A response to the Dean’s call
Steve Tripp

History

When my chair asked me to contribute something to the dean’s efforts to collect examples of how we provide our students with a liberal education, I was a bit taken aback.  I think just about everything I do in the classroom is directed toward that end – from the way I organize my courses, to the way I conduct each class, to the assignments I create, to the way I conduct office hours. Seriously. If I don’t contribute to my students’ liberal education then I have no right to teach history here or anywhere else.  But you want specific examples?  Here are three:

1. I try to encourage my students to be active learners – in a way that transcends their college experience. As a historian of American culture, my classes are steeped in contemporary films (feature length films, newsreels, documentaries, commercials, cartoons, social guidance films of the 1950s), contemporary musical recordings, popular books and articles, and iconic visuals (WPA photographs of the Great Depression, print advertisements in magazines of the 1920s, Currier and Ives lithographs of the late 19th century).  My immediate goal is to help students “read” these sources with a critical and discerning eye so that they can use these works to construct historical narratives and analyses.  My long range goal is more nebulous – but just as vital.  I want students to continue to be engaged in the work of critically assessing – and enjoying - the culture in which they live. Not in some knee-jerk reactionary way, but in a way that enables them to experience the richness of the American tapestry and to place the cultural forms that they enjoy (be it a play, a book, a TV show, or a movie) within a broader historical context. One of the truly rewarding experiences I’ve had in recent years has been to reconnect with former students on Facebook. Invariably, these former students – now GVSU graduates – tell me about a book or a film that they’ve seen that reminded them of some experience that they had in my class.  This often leads to online discussions of the issues we discussed years ago in my classes.  It’s great fun.  And I’ve gotten several great recommendations for books and films to use for future classes.

2. I try to spread the word about the joys of critical and sophisticated analysis of our culture to students who are headed for majors and careers outside of CLAS. I find the surveys that I teach in Honors (HNR 213 and 223) and in History (103) to be especially challenging and rewarding courses.  Here too, I’ve had some wonderful results. This semester I’m supervising four Honors Senior theses. Three of the four were in my honors survey three years ago. One is a group social studies major and one is a creative writing major, but the other two are in majors far from history: a business major and a statistics major.  All four are engaged in projects that are very much in the tradition of liberal education. The writing and statistics major are developing a collection of oral history stories centered on life-changing experiences; eventually, they hope to turn this into a book-length manuscript for publication. The group social studies major is analyzing the role that popular music played in World War II homefront morale. The business major is writing an essay that compares initial responses to the Stock Market Crash of 1929 to our recent economic woes. 

3. I believe that liberally educated people should know how to communicate in written form.  Although I like to think that I do creative and fun stuff in the classroom, I am very old school when it comes to writing standards. I expect students to write formal essays that are lucid, compelling, well-researched, and analytically sophisticated.  Many students struggle with my high standards, but I assure them that because I demand a lot from them, they should demand a lot from me. To help them, I hold extensive office hours, allow students to write multiple drafts, and provide extensive written feedback on each draft. It is hard and laborious work, but it is vital to the mission of CLAS and the university.  So I don’t back down. To be liberally educated means to write well.

