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Vol. 10, No. 1          September 1, 1997  

A Culture of Silence 
 
 Remember the General Faculty Meeting a few weeks ago? I left  thinking about the 
references to faculty voice, appreciating what Terry Kinnear, John Bardo, Gordon Mercer and 
other faculty had said about moving Western toward a more democratic form of faculty 
governance but wondering what faculty voice really means at Western. Do faculty have a voice 
at Western? If so, where is it heard? Certainly not at general faculty meetings, which are always 
presentations with air-tight agendas. When he apologetically advised us to get up and stretch in 
the middle of our first gathering of the year, Chancellor Bardo referred to ours as a "talking to" 
meeting.  
 
 I don't like "talking to" meetings, but I may have been corrupted by my experiences at a 
small private college where I used to teach, where faculty meetings usually involved messy 
heated debate. There was always an agenda, but the direction of the discussion was not 
prescribed, and efficiency was not the top priority.  The meetings often went on too long, became 
repetitive, and sometimes were used as an occasion for posturing. Tasks did not always get 
finished, but the debates were vigorous and lively and helped develop a sense of shared 
community. I left those meetings sometimes frustrated and angry, other times exhilarated, and 
occasionally feeling that hard work had been satisfactorily completed.   
 
 In an earlier time I was a public school teacher, dismayed to find at "faculty meetings" that 
teachers sat in student chairs in a classroom and listened--acting very much like students 
ourselves as the principal talked to us. No pretensions of democracy existed here. These 
meetings were briefing sessions, pure and simple. 
 
 Western's general faculty meetings lie somewhere between these extremes. During my years 
at WCU, I may have been inspired by an odd speech or two, but I have never been worn out by 
the effort of a good argument. Fatigued by the tedium, yes. At the end of this year's opening 
meeting, I fantasized about raising my hand and asking a question along the lines of "have there 
been any administrative cuts to help pay for adjunct faculty?" Can you imagine someone from 
the floor asking a spontaneous question at the faculty meeting?   
 
 But faculty meetings are not the real problem; they are merely symptom and symbol of an 
impotent faculty. Dr. Bardo spoke of the faculty at Western as having low self-esteem. I'm still 
mulling that one over, but I have often felt that faculty acquiescence is rewarded and has resulted 
in a "culture of silence," characterized by  faculty resistance to speak. Many untenured faculty 
have told me they will not feel free to speak up until they get tenure. Seven years is a long time 
to be quiet, and I wonder if anyone quiet and passive for so long will ever speak. I've also heard 



tenured faculty say they won't speak out if they disagree with the administration. Some say they 
don't want the retribution of low raises and others say they gave up a long time ago. What's the 
point? they ask, cynically. They've learned from experience.   
 
 Perhaps faculty reticence is historical, going back to the early seventies when the faculty 
forced a chancellor out of office. Lore has it that he was replaced by an authoritarian chancellor 
who told faculty what to do, when to do it, and how to do it. But the large faculty turnover of the 
80s and 90s would seem to argue against such an explanation. At my college faculty meeting the 
other day, the dean presented figures indicating that almost 50% of the present faculty began 
their jobs at WCU since the mid 1980s, long after the uprising of the early 70s became a faded 
memory. 
 
 The voicelessness of the faculty could be a result of a structure that prevents faculty power 
while protecting administrative power. I know of faculty--among the most vocal and respected 
on campus--who refuse to serve on certain committees because of severely frustrating past 
experiences. They took their charges seriously (for example TPR, Grievance, or Hearing 
Committees), and did a tremendous amount of work but were left feeling not only unheard but 
disregarded. Many of the important committees function only as advisory to the administration; 
their recommendations are only heard if the administrator in charge chooses to listen. The faculty 
end up having only a token voice ("yes, the faculty voted but the administration didn't like the 
result, so they ignored the vote"). Why bother if all that work, time, and effort are disregarded? 
Why not just retreat into your specialty and do the work that counts (teaching and research)? Let 
the administration run the university; they get paid to do so. 
 These attitudes (and I have been guilty of holding some of them myself) stand in the way of 
progress. Western is, after all, a place of teaching and learning where ideas should be discussed, 
debated, and deliberated. Universities help perpetuate democracy. If the faculty at a university 
are not free to use their voices, where will that freedom exist?   
 
