a student with a disability and wish to request accommodations, please 
contact the Student Disability Services Office located in B-1, Van Hoesen Hall or call 753-2066 
for an appointment.  Because many accommodations require early planning, requests for 
accommodations should be made as soon as possible. 
 
 

Instructional Rubrics for Written Assignments. 
 

This is a Writing Intensive course, so writing matters.  The following rubrics are intended 
to provide some guidance as to what is expected, and to offer some instruction on good 

writing. 
 
1.  Grammar:  From The Columbia Guide to Standard American English:  “We also use 
the term grammar to assess the acceptability of an individual’s use of the language; when it 
fails to meet our expectations, we usually remark on the person’s grammatical errors: His 
grammar was poor; We were put off by her bad grammar.”   



 
Grammar matters as it affects how the reader thinks about and understand your writing.  Bad 
Grammar=Closer Examination of Your Paper by the Instructor=Lower Grades (and grumpier 
Instructor). 

 
You’re kidding me, 

right? 
Needs Improvement Acceptable Admirable Jaw-Droppingly 

Stunning 
0-55% 56-69% 70-85% 80-95% 96-100% 

More than 10 errors.  
Am I the only one 
paying attention 

here? 

6-9 grammatical 
errors. 

4-6 grammatical 
errors 

3 or fewer errors. One or two errors. 

 
 
2.  Organization:  Clear thesis statement, and a thorough, non-repetitive response to the 
issues in the assignment.  Proper citations count here as well. 

You’re Kidding me, 
right? 

Needs Improvement Acceptable Admirable Jaw-Droppingly 
Stunning 

0-55% 56-69% 70-85% 80-95% 96-100% 
No thesis.  

Arguments lack 
development or 

anything to 
substantiate them. 

Poorly developed 
thesis.  Addresses 

topics haphazardly. 

Developed thesis 
statement.  Topics 
addressed, but lack 
logical cohesion. 

Well-developed 
thesis, and topics are 
addressed, supported, 

and have logical 
cohesion. 

Thesis statement 
jolts me from my 
grading-induced 

stupor.  Issues are 
addressed with 
blinding clarity, 

causing me to weep. 
 
3. Clarity/Word Usage (See the Writing Commandments, and Strunk & White for 
guidance). 
You’re Kidding me, 
right?   

Needs Improvement Acceptable Admirable  Jaw-Droppingly 
Stunning 

0-55% 56-69% 70-85% 80-95% 96-100% 
More than six errors 
in word usage.  We 
need to talk. 

More than 4 errors in 
word usage.  Many 
violations of the 
Writing 
commandments 

More than three 
errors in word usage.  
More than two 
instances of 
unnecessary use of 
passive voice 

No more than three 
errors in word usage.  
No unnecessary use 
of passive voice 

Correct word usage.  
One or two errors 

 
 
 
 

Dr. Rayle's Writing Commandments 
 

 
Thou Shalt Not: 

• Write in passive voice (Example:  "The students were found to be quite interested."  Just 
say, "The students were quite interested.") 

• Use apostrophes in plurals (Except when denoting plural possessive) 
• Use lots of words when few will do. 
• Claim anyone ever 'proved' anything in science.  They may have provided support for a 

theory, but any theory worthy of its name is still a theory, and therefore potentially 



falsifiable.  Nobody in science, especially social science, should claim to have 
definitively proven anything. 

• End sentences with prepositions.   
• Use rhetorical questions.  (Example:  "Why do I teach?  Well, let me provide several 

reasons....”  Just say, "I teach for the following reasons:  ") 
• Hand in first drafts of papers.  Writing is a process.  It is rare indeed for someone to sit 

down and crank out a finished product in one go.  Good writers re-read and edit their 
work multiple times.  

• Use terms such as  "I feel," or "I believe."  This is should be obvious without your having 
to state it. 

• Use weird-sounding words.  I know we do this a lot in academia, but that doesn't make it 
a good idea. (Examples:  Educationalist, Conversated, Reductionistic).  English can be 
pretty awful as it is. Don't make it any worse.... 

• Cite Wikipedia.  Use it to find other sources, maybe, but don’t give me a Wikipedia 
citation.  You’re in a real college.  Use real sources. 

 
 
Thou Shalt: 

• Read Strunk and White's Elements of Style, if you haven't already.  They've got copies in 
the bookstore.  Lynn Truss’s Eats Shoots and Leaves is well worth your time as well. 

• Read something other than schoolbooks every once in a while.  (Gore Vidal, Simon 
Winchester, and H.L. Mencken are my personal favorites, but naturally, your mileage 
may vary...).  While you’re at it, read 1984 by George Orwell.   

• Find out the difference between a descriptive and prescriptive dictionary, and get one that 
suits your purposes.  Here’s one I use: http://m-w.com/. 

