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Student quote:
“I struggle with filtering out voices of 
others around me and concentrating on 
my own thoughts, needs and wants. I 
hope to one day find my true inner voice.”

Students have a good opportunity 
to find a voice in IDS 101, a required 
course in writing and research that 
all have to pass to continue with their 
studies; but the work takes 17 hours a 
week. Not easy for students average age 
38, who have families, mostly work full-
time (or more)  and have had failures in 
other colleges. 

This “filtering out” process requires lots 
of analysis, especially as we strive for 
a world that respects everyone. In the 
February Scientific American we read 
“The Tribalism of Truth: As political 
polarization grows, the arguments we 
have with one another may be shifting 
our understanding of truth itself.” 

A quote: “Although plenty of evidence 
suggests that contemporary political 
discourse is becoming more combative 
and focused on winning our findings 
do not elucidate why that change 
has occurred. Rather they provide an 
important new piece of information 
to consider: the mode of argument 
we engage in actually changes our 
understanding of the question itself.”  

To now engage the students amidst this 
chaos it is important to understand how 
they got to this time in their lives, and 
get them thinking deeply about a world 
that Susan Jacoby describes as The Age 
of American Unreason in a Culture of Lies,  
Nicholas Carr as The Shallows (What the 
Internet is Doing to Our Brains), and 
suffering from what E.D. Hirsch Jr. calls 
The Knowledge Deficit. (First heralded 
by Allan Bloom as The Closing of the 
American Mind in 1987).

I’ve been studying media and futurism 
for 50 years, starting with Marshall 
McLuhan and Teilhard de Chardin, and 
now it is a real conundrum.  “Fake news”  
and “truthiness” are unbelievably now 
part of our vocabulary.  This reminds me 
of Winston in Orwell’s 1984, rewriting 
history under the Sauron eye of 
interactive TV and  the thought police.  

Orwell wrote  that the job of the writer 
is “to reconcile my ingrained likes and 
dislikes with the essentially public, 
non-individual activities that this age 
forces on all of us. It is not easy.  It raises 
problems of construction and language, 
and it raises in a new way the problem of 
truthfulness” (“Why I Write”). 

The notion of truth as most of us have 
known it, or at least the belief that there 
is an established body of knowledge 
(epistemology),  seems to have been 
left by the wayside. But why and how?

Philosopher A.C. Grayling describes 
epistemology thusly:  “The branch of 
philosophy concerned with the nature 
of knowledge and how we acquire it -- 
this latter not in the sense of education, 
but rather the question of how enquiry 
can be so conducted that it will lead 
towards truth rather than error, or at 
least so that it will yield responsible 
belief... justified true belief. This 
concerns the distinction between fact 
and opinion... The methods we employ 
in seeking knowledge should be 
reliable under some suitable definition 
of ‘reliable’. These should ‘track the truth’ 
at each stage of enquiry... The central 
motivation for constructing a theory 
of knowledge is the need to meet 
sceptical challenges to the possibility of 
knowledge, either globally or in one or 
another particular domain.” 

A lack of knowledge and experience 
with valid skepticism leads students 
to a lack of purpose and vulnerability 
to misinformation and disinformation.  
Political pollution has co-opted rational 
dialogue, and yet students are expected 
to choose a topic that is important to 
their lives and careers. They have to find 
some kind of other-oriented viewpoint 
and this necessitates dedicated 
teaching; and academic discourse.  
Orwell wrote that “invariably where I 
lacked a POLITICAL purpose I wrote lifeless 
books and was betrayed into purple 
passages, sentences without meaning, 
decorative adjectives and humbug 
generally.”  (My 1991 thesis on Orwell 
may be downloaded at the Trinity 
College Library Digital Repository. 
Also via Merlot. It is entitled “Inside or 
Outside the Whale: George Orwell’s 
Art & Polemic”).

Student quote:
“In a world where every 
resource is at our fingertips 
we often are consumed with 
thousands of different
opinions and yet our own 
personal feelings are over - 
looked.”

For 45 years at COSC we’ve 
been advising students very carefully, 
individually, to get them on track for 
success. Many students have a history 
of failure or frustration in prior college 
classes, and they write in about it and 
about striving mightily to manage their 
time. We give them the inspiration and 
tools they need to glimpse the nature of 
truth about themselves and how to find 
their way in a world of information, but 
time management is a major issue, and 
correlates sometimes to distraction.

“The Web is a technology of 
forgetfulness... As our use of the Web 
makes it harder for us to lock information 
into our biological memory, we’re forced 
to rely more and more on the Net’s 
capacious and easily searchable artificial 
memory, even if it makes us shallower 
thinkers... ‘Learning how to think’ means 
learning how to exercise some control 
over how and what you think’ said the 
novelist David Foster Wallace. ‘It means 
being conscious and aware enough to 
choose  how you construct meaning from 
experience’.’’  

“When we outsource our memory to 
a machine, we also outsource a very 
important part of our intellect and even 
out identity. William James, in concluding 
his 1892 lecture on memory, said, ‘The 
connecting is the thinking.’  To which 
could be added, The connecting is the 
self” (193-195).