 At last year's general faculty meeting, Terry Kinnear spoke of faculty rights and 
responsibilities, pointing out that every faculty member has the right as well as the responsibility 
to use his or her voice. We have a historic opportunity. The chancellor seems sincerely interested 
in faculty involvement in governance, and the head of the Faculty Senate takes faculty power 
very seriously. Several Forum Assemblies have been organized as an attempt at presenting the 
faculty voice. And even the general faculty meetings look different today:  Rather than an 
intimidating panel of vice-chancellors presiding, we now have only one administrator on stage.   
  
 I'm advocating neither anarchy nor Quakerism, but if we are to reverse the culture of silence, 
we have to be willing to argue and disagree and debate. We have to send a clear message that 
sitting like sheep in faculty meetings is unacceptable. Nor is it wise to continue the protectionist 
tradition of playing the role of mere advisers. We need real change at both the structural level 
and the individual faculty level. In other words, Faculty Senate should work to establish faculty 
power, and individuals should use their voices regardless of tenure status, potential for 
retribution, or cynicism. If we want to transform the culture of faculty silence at WCU we had 
better start talking and working together for change.   
 
 



Mary Jean Herzog--Administration, Curriculum, and Instruction 
 
 
The opinions printed here belong solely to the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
opinions of the editorial staff or of the Faculty Center. If you would like to respond, e-mail 
Nienhuis by the 8th of the month. 
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WCU and Teaching for the Twenty-first Century 
 
When I think of quality teaching and its impact on education for the Twenty-first Century, I 
think initially of several important dimensions. 
 
First, quality teaching focuses on what the students learn. We know that people generally learn 
better when they are active rather than passive learners, so the course should be structured to 
assure that there are active learning opportunities. As the structure and sheer volume of 
knowledge changes, we increasingly need to focus our courses on ways of knowing, critical 
thinking, communicating, and independent and group learning. Technology should also be 
appropriately integrated into the course to assist the student in meeting the educational goals for 
the class. Finally, we know that people tend to do better at whatever task they undertake if they 
feel accepted, respected, and valued. Therefore, Western’s tradition of “excellence with a 
personal touch” seems to address both the intellectual and affective needs of students when (and 
if) that tradition guides our teaching. 
 
Second, high quality teaching can be expected to have very little impact on a student unless it is 
part of a coherent program or curriculum. The individual course, while important, is simply a 
brick in the structure of the student’s education. Each brick may be sound and well-made, but a 
structure is formed by placing these well-made bricks in appropriate relationship to one another. 
The quality of the individual class is enhanced and magnified by being part of a coherent plan of 
study in which each course has a relationship to the others and where the goals of the program 
are clearly linked to specific courses and course sequences. We should, as a program faculty, be 
able to explain to each other what our program is about and how each part of it contributes to our 
students’ learning. 
 
Third, quality teaching for the Twenty-first Century will have a values and behavioral 
component.  The current generation of students has too many members who are “lost” and who 
do not have a focused sense of values. This seems to be associated with self-abusive behaviors 
(such as binge drinking and drug use), abuse of others (e.g., date rape), relatively low self 
respect, and a focus on making money at the expense of other values. [See The Abandoned 
Generation by William Willmon and Thomas Naylor for an excellent discussion of these issues.] 
This is not meant to be a condemnation of these students as individuals or as a generation, but 
merely an observation on the current situation. Therefore, in addition to the more traditional 
liberal arts and subject matter skills,  student-learning-centered teaching will include several 
specific core educational values. Students will be expected to understand that they are 
responsible for their own behavior and the effects of that behavior on others. Students will also 



be helped to understand the importance of a sense of commitment since commitment is a 
fundamental requirement for academic achievement. Finally, students will be expected to work 
with integrity and a sense of personal and professional ethics.  We expect these values of our 
colleagues in our community of scholarship; we should expect no less from our students. 
 
In the current environment, it is not enough for us to assert that our programs are of high quality; 
we must be able to document that they are. This means that we need to be able to document what 
our graduating students are capable of doing. This is the fundamental issue underlying 
assessment of seniors. In my recent meetings with President Broad, she indicated that she felt 
that our beginning work in assessment of senior-level skills was the most important university-
level work in which we were engaged. I agree. 
 