• Write a little everyday:  Examples might be:  Keep a journal, write songs, or play with 
Magnetic Poetry on the 'fridge.  Write a love letter.  Write an editorial letter.  Do the 
crossword puzzle in the newspaper.  Like any other art form, you must practice writing in 
order to do it well....   

• Be aware of the College’s statement on Academic Integrity, Chapter 340.02 of the 
College Handbook. 

 
Proofread your writing, and offer to proofread the writing of others.  Most writing does not 
happen in a vacuum.  In fact, most good writers have colleagues who read each other’s work. 
 

Assessment Rubric for Quality of Class Participation/Etiquette 
 

You’re Kidding 
me, right? 

Needs Improvement Acceptable Admirable Jaw-Droppingly 
Stunning 

0-55% 56-69% 70-85% 80-95% 96-100% 

More than 3, and 
I’ll assume you’ve 
been abducted by 
aliens. 

3 or more absences 2 -3Absences 
Work is made-up 

1 or 2 Absences 
Missed work is 
made-up 

No absences 
No missed work 



Texting, working 
on non-class 
related things. 

No unsolicited 
participation in class 
or small groups. 
Resistance to solicited 
participation. 

Minimal participation 
in class and in small 
groups. 
Participate only when 
solicited. 
No questions asked. 

Unsolicited 
participation in 
small group or class 
discussion.  
Asks questions. 

Active, unsolicited 
participation in class 
and group 
discussions. 
Demonstrates 
leadership. 

Disruptive/Disresp
ectful behavior. 

No participation or 
Participation that is 
not related to 
texts/topic. 
Non-constructive 
criticism 

Participation does not 
respond to other 
students, professor, 
or topic; reveals lack 
of preparation. 
 

Participation is clear 
and is relevant to 
topic and the flow 
of discussion. 
Demonstrates 
understanding/ 
reflection 

Satisfactory + shows 
insight/interest and 
develops discussion. 
Inspires others. 

Disrespect for 
other students or 
professor (e.g., 
head on desk, 
disrupting 
discussion ) 

Disrespect for other 
students or professor 
(e.g., head on desk, 
disrupting discussion ) 

Passive/apathetic 
disposition 
Responds to conflict/ 
disagreement with 
aggression or 
resentment. 

Responds to 
conflict/ 
disagreement 
constructively/ w 
respect 
Appears focused 

Offers constructive 
suggestions 
Energetic 
participation 

 
 

Discussion Leader Guidelines: 
 
Rationale 
 The reason I teach class the way I do is because both my own experience and the 
available research suggest that the traditional lecture method isn’t always the best way to foster 
learning.  I find that a student-centered approach to teaching makes it possible for some 
interesting things to emerge in the class.  First, it rather quickly becomes clear in the class what 
most students already understand.  This way, you don’t wind up sitting through a talk on ideas or 
information with which you are already familiar.  Second, I get a sense of how students 
understand what they understand, something that we tend to ignore altogether in education.  
Third, by giving more power over to the students, we are better able to get at issues that you 
deem important.  As a result of this, people seem to be able to apply this class better to their own 
experiences, careers, and I have noticed that students are turning in consistently better writing as 
a result. 
 
Guidelines for Class Leaders 
 
This is not set in stone, but generally successful classes consist of three parts:  A 
summary/analysis, an activity, and a discussion.  Your presentation does not necessarily have to 
have all three parts, nor is it necessary that the class be divided into equal thirds.   
 

1. Summary/Analysis:  You don’t have to cover all of the material.  You’re going to read 
a lot of stuff in this course, and it is impractical to try to cover every single idea in the 
reading.  People don’t need to be told what they have already read.  The most important 
thing is that you provide us with your analysis (as opposed to summary) of the material.  
In particular, I am interested in seeing how you draw connections between the readings 
for a particular day.  Don’t be afraid to be provocative.   

o For example, the reading assignment for one day is:  Inside Mrs. B's Classroom.  
Chapters 1-5, and  the article “Starting with the Soul”.  The reading from Mrs. B’s 
Classroom is all about Leslie Baldacci’s experiences as a new teacher.  “Starting 



with the Soul” is about what is necessary for successful teacher professional 
development.  If you were presenting this, a part of your job would be to get the 
class to critically examine whether or not Mrs. B is really getting the kinds of 
support and instruction that the article says that teachers need. 

o Analysis is important:  The questions you should address in the class you lead 
include: What are some reasons that this situation exists?  Who wins?  Who loses?  
What are the implications for education?  What are the implications for our 
practice as teachers?  What are some things we can do to improve the situation?  
We will ask questions like these over and over again.  You can draw on things 
you have learned in this class, or bring in perspectives from other sources as well.  
Challenging people is a good idea there.  Try to think systemically.  A big chunk 
of the analysis is obviously part of the class activities and discussions-it is up to 
you to get people to think about these questions, not necessarily to answer them 
all. 

