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Teaching Ethics: What's Our Responsibility? 
 
 Last year I designed an exercise on leadership styles for my Group Communication class and 
discovered something very disturbing about my students' sense of ethics.  I would like to see an 
ongoing discussion about the university's expectations for ethical student behavior and about 
what we can do to change the attitude that it's all right for students to cheat in order to "get 
ahead." 
 
 In my classroom exercise, I divided the class into three groups, selecting leaders for each group 
and privately telling each leader to adopt a specific leadership role.  One would be an autocrat and 
rule with an iron hand.  Another would lead democratically, helping the group arrive at a 
consensus by soliciting the input of group members.  The third student would be a laissez-faire 
leader, sitting back and letting the group do whatever it felt like doing, giving as little direction as 
possible. 
 
 The class was then given a case study about a student named Bob who needed to get a "B" in 
a particular class in order to keep his scholarship.  The graduate teaching assistant for the class 
had been given the next test and answer key in advance and for $10 would provide the questions 
and answers.  What should Bob do?  Go to the GTA and ensure his "B"?  Or go to the professor 
and blow the whistle? 
 
 The autocrat had been instructed to convince his group that this was an unethical practice, 
that Bob should not participate, and that Bob should inform the professor.  The democratic leader 
was instructed to help the group arrive at a solution that everybody could live with.  The laissez-
faire leader was told to simply go with the flow. 
 
 Each group's discussion was different.  There was heated conflict in the autocrat's group.  At 
one point, a student suggested that they needed a new leader and asked the other students to vote 
the autocrat out of his position.  All the students voted to oust the autocrat, but he held strong, as 
instructed.  The autocrat could not convince any of the students that Bob's behavior was 
unethical. 
 
 In the group headed by the democratic leader, one very assertive and opinionated person 
suggested that Bob was only using the resources available to him.  Other group members agreed 
that consulting the GTA and getting the test questions beforehand was not cheating.  The 
democratic leader personally disagreed but the group saw the situation in "pragmatic" terms:  
Bob would lose his scholarship if he didn't get a B in this class.  The group concluded that the 



end justified the means and worked out a compromise position where Bob would consult the 
GTA but not get the exact questions and answers.  
 
 The group with the laissez faire leader was frustrated and complained that their leader didn't 
give them enough direction.  Ironically, this group explored the ethical issues more thoroughly 
than either of the other groups and was the only group to agree that the practice was unethical, 
that Bob should not participate, and that the professor should be informed, anonymously, that 
this practice was occurring. 
 
 After the two groups had come to a decision (the autocrat's group was deadlocked and 
probably would have stayed deadlocked through the next semester), I asked the students to 
describe the characteristics of their leaders.  The group described the autocratic leader as 
dogmatic, domineering, disrespectful, and insensitive.  The democratic leader was praised for 
seeking input, encouraging the group to consider all aspects of the problem, providing direction, 
and for influencing the final decision.  They were satisfied with their leadership and characterized 
it as an effective style.  The group led by the laissez faire leader described him as being "out of 
the loop," noncaring, too laid back, and as having a "whatever goes" attitude.  They were very 
frustrated and suggested that they would not want to work under that type of leadership again. 
 
 I initially designed this exercise to clarify these different leadership styles, and as the 
students were leaving the class they told me how much they had enjoyed the class period.  
Theory had been brought to life.  I left that class feeling as if I had done something important, 
something innovative.  I even bragged to my department head about my wonderful teaching 
experience.  But the glow of that class soon dimmed as I began to think about the conclusions 
my students had reached.  I had made the differences between leadership styles very clear but the 
majority of my students had concluded that cheating was okay.  While I was patting myself on 
the back for being a good teacher, I was missing a much larger issue and, I believe, failing my 
students. 
 
 Much to my discomfort, Chancellor Coulter diagnosed my failure during his Life of the  
Mind Lecture in April.  As he talked about the need for university representatives to act as agents 
of social change and for faculty to teach citizenship and values, I felt like the sinner on the front 
row of the Methodist Church awaiting confession.  Dr. Coulter suggested that the teaching of 
values and ethics had been left to the church and the home, but he reminded faculty that we share 
this responsibility and need to be exemplars of higher standards.   
 