There are at least two philosophical approaches to senior-level assessment that might be 
considered under the heading of “portfolio assessment.” Traditional portfolio assessment 
involves the development of a longitudinal record of an individual student’s performances over 
time. Materials in the portfolio document the growth and development of the student and, when 
used by a skilled advisor, portfolios can assist in directing the student’s education. An alternative 
model has appeared relatively recently in the literature. In this approach, the academic program 
is taken as the unit of analysis (rather than the individual student) and the portfolio is developed 
at the program level rather than at the level of the individual student. Portfolio contents might 
include class syllabi, copies of tests and assignments, and a representative collection of the 
outcomes of students’ work that documents that the goals and objectives of the program are 
being met. Minimally, documents should show that students know the subject matter and 
methods of the field; that they can write at an appropriate collegiate level; that they can use 
technology and other information systems to address the problems of the discipline; that they can 
think critically about the issues of the discipline; and that, where appropriate, they can use 
mathematics to solve problems of the discipline.   
 
What also is interesting about this form of program assessment is that, when done well and over 
time, it gives much of the most critical information needed by the faculty for strategic planning 
and departmental reporting. When coupled with a clear view of the program faculty’s needs and 
interests in research, scholarly development, and service, it becomes the strategic plan. 
Therefore, from a workload and reporting perspective, the senior-level assessment program 
could take the place of most departmental strategic planning and it also could meet our ongoing 
requirements by SACS for both assessment and planning. 
 
A final note with regard to teaching. Western is moving rapidly to the forefront nationally in our 
ability to apply technology to teaching and learning. As a faculty, your work in this area is 
exemplary. We need to keep this momentum. We have set high standards and are teaching 
courses at the appropriate level. Our electronics capabilities are the envy of the UNC system 
(though we know that there is much more we need to have available). We can develop a graduate 
who is capable of competing with any in the country. We have the faculty and, increasingly, we 
will have the facilities. Individuals and departments are making great strides. What we need to 
do is to continue to work together to create a more coherent student-learning-centered 
educational program.  Let’s “stay the course.” 
 



John Bardo, Chancellor 
 
 
The opinions printed here belong solely to the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
opinions of the editorial staff or of the Faculty Center. If you would like to respond, e-mail 
Nienhuis by the 8th of the month. 
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The Plight of Part-Time Instructors: Two Similar Experiences 
 
Considerable work is presently being focused on the study of General Education, and one of the 
fundamental principles identified by the Review Committee is faculty commitment. I believe any 
discussion of faculty commitment in the teaching of General Education must examine the 
existing hiring and retention policies governing the use of part-time faculty. Originally, part-time 
instructors were hired as a buffer to accommodate fluctuating enrollments. However, what 
started out as a temporary solution has developed into an ongoing personnel nightmare. What we 
have now is a significant portion of the University's salary lines going to pay the meager salaries 
of a number of faculty with temporary status but full-time teaching responsibilities. 
 
There are approximately 500 faculty at Western. Of those, at least 20% have part-time or fixed-
term status. In my own department, there are 24 non-tenure track faculty out of a total of 44. 
Their appointments range from Visiting Assistant Professors to Visiting Instructors (with Ph.D.'s 
or ABD status), Visiting Lecturers (with M.A.'s), to Teaching Assistants. Most are employed on 
yearly contracts tied to a 1997-1998 TPR document which states that after three years their 
employment will be terminated. This revolving door policy has done little to build continuity or 
community within the Freshman English program, perhaps the most vital General Education 
program on campus. Faculty commitment cannot be an issue when the majority of those teaching 
General Education courses must spend time searching elsewhere for a position with a future and 
benefits. Most importantly, the success of our much publicized integrated computer instruction in 
Freshman Composition seems bleak when each year faculty must be trained and oriented in the 
use of the electronic classrooms. Since technology is changing the way we teach, shouldn't we 
examine how much we value those doing the teaching, even the part-timers? Furthermore, it is 
time to be honest with ourselves about the quality of the teaching and commitment of those hired 
at the "last minute," as many part-timers are. If we are indeed committed to "raising the bar" and 
bringing Western into the twenty-first century technologically, we cannot afford to continue 
relying on "visiting" faculty to staff General Education. 
 
Several of us across campus have managed to keep our "temporary" jobs by playing "musical 
visiting positions." One faculty member in the English Department has endured "visiting" status 
for thirty years. We realize that the University's reliance on this small cadre of experienced and 
dedicated part-timers is expedient and cost effective. But, at the same time, it is has become 
demoralizing and exploitative. Fortunately, our dedication to the teaching profession and to 
Western's students keeps us from tearing up our yearly contracts or adopting the bold tactics of 
our fellow part-timers at the United Parcel Service. With university costs increasing and 
"cutback" becoming an administrative mantra, abandoning the use of part-time faculty and 



creating a two-tiered but equally valued faculty to meet the growing needs of our students and 
projected enrollments seems worthy of consideration. 
 