“Thinking can only be as sound as the 
assumptions (beliefs) on which it is 
based. Students who think critically 
seek a clear understanding of the 
assumptions they are making (and the 
assumptions that underlie the thinking 
of others). They realize that assumptions 
generally function at the unconscious or 
subconscious level… They understand 
that assumptions often contain 
prejudices, stereotypes, biases, and 
distortions” (Linda Elder & Richard Paul, 
The Foundation for Critical Thinking).

To tell students they’re smart and 
repeatedly teach content that isn’t 
intellectually challenging affirms that 
you believe they’re not intellectually 
capable.  This is the result of systems 
thinking and a lack of an epistemology.  
It is important to grasp their state of 
knowledge acquisition and “meet them 
where they are” in their journeys. 

Many have struggled to get a degree, 
and know Individualized learning is 
the key, but instructors generally know 
nothing of the students coming into our 
classes and may not have enough time 
to meet demand if they have a heavy 
course load; typical for “contingent” 
faculty.   I teach one course and am 
semi-retired and that’s enough for 
me! Fortunately each student gets a 
dedicated advisor at COSC that helps 
greatly.

We provide students with the most 
direct route to completing a degree. 
This means honoring credits that 
they have already earned from other 
accredited institutions no matter how 
long ago, and we limit our undergrad 
residency requirements to the 3-credit 
cornerstone course and a 3-credit 
capstone course. At other institutions, 
credit transfer restrictions and the 
residency requirement can mean 
having to earn 30 - 45 MORE credits to 
complete a degree. 

It is our job as instructors to teach 
students how to envision context and 
culture.  To then find the truth amidst 
the chaos, confirmation bias, ignorance, 
ad hominem attacks, lack of empathy, 
fallacies etc. engaging them where 
they are; with logical discussions at the 
forefront & get them thinking about 
how critical and creative thinking work 
together. 

At the same time we need to inspire 
while confronting reality in our society 
and in their busy lives.  We need to 
have many resource suggestions at our 
fingertips, and these have to continually 
change to adapt to what is happening 
in our culture.  They choose a wide 
variety of topics for their research and 
the instructor and their peers have 
to offer meaningful, timely, and even 
erudite, suggestions to model not only 
academic discourse, but a way of life. 
(And try to get them to use the library!)  
For years they read Gladwell’s Outliers, 
and this was useful.  We had a lot of 
fun!   Success is elusive and by some 
estimates 40% of jobs will disappear in 
the near future. Very scary, but perhaps 
now a new Age of Leisure?

Now they read a SUNY OER text on 
writing and research, and post in the 
discussions their analyses of essays 
from a SUNY OER anthology on the 
college experience, starting with the 
Growth Mindset of Carol Dweck.  I have 
a student this term reading Richard 
Louv.  She wants to teach floral design  
in kindergarten.  She understands the 
importance of our connections to the 
natural world, vital to epistemology.

From a document in The American 
Scholar on “Habits of Mind” with this 
quote from Grafton (Princeton):

“When a student does research in this 
way -- when she attacks a problem 
that matters to her by identifying and 
mastering the sources, posing a big 
question, and answering it in a clear and 
cogent way, in the company of a trained 
professional to whom she and her work 
matter -- she’s not becoming a pedant or 
a producer of useless knowledge. She’s 
doing what students of the humanities 
have always done: building a self and a 
soul and a mind that she can take with 
her wherever she goes, and that will make 
her an independent, analytical thinker 
and a reflective, self-critical person. Isn’t 
that what we’re supposed to be doing”?

Student response: 
“I love that!  It brought tears to my 
eyes.  I will keep that one.  I keep various 
encouraging positive and motivating 
quotes in my office.  I want to promote 
to a leadership position, possibly in the 
learning and development department. 
Thank you Professor Walker for those 
encouraging words of wisdom.”

I recommend many different quotes, 
articles, books each term and the 
discussions can be lively.  As I learned 
once when crafting a newsletter 
for the CCSU PDS Network, this is 
Action Research.   I also produce a 
comprehensive draft review after they 
upload to Turnitin and this is key.

Rick Walker, Adjunct Professor IDS 101
BA Fordham College ‘70, MA Trinity College ‘91
www.collegeresearchsharing.com (blog)  &  www.emanationspress.com (publishing)

Blue collar worker & freelance writer 10 years.
Professional writer/editor/publicist 30 years, corporate & higher ed.
College instructor 10 years (UofH 3 & Charter Oak State College pilot faculty 7+).

We see today “just in time learning” akin 
to what I saw working in aerospace; 
“just in time manufacturing.”  The goal 
is to find information when needed 
and put it into short-term memory to 
fulfill a task, but long-term memory is 
underused, according to Nicholas Carr, 
author of the oft-cited The Shallows:

 “We don’t constrain our mental 
powers when we store new long-term 
memories. We strengthen them. With 
each expansion of our memory comes 
an enlargement of our intelligence. 
The Web provides a convenient and 
compelling supplement to personal 
memory, but when we start using 
the Web as a substitute for personal 
memory, bypassing the inner processes 
of consolidation, we risk emptying our 
minds of their riches... The Web places 
more pressure on working memory, not 
only diverting resources from our higher 
reasoning faculties but obstructing the 
consolidation of long-term memories 
and the development of schemas.