 I missed a wonderful opportunity to be an exemplar of a higher standard for my students.   In 
the discussion about leadership roles, I could have said in no uncertain terms that Bob's behavior 
was unethical.  I could have emphasized that ends do not justify means.  I could have made sure 
that my students understood that cheating is not the right way or the best way to get ahead.  But 
given my students' response to an autocratic leadership style, would these declarations have been 
successful or counterproductive?  The democratic style would apparently have pleased the 
students but would not have communicated what I wanted them to understand.  And adopting a 
laissez-faire leadership style might have had led to the right conclusions, but the students would 
have rejected the teaching style.  Did I do the right thing by not voicing my opinion?  
 



 As a community of scholars we need to emphasize ethical practices in the classrooms, but 
how must we go about it to be successful?  I know that many disciplines have specific courses in 
ethics, but I think we must stress that ethics is not a class you take and then forget about after the 
class is over.  We need to make ethics a part of every class; students need to be reminded that 
ethical behavior is expected and that unethical behavior will be punished.   
 
 The group exercise on leadership was probably as important for me as it was for my students 
but for different reasons.  My eyes were opened to a very disturbing attitude and a vexing 
problem about how to change it. 

Betty Farmer, Communication and Theatre Arts 
 

Comments or Questions?  
 

If you would like to make comments about this essay or ask questions of Betty please send your 
questions or comments by the 8th of the month to Terry Nienhuis (FCTE; phone: 7196; WP 
Mail/Vax: Nienhuis).  Please indicate whether you are willing to be quoted or prefer to remain 
anonymous. 
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Let's Talk First and Foremost about Good Learning 

 
Don't get me wrong.  I am delighted that we are talking more these days about teaching than we 
are about research; I believe we are getting closer to our professional responsibility.  But I am 
afraid that all of our talk about good teaching is going to prevent us from getting to the heart of 
the matter.  We need to focus now on what makes good learning. 
 
When we emphasize good teaching, we imply that the primary issue is "what is the teacher 
doing?"  But shouldn't the main issue be "what is the student doing?"  For example, the topic for 
the next Faculty Issues Forum is "Risk Taking" and the talk is likely to be about the risks that 
teachers must take.  Let's also ask whether the students are taking risks.  If they are not and 
should be, we should be talking about how we can encourage students to take risks.  Is risk 
taking necessary for good learning?  Why are students reluctant to take risks?  What kinds of 
risks will the students be taking in the world of work and how do those risks relate to the risks 
we ask them to take in school?  If we spend too much time talking about teachers taking risks, 
encouraging each other to be more bold, we are likely to fall into the assumption that education 
is teacher-centered rather than student-centered, that education is primarily about what the 
teacher does rather than about what the student does as a result of the teacher's intervention. 
 
I believe that in our present emphasis on good teaching we are trapping ourselves into thinking 
about teacher performance.  Is this teacher a dynamic lecturer?  Can this teacher lead a 
discussion with Donahue-like electricity?  Are the students excited in class?  Do the students 
respond with raves?  We applaud when teachers put on a good show, assuming that a good 
performance must necessarily lead to learning.  But we are setting ourselves up for 
disappointment.  Our students have been entertained by experts.  They may treat our 
performances with respect and even applaud from time to time, but when it comes to real fun 
they will take the entertainers of popular culture every time.  We need to convince our students 
that reading can be as exciting as watching movies, that thinking precisely and elegantly is as 
satisfying as making a lot of money, that the slow and steady pursuit of an educational goal is 
more likely to succeed than sudden luck or overnight brilliance.  As teachers we are in a life and 
death struggle with popular culture to save our students' minds and souls.  When we talk so much 
about good teaching we are likely to lose track of our objectives as educators and fall into the 
trap of seeing ourselves as entertainers competing for the students' entertainment dollar. 
 