I realize my view of how Western operates is limited, but in all honesty, after ten years of 
teaching and service, I cannot reconcile my commitment with having no job security, health 
benefits, retirement, or any hope for advancement. Likewise, I cannot help but wonder where our 
General Education program will be academically and technologically if we continue on the 
course of considering faculty expendable. Any development of faculty commitment must first 
consider the value the institution places on those doing the teaching. How we treat our least 
empowered faculty speaks loudly of Western's commitment to teaching. 
 

Linda Kinnear, Visiting Lecturer, English 
 

* * * 
 
Imagine that based upon your expertise in your field you have been recruited to teach on the 
faculty of a prestigious university. Imagine that after nine years' service you have gained superior 
evaluations from your department head, excellent evaluations from your students, been awarded 
grants for study abroad, and are the author of a best selling work. But during these nine years of 
faithful service you have seen everyone on campus from the chancellors to the grass cutters get a 
pay raise every year. You have seen tuition double and major construction projects completed, 
yet your salary has remained the same without so much as a cost of living increase. Imagine that 
you may not speak out against these conditions without fear of capricious dismissal. 
 
A paranoid fantasy? Hardly. These are the present working conditions for those who teach here 
part-time. While full time faculty earn benefits and wages below the national average in most 
departments, some whose contracts require them to teach as much as 10 hours per week, both 
semesters, are paid less than $5,300 a year. Any institution which doubles its prices for services 
(tuition) yet refuses to increase the wages for those responsible for providing those services 
cannot escape ethical scrutiny for long. 
 
It is time to face up to this institutional pattern of exploitation. We have been ignored as if our 
very existence were an embarrassment to the tenured faculty and the administration. But the 
service of the part-time faculty is needed now and will be vital to the success of the university in 
the future. Yet those who provide these essential services have no job security, no bargaining 
power, and are permitted no role in university governance. The vital link between instructors and 
control of the curriculum they teach is absent, as part-time instructors have no representation. 
 
It is well past time that the university acknowledge its responsibilities to all its faculty regarding 
governance and compensation. Every year the legislature appropriates funds to raise faculty 
salaries, but these funds have been denied those who have no organized voice to question why. 
Having someone serve as a "visiting lecturer" for ten years is ludicrous, a violation of AAUP 
guidelines, and a contradiction in terms. 
 
How long will these highly skilled educators lacking a terminal degree remain an exploited 
underclass at WCU? What is needed is a system of rewards that recognizes performance and 



years of service. What is wrong with the idea of a tiered hierarchy for promotion of part-time 
faculty? Harvard has a system whereby an instructor could advance to the rank of junior lecturer 
and later to senior lecturer, adjunct assistant, associate, and full professor. Ranking non-tenured 
faculty would serve this university well. It would promote higher standards, give all the teaching 
staff incentive to perform at their best, and greatly improve morale. This university has much to 
gain by treating its part-time faculty fairly as valued members of its community of scholars. It 
has much more to lose by continuing in its present course. The unfair practices currently engaged 
serve no one well. 
 

Michael Waters, Visiting Instructor of Music, 1989-1997. 
 
 
 
The opinions printed here belong solely to the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
opinions of the editorial staff or of the Faculty Center. If you would like to respond, e-mail 
Nienhuis by the 8th of the month. 
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Playing WCU’s Ace Card: Stronger Ties To The Region? 
 