o PowerPoint:  You may choose to use PowerPoint or any other technology in the 
classroom.  PowerPoint can be great for enhancing your presentation but bear in 
mind the following guidelines:   

 Keep your information on each page concise.   
 Do not read from the PowerPoint.  Try to keep the weird graphics and 

sounds to a minimum.  Oftentimes these can be distracting. 
o  Video clips.  Short (like 5-10 minute) clips of videos from movies, TV, 

instructional tapes, etc., can be very useful for illustrating a point or idea.   
 
2.  Activity:  Be creative.  Think about things that engage you.  Don’t bore people.  The idea is to 
get your fellow students to examine and think about the key issues raised by the reading.  
Breaking people into smaller groups and giving them questions to collectively answer is a tried-
and-true method.  Some leaders have brought in samples of teaching materials for us to consider.  
Free-writing is a good exercise.  Some students have recreated scenes and actions that take place 
in some of the reading material.  Role playing sometimes works.  Debates are okay.  Think about 
activities that have engaged your attention and enthusiasm and draw on them. 
 

2. Discussion:  The idea is to get as many people as possible involved.  There is a natural 
tendency in groups of our size for just a few people to talk.  

 
In General: 
 
1.  Be positive.  Opening up with negative remarks or an apology for lack of preparation just 
turns people off and tends to cut off conversation. 
 
2.  Practice if you get a chance.  I know this isn't always possible, but timing and pacing are 
definitely things that affects the flow of the class 
 
3.  Don't be afraid to call on people in order to get them to participate.  After all, participation 
is part of the game in this class, and you may reasonably expect your classmates to be prepared 
for your presentation (and vice versa...). 
 



4.  Pulling quotes out of the reading, putting them up on the screen and asking folks how they 
feel about it them death.  Chances are, we either agree or disagree with the author.  At the very 
least, ask analytical questions:  “Why does this situation exist?”  “Why does it continue?”  “What 
can we do about it?” “Have you seen examples of this?”  “Has it happened to you before?”  Etc. 
 
5.  Try to think of the instructor as just another member of the class.  Make your presentation to 
everybody, and not just to me.  Your goal is to get the class to participate.  I'll probably have 
enough trouble keeping my mouth shut anyway....Don't be afraid to cut me off, especially if I’m 
talking about something you intend to cover.  I will occasionally jump in to fill in when I think 
something is missing.  This doesn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong.  It’s just my way of 
guiding things. 
 
 
How you will be graded: 
 
I will provide feedback forms to everyone in the class, and they will rate the presentation and 
discussion and make comments.  I will use this feedback along with my own observations to 
determine your grade.  I will be looking for:  Level of preparation, quality of discussion 
questions posed, level/quality of student response, and informational accuracy.  This means that 
everybody needs to help everybody else out by being prepared and participating. 
 

Participant Guidelines 
 
1.  Listen to the introduction and consider the questions and issues raised 
 
2.  Discuss the issues raised, keeping to the readings.  Try to: 
 a.  Analyze the readings to gain a deeper understanding of difficult concepts, examples, 
the author's position, and the author's arguments 
 b.  Criticize the readings, articulating and defending personal opinions about the 
adequacy of the author's presentation and arguments 
 c.  Connect issues you have analyzed and criticized to material of previous assignments 
in order to discern broader themes, similar concepts, and comparable or contrasting opinions. 
 
3.  Take notes on ideas, opinions and points that deepen your understanding, or that you find 
helpful. Pay particular attention to opinions that are different from your own, examples that you 
find helpful, and arguments that you find interesting or worthy of further debate.  This may be 
helpful in your own contributions to class discussions, or as ideas in upcoming papers. 
 
Teacher Education Candidacy:  If during your enrollment at SUNY Cortland you are convicted 
of a crime and/or have any judicial or academic integrity violations, you must notify your 
School’s associate dean at once.  Failure to do so may result in your dismissal from the teacher 
education program.  Failure to provide truthful information may result in your dismissal from the 
teacher education program and may result in academic dishonesty charges (Source:  SUNY 
Cortland Teacher Education application). 
 



Academic Integrity Statement:  Students in this course are expected to abide by the guidelines on 
academic dishonesty that are found in chapter 340 of the SUNY Cortland College Handbook 
(http://www.cortland.edu/president/handbook.pdf).  As stated in these guidelines, any instance of 
plagiarism, cheating on examinations or other forms of academic dishonesty will not be 
tolerated.   

http://www.cortland.edu/president/handbook.pdf
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