What will change if we focus on good learning?  We will see that it doesn't matter what the 
teacher's style is, only what results the teacher gets.  It won't even matter as much if the students 
are pleased by their teachers.  Our only concern will be whether the students grow in significant 



ways.  Our "research" will be focusing on students rather than on our disciplines and what we are 
"sending" to the students.  Much more important than what we are "sending" will be what the 
students are "receiving" and whether or not they are capable of "sending back," creating new 
knowledge and understanding rather than parroting what we send.  We will ask questions like 
"are the students in this class active or passive?  Are the students thinking or dozing?  If the 
student is increasing an information base, will this information be retained for a significant 
length of time?  If the student is learning a skill, will this skill be useful for the rest of the 
student's life?"  And when we talk about good teaching we will not be talking about good 
performances; we will be talking about what teachers can do to create good learning in students.  
The emphasis will be on student results, not teacher performance.  The old philosophical 
conundrum says "if a tree falls in the forest and no one hears it, does it really fall?"  If a teacher 
puts on a good performance and nothing really significant happens, was it really a good 
performance? 
 
I feel strongly about these observations because I have spent most of my adult life introspecting 
on my own struggles with the learning process.  For over twenty years I have consciously set out 
on programs to learn things so I can introspect on learning itself.  I have enrolled in classes at 
Western as a student to remember what it is like to meet educational demands rather than to 
create and evaluate them.  I have taken on numerous personal learning projects to feel the 
dynamics of the learning curve.  In some cases I have succeeded as a learner and in some cases I 
have failed, but in all cases I have learned more about what it is to be a learner.  For example, I 
am now a competent bridge player because I have spent the last four or five years teaching 
myself how to play a game I once was afraid to attempt.  I now "study" bridge every day.  But 
when I contrast my own experience with the learning behavior I see in my students, my 
conclusions are frightening:  my students are not very good learners.  So I go back into the 
classroom trying to figure out what I can do to make them better learners.  As you know, it's 
quite a struggle. 
 
My personal learning experiences have convinced me that the key to learning is not intelligence 
but diligence, not inspiration but attitude.  If you work long and steadily enough, you will learn 
what you set out to learn.  As Donald Norman says in an essay entitled "What Goes on in the 
Mind of the Learner" (copy available from the FCTE), "something like five thousand hours are 
required to become an expert on any topic.  Five thousand hours is two years of work, forty 
hours a week."  Our students are not going to school to become experts, but they are supposed to 
be acquiring the behaviors that will permit them to become experts at something some day.  Are 
they acquiring these behaviors?  I think not.  And we are the ones responsible because we are the 
ones who supposedly have high learning skills and know how to pass them on to others. 
 
My impression is that our students leave us not much more adept or motivated about learning 
than when they came as freshmen.  As seniors many of them still cannot read analytically, write 
effectively, solve problems independently, or generate much enthusiasm for learning.  They are 
still more interested in "getting a good job" than they are in becoming more wise.  They are still 
motivated more with getting good grades than they are with satisfying their curiosity and 
exploring their intellectual interests.  They still see the classroom as their primary educational 
responsibility and their work outside the classroom between classes as a set of unpleasant 
obligations.  They still "cram" for tests and write papers the night before rather than making 



learning a steady and daily project.  They still live for parties rather than for lectures.  If given 
one wish, they would still wish for classes to be canceled.  I think it is no wonder that employers 
in the "real world" are complaining that college graduates aren't worth much to them. 
 
But we can change that.  Our students are not "dumb."  The genetic intelligence of a species does 
not decline in a matter of decades.  Our students only need to be educated better.  But this does 
not mean more electrifying performances from teachers.  It means more skillful assessments of 
where students are, what they are doing, and how their behaviors can be changed.  We need to 
get together and talk about what we see in the students.  We need a seminar on student learning 
behaviors.  We need a workshop on how to create in students the willingness to work diligently 
and joyfully on course objectives outside of class.  We need faculty talking together about how 
to lessen student fear and frustration about failure.  These and many more topics could consume 
our attention for the next ten years.  Maybe then we will have become real experts in higher 
education and will be able to call ourselves a true center for excellence. 
 

Terry Nienhuis, English 
 

 
 

Comments or Questions?  
 