 As we grapple together with Western’s most immediate challenges--enhancing the 
public’s perception of the quality of our programs and increasing the size of our enrollment pool-
-it might be instructive to explore how closer regional ties can help us. There is growing 
evidence that when public, regional universities such as WCU aspire to grow in size and quality, 
an essential first step is to become more highly valued by the citizens in their locale. Two 
examples--George Mason and East Carolina--illustrate this hypothesis. 
 In the 1970s, George Mason was a young, commuter institution in the Fairfax suburbs of 
the District of Columbia. It lacked a distinctive identity until it adopted a clear strategic plan that 
called for the university to tackle some of the most pressing learning and service needs of 
Northern Virginia. A public radio station was founded to fill an important cultural niche. 
Evening degree programs, including a law degree for working persons, were established at 
convenient locations. Courses by cable television were pioneered to increase access to 
instruction. Faculty were encouraged to become involved in civic activities, and an applied 
research unit was created to help apply the expertise of faculty and staff members to problems in 
the region. Convenient access and proactive service to citizens of all ages in the region led to 
significant increases in enrollments and enhanced political/budgetary support. The latter was 
illustrated graphically during a tight budget year in the mid-1980s when the only new faculty 
positions authorized statewide by the legislature were at George Mason. 
 At East Carolina, a strong regional identity had been that institution’s greatest asset over 
the years as it consciously positioned itself as THE university for underserved eastern North 
Carolina. The tactic’s success was illustrated dramatically by the against-all-odds legislative 
decision to establish a medical school on the Greenville campus in the 1970s. With a publicly-
supported medical school in Chapel Hill and private medical schools receiving state funds for 
NC students in Durham and Winston Salem, no logical argument was put forth to create a fourth 
school unless it were to be in Charlotte. But ECU captured the support of influentials from 
Raleigh eastward and their will eventually prevailed. Regional support was galvanized to create 
the ECU School of Medicine and provide family practice medical doctors to the small 
communities in eastern NC. 
 I call up these examples to illustrate the power of regional loyalty for public universities 
that do not enjoy statewide or national identities. UNC-Chapel Hill can take for granted its 
specific obligations within the Triangle area and still maintain its statewide credibility. For 
institutions such as WCU, however, strong regional loyalties are essential. George Mason 
parlayed its regional support to compete for international recognition in economics and creative 
writing. One doubts that such recognitions could have occurred if the university had lacked 
regional coalitions. 



 My argument is that WCU can strengthen its position of influence by paying more 
attention to the learning and service needs of the twenty-some counties in western North 
Carolina. This will not require us to bend our standards or to become anything other than a 
responsive institution of higher learning. It also does not mean that all of our attention should be 
focused locally. It does mean that we make the most of local assets and opportunities; that we 
identify with the unique opportunities the region offers for teaching, research and service; and 
that we take pride in these endeavors. Our aspiration should be to become indispensable first to 
this region--and then, progressively, to the state and beyond. 
 How to proceed? Certainly, a successful regional strategy should engage the best thinking 
of our faculty, staff, and regional audiences and include an understanding that the strategy will 
be evolutionary, changing with emerging needs and opportunities. I would hope that such a 
conversation can begin immediately. In the meantime, here are some thoughts on the matter that 
have occurred to me through observations and conversations during the past year. 
 
Define our campus as the region 
 
 WCU is blessed with three specific sites at which resident credit instruction can be 
offered: Cullowhee, Cherokee, and Asheville. We may be the only institution east of the 
Mississippi with a campus on an Indian Reservation, and Asheville has emerged as one of the 
nation’s most livable cities. Let’s tout these assets by defining WCU as a diverse, three-campus 
university. At the same time, let’s take better advantage of opportunities offered at these three 
sites. Asheville is the region’s urban hub, a source of adult students in our graduate and technical 
undergraduate programs. Let’s commit to meeting the specific needs of adult students in 
Asheville. This means sensing the pulse of the adult market and shaping our programs 
accordingly. Year-round instruction with shorter, more intense courses? Weekend courses? More 
independent learning? Closer ties with employers? We must be open to these and other changes. 
Earning the role as Asheville’s graduate school of choice is a worthy objective and could bring 
many rewards. Ditto for paying more attention to opportunities in Cherokee, where we might 
forge stronger ties to the Eastern Band and open up more new learning options for our non-
Indian students. 
 
Embrace the Region as an Artifact for Learning 
 
 The Southern Appalachians reflect a unique cultural and natural history. Have we drawn 
upon these assets sufficiently to enrich our instruction and scholarship? Would we attract more 
focused students if we bundled together some of our smaller programs into multi-disciplinary 
majors in environmental stewardship, rural sustainable development, and eco-tourism 
management? This approach need not exclude more traditional offerings. Rather, it could assure 
that WCU takes appropriate advantage of its close-at-hand resources. Have we exploited the 
benefits of service learning, student internships, and cooperative education? These activities, 
carefully planned and supervised, immerse students in hands-on learning while breaking down 
town and gown barriers. 
 
