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Perhaps it is no surprise that someone like me, a retired faculty member at a
liberal arts college, would wince his way through the essay on online courses that
appears in this issue of Teaching History. But despite my personal skepticism about
such courses, my response to that essay is less a critique or a rebuttal of it than it is a
passionate defense of what I regard as the gold standard of higher education: the
venerable, valuable, but now seemingly vulnerable tradition of a teacher-led, on-
campus, classroom-based, interpersonal education that has served us so well for so
long. It behooves us to think about how invaluable the several elements and attributes
of this gold standard are before we send it packing, because, if we do, we will be hard
pressed to bring it back.

I am no Luddite (hey, I too have a smart phone). Neither am I naive or foolish
enough to think that all online, computer-based, distance learning is invalid or
inappropriate. Nor do I think that the teaching and learning model I revere is the only
one teachers should use. My own experience in a dozen years of teaching involved
experimenting with a variety of models. Then, I helped to devise and lead a consortial
program that assisted college faculty members to rethink and refresh their teaching
strategies and skills and that emphasized having different arrows in one’s quiver for
different situations. After that, overseeing the creation of a competency-based
certification program for a national professional society afforded me an opportunity to
understand how training exercises can be a key component in learning. Finally, serving
for a number of years as the director of an education and training program for a Federal
agency brought me a deeper sense of how both of these teaching and learning processes
can work together harmoniously when used appropriately.

But all of these experiences, while exposing me to and helping me to appreciate
a broader panoply of learning styles and formats, also strengthened my affection and
appreciation for the gold standard I have described. To paraphrase an advertisement
I recently saw: Interactive classroom teaching sessions led by a skilled professional do
not just set the bar for successful teaching, they are the bar when it comes to inculcating
and honing the critical-thinking tools and habits that enable a mind to survive and
succeed, especially in an information-laden, rapidly changing, and multi-voiced
environment. We need more of these opportunities, not fewer.

Of course, the gold standard I describe is not the only path to learning. Studying
on one’s own obviously has its own special place at the center of an education. Two
or more people cannot read a book together, at least for long; joint research is a tricky
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videly varying concepts into a larger construct; the capability to marshal evidence to
upport or challenge an opinion; and, yes, the skill to make sound arguments for and
gainst propositions put forward by others. These vehicles do that work by having
adividuals engage with one another in a series of immediate and multi-party
iscussions, testing their own beliefs and the ideas of others in company with other,
ritical-thinking individuals.

An incidental but not significant by-product of campus-based educational
xercises designed to bring people together into distinct groups is the spirit of joint
ndeavor that can emerge and develop as a mixed body of students get acquainted and
sork together, over time, to think as a group about an assigned topic or to explore and
1aster a challenging body of work. Such an education is not just richer and more
atisfying on a personal level but lays a good foundation for the way much of society
anctions today. Moreover, a predominantly on-campus, group-based learning journey
an easily be augmented with certain on-line learning opportunities of special merit
1at, quite literally, widen horizons. Iam less sanguine that a mixture reversing these
roportions would be as successful.

And let’s not overlook the (sometimes superior!) pre- and post-classroom
iscussions among students and with the instructor. There is ample evidence to suggest
1at the professional—and personal—growth of students outside of their classrooms can
e every bit as significant as what happens inside those rooms. Learning occurs all over
campus, whether it is a bucolic one spread over many acres or a vertical one plunked
own in the middle of a city. Moreover, the personal connections a student makes in
n-campus experiences can influence and enrich an entire lifetime, not just one’s
itellectual development. A good discussion thus is an adventure that begins before
1d continues beyond a single class session, and this is more likely on a campus
adicated to education than anywhere else.

A unique value is derived from a concentrated, immersive focus on a topic or set
f related topics, perhaps on a provocative question to be devised or answered in
»mpany with others of diverging views. It often begins with a deceptively simple
lestion: “So, after all that you have read, how should we view Andrew Jackson?” Or,
Was FDR’s managerial approach the right one for the circumstances of the Great
epression? What effects of his leadership style do we still feel today, and is it still an
ypropriate approach?” Or, “Thinking about the kinds of reasons people had for
igrating to America, do we still see those impulses in today’s migration movements?”
nd so the adventure begins. Such a focus is far superior to having individual students
ssting and reading comments on imaginary discussion boards or emailing responses
»w and then during their busy lives, as time or a job or traffic signals permit.

In sum, well-taught and freewheeling discussion courses are the essence of,
rhaps even a microcosm of, what the best college-level experience can be: a
1ance—heavily subsidized by society, it bears noting—to work together to confront,