If you would like to make comments or ask questions about this essay please send them by the 
8th of the month to Terry Nienhuis (FCTE; phone: 7196; WP Mail/Vax: Nienhuis).  Please 
indicate whether you are willing to be quoted or prefer to remain anonymous. 
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The Web:  The Revolution Is Here; Let's Join Today 
 

In a recent workshop, faculty were exploring ways to help students display a greater willingness 
to take risks in their learning.  This led my thoughts to our own modeling of risk.  What risks are 
we willing to take as faculty?  As administrators?  Here's a starting point.  I suggest that 
beginning today we should risk a serious personal and university commitment to "The Web."  
This networking software has direct application to our research, to our teaching, and to our 
service. 
 
The Web began as a software program for a group of physicists in Switzerland a couple of years 
ago.  They were trying to integrate the thousands of interrelated articles on physics that existed 
worldwide.  They found a way to access many of these articles using the concept of hypertext:  
they designed a program where they could click on a particular word in an article on the 
computer screen and a linked or related article could be pulled from yet another computer 
somewhere else in the world.  A year and a half ago, a group of graduate students at the 
University of Illinois-Urbana announced that they had added another layer of features to the 
World Wide Web.  By simply pointing and clicking on any blue, underlined word, users could 
now call up images, photos, digital video clips, radio clips, audio files, or any other Internet data.  
NPR radio dialog, scientific visualization movie clips, and NASA photos of Mars or Jupiter 
represent more specific examples of available information and services.  On December 14, 1995, 
encrypted transmission enabled users to purchase services and products.  Television’s demise 
was now underway.  When this multimedia software was placed in the public domain, its 
adoption exploded.  Now, in addition to the sources being supplied by academia, commercial 
users and an ever growing circle of public and private participants are adding to the Web daily. 
 
Research 
The Web now forms an entirely new information system that combines direct global commerce 
with Television and Telephone, Radio, and Publishing.  Instead of TV, we can have TRP.  The 
results are revolutionary.  Compare the Web with the traditional library.  How much does a 
library grow per year?  Five percent?  The Internet and its Web are growing between ten and 
twenty percent a month.  Early in any research process, the Web lets you search thousands of 
library card catalogs, government agencies, and electronic full-text databases simply by clicking 
a button.  But the Web delivers more than just a citation or abstract.  It can deliver full text, that 
is the document or even the the image, the sound, or video clip.  Since The Web also connects 
you with people and their problems, it serves as a generator of research problems.  It  gives the 
Web navigator the potential for immediate use (read it now or print it) or the luxury of saving 
materials to a disk for later use.  Later in the research process the Web provides an easy and 
quick way to display your articles for feedback from your research partners.  Further, as with the 



original group of physicists, you can learn to link the documents that you use in your work.  
Finally, the Web acts to disseminate your research results, allowing others to add your work to 
their links in their Web.  But fast and low-cost information access and management are but the 
tip of the iceberg. 
 
Teaching 
The Web and its Web browser software tools make it an ideal choice for lecture and the 
presentation of ideas.  It saves time by allowing you to link to files that already exist on the 
network instead of re-creating files from scratch.  It also allows you to link to a wide variety of 
multimedia formats.  Without going to the xerox machine, the Web helps my students connect 
with lecture outline notes, online textbooks, distant libraries, supplemental materials, online field 
trips into cyberspace, and even with guest speakers in real time typing conversation if a 
projection panel system is employed in the classroom.  Other features of the Web will allow us to 
pretest student groups, survey interests, and conduct weekly course evaluations.  But if there is 
any activity for which the Web and the Internet is made to order, it is to handle problems, their 
generation and their solution.  The Web is numerous individuals gathering at a bewildering 
variety of electronic watering holes (LISTSERVs, MUDs, MOOs, MUSH, IRCs, netnews, etc.) 
to discuss, imagine, invent, and problem solve.  Businesses may call it intelligence gathering, a 
scanning for new competition and new ideas.  Government agencies may call it a thinktank.  
Schools may see it as collaborative or cooperative learning.  In our classes we call these 
activities student assignments and often expect students to complete them independently.  We 
can use the Web as a source of class problems and as an electronic library and information 
system for our students to employ in finding answers for our course problems. 
 