Adopt Regional Issues and Problems for Research 
 



 As a provider of technical assistance, WCU’s Mountain Resources Center is the envy of 
other  regional universities seeking to address local needs through applied research. For many 
businesses, governments, and service agencies, the MRC is their primary connection with WCU. 
The irony is that we are not taking full advantage of the MRC as a university-wide resource. Too 
few faculty and their academic departments perceive the MRC as a university broker for research 
and consultation. Student involvement in MRC’s regional activity is serendipitous rather than 
intentional. If the MRC were strategically drawn into the academic mainstream, it could become 
the logical broker for faculty and student participation in the region. The MRC, with its hard-
won network of business, industry, non-profit and service contacts, may be our greatest asset for 
bonding the university and the region. No other public university in NC, except the land grant 
schools (NC, A&T, and NCSU), has a technical assistance outreach arm similar to the MRC. The 
challenge is to galvanize its potential as a university-wide resource broker.  
 
 These reflections are formative, not definitive. The challenge for WCU, it seems to me, is 
to construct a strategy for improved public support. For a regional institution, public support 
begins close to home and then moves outward. First, we prove our value to the neighbors. 
 

Oak Winters, Dean of Continuing Education and Summer School 
 
The opinions printed here belong solely to the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
opinions of the editorial staff or of the Faculty Center. If you would like to respond, e-mail 
Nienhuis by the 8th of the month. 
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Building a Sense of Community at WCU 
 

 How often have you had a student drop-by during office hours simply to chat? When was 
the last time you talked to a student in a setting other than the classroom? How many faculty do 
you know who are comfortable eating lunch with their undergraduate students? If you answer in 
the negative, you should know that it hasn't always been like this. I have fond memories of the 
hole-in-the-wall called the Townhouse (the present-day Subway). The Townhouse was the 
unofficial community center for WCU and the site of many faculty-student conversations over 
coffee or lunch. You may not share my nostalgia, but I believe the Townhouse had not been 
replaced in the present-day WCU and that our sense of community has deteriorated rather than 
improved since those Townhouse days. 
 
 I also believe that a sense of community is important in a university because teaching and 
learning thrive on stimulating conversation outside the classroom. You may talk occasionally to 
some of your students outside of class, maybe even to some of the other faculty, but that by itself 
does not make WCU an academic community where learning is vibrantly shared as a common 
possession and a form of enjoyment. In his address to the General Faculty last August, Chancellor 
Bardo observed that "most students who leave universities, leave for social reasons. . .[and] 
students stay in universities when. . .they feel that they are accepted, valued, and believed in. . . .If 
they feel isolated and alone, they will find somewhere else to go to school or not go at all." 
According to the university mission statement, teaching and learning constitute the central mission 
at WCU but teaching and learning will only enliven the heart of an academic community when 
what goes on outside the classroom is as essential to a student's development as what goes on 
inside the classroom. It is the life outside of the classroom that will lead a student to either stay at 
WCU or leave it. 
 
 So how do you build a university community focused on learning that includes both 
students and faculty and expands beyond the boundaries of the classroom? I think a sense of 
community can develop through a common vision of learning as a process of discovery that 
essentially forces itself beyond the classroom. If we want to stimulate real learning in our 
students, we need to encourage them to discover knowledge for themselves and to understand 
that new insights are meaningless unless they are shared.  
 
 The Undergraduate Research Conference, for example, is certainly a step in the right 
direction in this matter, but could it not go farther to help create a stronger sense of community 
on campus? How about combining the Undergraduate Research Conference with the Graduate 
Student Research Symposium and designating a day in the spring when all classes are canceled 
and campus activities are genuinely focused on these presentations? At our research conferences 



students are actively engaged in learning through discovery. Why not create an all-inclusive 
Student Research Conference with a genuinely high profile so that students could see that 
learning is unequivocally valued at WCU and that their teachers as well as their fellow students 
are genuinely interested in what they have discovered. If a Student Research Conference became 
a serious and respected event at WCU, student presenters would become models for other 
students, and faculty in turn would become more genuine facilitators in student learning outside 
the classroom. 
 
 A sense of community could also develop with communication across disciplines 
emphasizing how each discipline fits into the whole of society. If we want to stimulate a respect 
for real learning in our students, we need to demonstrate that ideas do not have boundaries. 
Interdepartmental seminars could show faculty sharing their disciplinary perspectives and the 
students might better understand connections between the diverse majors on campus. A series of 
seminars could be initiated to focus on a yearly topic. A different department could host the 
seminar each month and we could start with an environmental topic in light of the our new 
endowed professorship. For example, what do environmental issues look like from the 
perspective of sociology, economics, literature, industry, history, education, biology, nursing, 
and anthropology? The high visibility of such interdepartmental conversations would be living 
proof that the university is not a collection of isolated domains, which is what departments and 
the typical schedule of classes now conveys. 
 