Service 
Whether we see a place for commerce in academia or not, today it is as easy and as cheap to 
shop in Seattle or Paris through marketing on the Web as it is for your neighbor to turn the 
ignition key in his or her car.  On the other hand, it is just as easy for our local businesses to go 
national and global.  Equip even our smallest local paper or radio station or clothing store with a 
Web server, and it can scale up to national and international markets.  Part of WCU's mission is 
to provide support for the communities of Western North Carolina.  The Web can be an equalizer 
for our small local businesses as well as for our rural schools.  More importantly, building 
regional electronic conferences can be a source of ideas for coursework that link us closer to the 
needs of our community. 
 
What should You Do Now? 
Become Web aware.  Make a personal field trip to the Media Center or to the Killian Lab, room 
268, and ask a lab assistant to help you get started in exploring the Web.  While online, visit the 
Whitehouse.  Search for information on your favorite topic at Carnegie Mellon.  Play a sound or 
video clip or two.  Have your peers or the Computer Center install Netscape or one of the other 
Web browsers on your office Mac or Windows workstation and let them show you how to get 
started.  As you gain experience, follow the links to my Web home page (http://152.30.11.86) 
and take the link to my LEAP thinking model that uses Web and local resources to address 
different stages of the problem solving process.  Help the rest of the mountains become Web 
aware.  Invite neighbors to your office for a peek through Netscape. 
 



What Should the University do now? 
Provide more networked seats.  There are only 12 public access workstations on our campus, all 
in the Killian Lab.  Do more to encourage and help students obtain their own workstations.  
Network classrooms and provide projection equipment for whole class activities to make this 
incredible new system visible.  Reward risk and innovation with new technologies in the tenure 
and promotion process.  Develop a team to assist the creation of local call access to our Western 
mountain communities.  We must learn and lead.  

Bob Houghton, Elementary Ed and Reading 
 

Comments or Questions?  
 

If you would like to make comments about this essay or ask questions of Bob please send your 
questions or comments by the 8th of the month to Terry Nienhuis (FCTE; phone: 7196; WP 
Mail/Vax: Nienhuis).  Please indicate whether you are willing to be quoted or prefer to remain 
anonymous. 
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Helping Students Become Intelligent Novices 
 
Bruce Henderson's piece in the March 1 issue of Faculty Forum describes well the characteristics 
of the "passive approach" to textbook reading that is so common among our students.  For Bruce, 
eliminating the textbook rental system is a necessary but not sufficient "first step" toward 
eliminating the problem of passive reading.  He also urges us to "explore a variety of ways for 
making students strategic readers," and he lists a few of these ways.  I share Bruce's position that 
the rental system promotes passive reading in our students.  My purposes here are to characterize 
our passive students in terms of their expertise as learners and to present some thoughts about 
helping our students to become not only strategic readers but also effective learners. 

 
In the early 1980s, John Bransford, a cognitive psychologist, tried to learn physics from a 
textbook with the help of an expert physicist.  This undertaking was part of a study to determine 
the metacognitive strategies that could be most helpful when learning something new from a 
textbook.  Metacognition refers to the ability to think about thinking, to be aware of oneself as a 
problem solver--to monitor and control the learning problem that one is trying to solve.  While 
Bransford had originally learned and applied metacognitive strategies and developed expertise in 
the domain of cognitive psychology, he found that he also could apply metacognitive strategies 
as a novice when trying to learn a second domain, physics. 
 
The work of Bransford and others reveals that the elements of expertise are not limited to the 
domain-specific knowledge that arises only after extensive experience and practice in the 
domain.  In addition to domain-specific expertise (the performance of the chess expert is the 
classic example), there is a second form of expertise--that of the person who learns new fields 
and solves novel problems more expertly than the less skilled learner, regardless of how much 
domain-specific knowledge he or she possesses.  This expert learner has been dubbed the 
"intelligent novice."   
 
Recently, Alan Guskin, Chancellor of Antioch University, visited our university to discuss ideas 
that appeared last year in his two-part article in Change, the journal of the American Association 
of Higher Education.  Guskin calls for restructuring the role of faculty so that students must not 
only be more active but also more independent learners.  While he does not use the language of 
cognitive psychology, Guskin suggests a conceptual framework for linking the design of our 
instruction to our knowledge of what expert learners do.  If the goal of our instruction is to 
produce students who are able to learn and apply metacognitive strategies in order to develop 
expertise, then we must restructure the primary learning environment for undergraduate students-
-the fairly passive lecture-discussion where faculty talk and students mostly listen.  A most 
difficult lesson for college instructors to learn is that students must do their own learning, must 



map their own intellectual journey from novice to expert.  Henry Steele Commager, the great 
historian who was enormously concerned about teaching and learning in higher education, 
cautions us:  "There is a great delusion that everything must be taught instead of learned."   
 
No matter how beautifully organized and tailored a lecture, it only transmits or disseminates 
information to students.  In the lecture, the information itself and not how it is acquired or how it 
might be used is focal.  As we prepare to teach, we learn a great deal as we actively put 
information into our own words and formats.  Our students typically learn much less, principally, 
perhaps, how to recognize cues as to what will appear on a test.  (Rule 1: copy down exactly 
what the instructor writes on the board.)  This does not in itself suggest that we stop lecturing.  It 
proposes that we give careful thought to the types of learning or expertise we hope to promote 
and then consider the limited role the lecture can play.  The lecture, along with technology--
including textbooks--provides us with a means of transmitting and disseminating what is known.  
But the types of learning and expertise we hope to promote in our students require that they 
engage in an active process of knowledge construction, not knowledge recording or knowledge 
absorption.   
 
Guskin offers suggestions for how we can make this kind of learning focal in our courses.  He 
urges us to move from an emphasis on learning that occurs primarily in larger groups to a focus 
on smaller, more intimate groups and independent learning.  He urges us to actively model our 
own learning processes, to participate in intense, small group discussion, to convene cooperative 
learning teams, to engage in more one-on-one interaction with students, and to establish peer-
group, team-oriented learning settings in which students interact independent of faculty. 
 
My impression is that the ideas of Bransford and Commager, along with Guskin's call for 
restructuring the role of faculty, Terry Nienhuis' proposal that we "talk first and foremost about 
good learning" (in the November 1, 1994 issue of Faculty Forum), and Bruce Henderson's listing 
of ways for making students strategic readers all contribute to a conceptual framework for 
linking the design of our instruction to our knowledge of what expert learners do. 
 
If we conceive of the typical students in our classrooms as novices who make use of only a 
limited set of strategies to address the learning tasks with which we confront them, then it 
becomes clear that how we engage them in learning is at least as important as what we teach.  
Domain-specific knowledge and skills are necessary to the kind of expertise that we want our 
students to develop, but are they sufficient?  Shouldn't we also pay attention to the metacognitive 
processes involved in our students' intellectual journey from novice to expert?   
 
If teaching is the profession dedicated to helping students learn, then we can arrange the 
conditions of learning in our courses so that our students can learn to be intelligent novices.   

 
         John Habel, Psychology 
 
 
Comments or Questions?   If you would like to make comments about this essay or ask 
questions of John please send your questions or comments by the 8th of the month to Terry 



Nienhuis (FCTE; phone: 7196; WP Mail/Vax: Nienhuis).  Please indicate whether you are 
willing to be quoted or prefer to remain anonymous.  
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Avoiding Sexist Language: How Important Is It? 

 
Recently I received in the mail a copy of the WCU Loyalty Fund mailing sent from our Offices 
of University Advancement to raise funds for WCU academic endeavors.  The quote on the front 
of the brochure caught my eye: 
 

"The direction in which education starts a man will determine his future life."  PLATO 
 
By today's standards this is clearly a sexist and exclusivist use of language--"The direction in 
which education starts A MAN will determine HIS future life."  I was floored, sad, then angry.  
Probably half the students at this university, plus many of the faculty who are directly involved 
in helping educate ALL the students, are not men.  The quote leaves women out entirely. 
 