 A sense of community could also develop with activities that stress the relevance of our 
world at WCU to the local community and beyond. If we want to stimulate a respect for learning 
in our students, we need to help them see the value of ideas in the context of everyday life. 
Alumni Day could involve a day of activities during which each department recognizes the 
success of former students by inviting them back to interact with current students. We have a 
Career Day which allows seniors to interview with potential employers, but students need to 
know what faces them in their chosen profession well before their final year of study. And who 
are they more likely to listen to than former students? 
 
 A sense of community can obviously not develop without communication. And certainly 
technology has possibilities for creating a virtual community on campus, but it will require more 
than equipping students and faculty with computers. Faculty will have to devote time and energy 
to using technology not only for instruction but for communication with students outside of 
class. Existing opportunities for electronic communication include 38 WCU newsgroups, but in 
browsing through the newsgroups, I found only four with over 10 comments during a two month 
period and these were primarily connected to a specific course. A message from a student on one 
of these newsgroups sums up the current use of this medium well: "hee hee hee. Is it just me or 
does it seem a little ironic that the only posts here in wcu.rec.weekends have nothing to do with 
recreation at WCU or the weekends? Not that anyone seems to read these newsgroups anyway." 
But communication doesn't have to be stimulated only by computers. How about by campus 
geography? A university square could provide a place for faculty and students to feel 
comfortable in casual conversation. Maybe we could block off traffic on University drive from 
Reid Gym (corner of Camp Lab Rd.) to the road past the stadium (corner of Forest Hills Dr.) and 
create a larger square around the UC and Dodson Cafeteria. Maybe we could recreate the 
comfortable and inviting atmosphere of the old Townhouse. 



 
 An academic community requires constant attention and commitment. For those of you 
working to broaden the doors of communication with students, keep the faith because whatever 
steps we take to make Western more inviting to students, we will have to address the issue of 
community sooner or later. Otherwise, what's the point of having students on campus; we might 
as well do all our classes on the web. 
 
Randi Neff, Assistant Director, Upward Bound Math & Science Center 
 
 
The opinions printed here belong solely to the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
opinions of the editorial staff or of the Faculty Center. If you would like to respond, e-mail 
Nienhuis by the 8th of the month. 
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A Defense of English 
 

"poetry makes nothing happen"  
 

W.H. Auden, "In Memory of W.B. Yeats" 
 
 As we know, the general education committee has been working on a proposal to change the 
way our freshmen and sophomores learn about the world that lies beyond their majors. Among 
other changes, the committee suggests replacing the second freshman composition course with a 
300-level writing course in the discipline, and a subcommittee has designed a “Perspectives” 
area that contains Social Sciences (6 hours), Natural Sciences (6-7 hours), Humanities (3 hours), 
Fine and Performing Arts (3 hours), History (3 hours), and Comparative Cultures (3 hours). I 
admire the committee’s work, and I applaud its emphasis on learning communities that help 
students to make connections between different disciplines' ways of thinking. But I worry about 
the shrinking place of composition and literature in this new curriculum. The proposed 
curriculum mentions neither a literature nor a foreign language requirement. 
 
 As a younger person on the tenure track, I should not be called old-fashioned, even if some 
think I am only guarding my job. I grant that no claim is wholly disinterested. But Social 
Sciences and Natural Sciences are well represented in the Perspectives section not only because 
members of that subcommittee were defending their interests, but because they had sufficient 
understanding of the importance of those disciplines in general education. I want to suggest that 
the committee, which has rightly shown us how writing within disciplines aids active learning 
and comprehension, has yet misunderstood the kind of learning that goes on in our current 
composition courses, English 101 and 102. Since those now teaching composition and literature 
are not represented on the committee, such a misunderstanding may be inevitable.  
 
 The minutes of November 24, 1997, summarize the question as the committee sees it: "Basic 
mechanics should be offered in English 101, but beyond that we want them to really develop 
writing skills appropriate to their major (linked to content, not just process)." Such a link is 
important, and I do not dispute the need for it. But freshman composition is not about "basic 
mechanics," though it may distress many teachers to hear it. Recent composition theory argues that 
students wish to learn mechanics only when they learn to take pride in their own writing. Despite 
their lower SAT scores, our freshmen usually know their mechanics; they simply do not value 
them.  
 
 In English 101, students learn to write about their own experiences and to determine more 
confidently how and to whom they will address them. In this way, they gain a stake in their own 



writing. In English 102, on the other hand, students learn the basic lessons of submission to the 
gods of research, format, and citation--lessons they will need for college and the workplace. 
Which of these should be sacrificed in this new curriculum? Should the creative work of 101 be 
relegated to the Freshman seminar, where it becomes subordinated to instilling "a sense of place" 
and "a sense of community"? Will faculty in the several disciplines that absorb 102 teach the 
lessons of finding and documenting sources in the junior year? Should we tell students who are 
already struggling that they should trust their voice but follow instructions, all in the same 
semester?  
 This proposal, should it become policy, can also hurt our enrollment. Many of our students 
come to Western planning to transfer to another UNC institution. Many transfer here from other 
UNC institutions, and many complete their general education courses at the community college 
level. The Comprehensive Articulation Agreement, which governs transfers between two-year 
and four-year colleges, specifies that students must have 6 hours of composition, 12 hours of 
humanities and fine arts (of which one must be a literature course), 12 hours of social and 
behavioral sciences, and 14 hours of natural sciences and mathematics. Western already presents 
problems for transferring students because we do not allow students to substitute courses 
required for the major for general education courses in the same discipline. The general 
education curriculum that is being proposed would make transfers from Western less common, 
since those students would have to pick up so many more general education requirements at their 
new school. They might opt to stay on here, then, but they are as likely to enroll in the first place 
in a school that abides by the Comprehensive Articulation agreement (UNCCH, East Carolina, 
Fayetteville State, NC Central, NC State, Winston Salem State, Pembroke, Elizabeth City State, 
UNCA, Appalachian State, UNCW, and UNCC all require six hours of freshman composition, 
and most of these have a literature requirement). Students transferring in would have similar 
problems. We ought to be working to make transferring easier, not harder.  
 
 Students ought to learn the lessons of coherence and grace in all disciplines. But all our faculty 
are not trained to teach them, nor have they always taught them in the past. Making freshman 
composition courses the hub of freshman learning communities, instead of replacing composition 
with the freshman seminar, would serve several purposes: English teachers could share strategies 
for effective writing with other teachers, who could bring those strategies back to their own 
disciplines; English teachers could learn how to integrate the content of other disciplines into their 
writing courses; and students and teachers could share ideas and make connections between the 
major disciplines. We could achieve many of the general education committee's pedagogical goals 
without tying knots in FTE requirements, without subordinating composition's ability to foster 
intellect to its necessary but essentially cosmetic function, and without discouraging transferring 
students. And we would go a long way toward building a real writing across the curriculum 
program, one in which every teacher gives the message that grammar and coherence are part of 
life, not just English class. 
 
 More than practical considerations are at stake, however. We have a chance to say now what 
education is and what it ought to be. The fate of composition, like the fate of humanities in the 
general education curriculum (three hours in the new proposal), depends on our believing that all 
learning is not about specialty. Life is not only about work, and general education should not 
exist only to provide a portfolio of marketable skills. We also want a curriculum and a university 
that give our students a look into the richer world of understatement, intimation, and irony, to 



free some who do not even read for pleasure from what Wallace Stevens has called "a mind of 
winter" ("The Snow Man"). As faculty, we are here because we saw that world. Because I fell in 
love with this university and hoped to build a life here, I want Western to say that students who 
have never read literature in college have not received the education they deserve. 
  
 We know that English can be useful. Piaget tells us that learning involves "de-centering." 
"We achieve de-centering by adapting ourselves to things and people outside ourselves and by 
adopting points of view initially foreign to us, as the anonymous narrator does with his single, 
dual, and multiple points of view" (summarized in Moffett and McElheny's Points of View: An 
Anthology of Short Stories (1966), p. 572). But we mistake the matter when we justify any 
curriculum by its use. Like all arts, literature fuels the imagination; like all humanities, it 
enlarges our sympathies with what Stevens calls "the nothing that is not there and the nothing 
that is." We ought to know the market and the mind too. We ought to teach real-world skills and 
computer languages. But as educated people, we have learned the quieter accents of pleasure, 
pity, and belief--and our students need that language. 
 
Mary Adams, English 


