I believe that the choice of this quotation to represent the university's appeal for charitable 
donations was a mistake.  I believe this is an extremely important situation because an issue is 
raised by this choice from which all of us can learn.  The choice of the quotation was clearly an 
oversight rather than a conscious decision, but I think the "mistake" of language should be 
publicized, not to embarrass anyone but rather to use this specific issue in the present life of our 
community to guide the direction of our future life.  Indeed, David McDonald, Director of 
University Advancement, responded immediately when I contacted him.  Apologizing for the 
"error in judgment," he agreed that "by today's standards, this quote was a very poor choice for 
use in a mailing being sent to both females and males."  He then went on to do what he was 
trying to do in the first place--to invite me to support an important and worthy fund, which I did. 
 
In her article entitled "Sexism in English: a 1990s Update," Alleen Pace Nilsen, Professor of 
English and Assistant Vice-President for Academic Affairs at Arizona State University, argues 
that the plethora of sexist language in American English proves that sexism is firmly lodged in 
the minds of people.  "Language is like an X ray in providing visible evidence of invisible 
thoughts.  The best thing about people being interested in and discussing sexist language is that 
as they make conscious decisions about what pronouns they will use, what jokes they will tell or 
laugh at, how they will write their names, or how they will begin their letters, they are forced to 
think about the underlying issue of sexism.  This is good because as a problem that begins in 
people's assumptions and expectations, it's a problem that will be solved only when a great many 
people have given it a great deal of thought" (287)  [in Paul Eschholz, Alfred Rosa, Virginia 
Clark, eds., Language Awareness, 5th ed. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1990)]. 
 



Sexist language is a serious matter.  Though many people around us laugh it off, many agencies, 
institutions, and publications take sexist language very seriously.  For example, on the matter of 
sexist pronouns, the United States Geological Survey's writing guide begins its discussion with 
this strongly worded paragraph:  "Variations of the pronoun 'he' are unacceptable to many people 
when [the pronoun refers] collectively to both masculine and feminine genders, and as a result 
['he'] should be avoided in Survey reports.  'He' is inherently masculine, despite the 
remonstrations of some grammarians.  'He' can be avoided gracefully by careful grammatical 
construction." 
 
Some might be outraged at the suggestion that Plato's quotation should be altered to make it 
inclusive of both genders.  But if Plato's Greek word denotes both genders in the first place, then 
"man" is a poor translation because in contemporary English "man" is distinctly not the 
equivalent  of "all people."  Even though some people argue that "man," meaning "mankind," is 
supposed to be gender neutral, it manifestly is not.  Thus, it is possible that we could accurately 
alter the quotation to read like this:  "The direction in which education starts a person will 
determine that person's future life." --PLATO.  If, as is more likely, the original Greek word was 
not gender neutral and really did denote only adult males, then the quotation has no place in a 
publication that represents the university--no matter how celebrated Plato might be.   
 
Language not only grows out of society's values and its "reality," it also helps form those values 
and reality.  The "Sapir-Whorf" theory of language and thought--so named for Edgar Sapir, a 
scholar of American Indian languages, and his student Benjamin Lee Whorf--addresses this 
reciprocal nature of language.  Whorf taught that every language not only serves as an instrument 
to reproduce and voice ideas but also as a way of shaping the ideas, assumptions, impressions, 
and guidelines of an individual's mind.  Language that continues to name, privilege, and 
highlight only one gender works against equality and the values of a late twentieth-century 
liberal arts education.  Sensitivity to the language of such a quotation on a university fund-raising 
mailer is not merely an example of political correctness.  It is an issue of morality, ethics, and 
social justice. 
 
Other arguments for not using this quotation might be made.  For instance, the quotation implies 
that education only begins at the university level.  In fact, education starts just after a newborn 
yelps its first cry.  Formal education starts with kindergarten (or preschool) and for most people 
ENDS with college.  Robert Maynard Hutchins, for instance, comes closer to what WCU wants 
to say:  "The object of education is to prepare the young to educate themselves throughout their 
lives."  Hutchins may not be as revered as Plato, but he has said something very similar without 
raising the issue of sexism, which divides and distracts readers.  Of course, by singling out "the 
young," his quotation raises the issue of ageism.   
 
Whether sexist, ageist, racist, or exclusivist in any other way, expressions in public discourse 
intended to be inclusive raise a serious issue.  As teachers and leaders who are constantly 
continuing to investigate, analyze, and contemplate "reality," we have a responsibility to help 
ourselves and our students form better linguistic habits. 
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