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And then it hits you, all things are related.  As teachers, we realize no greater satisfaction than when our students have an “ahaa moment”, as coined by Father von Arx, Fairfield University’s new president, in his inaugural address.  It usually takes 4 years worth of post secondary education and perhaps some career relevant work during the summer or in an internship situation for the typical undergraduate to have an “ahaa moment”.  And even then, it may not happen.  Sometimes student make connections and realize how closely linked the world really is in a study abroad experience.  But so few (percentage wise) are able to take advantage of those.  So how then can we bring this interconnectedness to the classroom for all to experience?


As an economist who specializes in international environment policy, I concern myself with interdisciplinarity quite a bit.  Many of us do.  But, how can we impress upon our students in microeconomics, that government policies are not simply made on economic efficiency criterion, but a whole host of other criteria with social, cultural and humanistic variables considered?  How do we get them to understand that the choices they make here in the U.S. everyday have consequences not just for themselves and their close friends and family, but for many others around the world?  How do we get them to understand that their analysis, though perfectly efficient, may not at all be equitable, or good for common social welfare?  Then how can we get them to act on those realizations in the lives that they lead?


One of the courses that we have developed at Fairfield is truly interdisciplinary, attempts to get our students to look at the world from a perspective other than their own and gives them a taste of how and why the choices they make may affect the lives of others.  The course is called “Justice and the Developing World: Nicaragua”.  Unlike most other courses, the course approach does not specify one particular pedagogical format or disciplinary framework, rather it addresses the broad theme of third world development and social justice through the eyes of several different disciplines and perspectives in a seminar style set-up over the course of one semester. 

Further, their readings, papers, discussions, reflections and library research on campus are put to the test.  This course takes the students to Nicaragua, not through a virtual classroom experience, but for real, over spring break.  During this intense 10 day trip, each student gets the opportunity to elicit information from various stakeholders in the self-identified issue they’ve chosen to research.  They are forced then to integrate the perspectives of those living in the developing world into their research.  

Why aren’t more children in school? 

Why don’t they get their vaccinations?

Why don’t those people work “harder”?

The institutional odds that are stacked against the average citizen of the world are easily seen in our travels through the country-side and our interviews with local farmers, elementary school teachers, University professors, health care workers, taxi drivers, and politicians.  It brings a depth of learning that any classroom experience, no matter how well designed, cannot teach.  You have to see it to believe it.  To believe it, in order to act on it.  Think globally, act locally.  Ahaaa.
Interdisciplinarity

One of the challenges of undergraduate education is to get students to realize the close ties that most disciplines have with one another and to realize that in the real world decision making is always very interdisciplinary.  It is a reality that they must embrace.  Yet, four years in a liberal arts environment is just not enough time.  First, we want to expose them to the breadth of all styles of thinking and then want them to focus on a major.  By then, few have time to step back from their focus, with their new found expertise, to again revisit connections.  Further, Jesuit pedagogy calls us to incorporate action and reflection, especially on issues of social justice and the preferential option for the poor into our teaching.  We have found that unless interdisciplinarity is intentionally built into a curriculum the burden falls primarily on the students to discover the linkages – and in that case, may be lost altogether.

This course is truly interdisciplinary in many ways.  First, it is team taught by two instructors who intentionally come from two different departments - often, they have come from different colleges.  Second, the students come from a variety of majors and interests, each taking the course with a different outcome in mind.  They have majored in computer science, economics, psychology, international studies, marketing, finance, history, international business, political science, biology, English, nursing and others.  Third, the course is structured as a multi-dimensional seminar with guest lectures from faculty across and off campus, with expertise in Latin America or development – the thematic string that holds the lectures together.  Fourth, the readings assigned each week are chosen by the guest lecturers for the week.  In most cases, the readings come from the lecturers field, so the students are required to read material from each disciplinary approach.  Fifth, when the class is in the field in Nicaragua, students visit sites and conduct interviews specific to their own research, but are required to fill their schedules with meetings that may or may not directly relate to their own research.  So they often find themselves in meetings outside of their field, inadvertently getting insights into Nicaragua from varied individuals and groups.  Finally, as the students conclude their own research, they are required to present their findings to the class in a formal setting.  All students are quite engaged, having experienced the field work together and knowing first hand some of the pitfalls each encountered in the investigation process in country.  So, right through the last session of the course, students are confronting alternative viewpoints.

Student evaluations suggest that the interdisciplinary nature of the course is one of its most positive qualities.  They remark that the course forces them to think about many different aspects of Nicaraguan reality while other courses tend to focus on just one dimension.  They find that multiple perspectives are built into the course in so many ways that they are able to both recognize and use them.  Sometimes critical insights that shape research come from interdisciplinary interaction.  For example, a student doing a paper on the role of the media in Nicaraguan politics found the work of another student on literacy made her reevaluate her assumptions about the relationship between print and broadcast journalism and especially the role of broadcast media in a society with a significant level of adult illiteracy.  Another, writing on the impact of IMF structural adjustment policies encountered the growing field of micro-finance and had to re-think his preconceived anti-market approach.  The resulting discussions on how fundamental banking practices can take many forms and can empower as much as undermine local citizens was very helpful.  From a teaching perspective, the intellectual interactions among the students and the level of engagement is higher in this course than in others.
Southern Perspective

Incorporating the perspective of people outside the United State is one of the goals for this course as well as many internationally focused courses.  Often, this is done very conscientiously by faculty in other courses, but has little impact on students.  Students often dismiss or discount the perspective from another culture or country seeing it as an individual perspective rather than a perspective that is representative for that culture.  Because they don’t know the reality of daily life in another culture, they find the logic of the people portrayed as flawed in some way.  In our course, we try to present the Nicaraguan reality in a multi-facited way before students go for their field research.  Before arriving in country, however, students repeatedly note that they did not really understand the significance of the facts they were learning until they saw it with their own eyes.  Whether it is data on high levels of unemployment or weak rural infrastructure, going to Nicaragua, talking with the people in Leon and Managua about these issues, seeing how they live and realizing the daily challenges they face gives real human content to the data they are studying.

One site visit can often bring multiple issues into perspective.  A visit to a rural school helped students see that dropping out of school may be a rational choice for many families, given the costs both of staying in school and not being home to help work the land.  Such a visit may illuminate that the cost of books and uniforms alone, for one child, may total one month’s income for some families.  Multiply that by several children in a family and the cost becomes prohibitive.  Additionally children may have to walk by foot or travel by horseback up to four or five miles to get to school.  If school begins at 7:30am to combat the oppressive heat in the afternoon, that means some students leave home by 5am.  Further, given the intermittent, often unavailable and expensive public transportation to rural areas, often the teachers don’t arrive on time or at all.  Most schools have no potable water for the children to drink during the day.  So either each child must bring a daily supply with them, or the teacher or another parent may bring containers of water to sell during the day at an additional expense that most families can ill afford.  

Students who saw education as a panacea for all the ills in the developing world before going to Nicaragua, suddenly want to address issues of taxation, infrastructure and wages in their research.  They also see that in poor countries the opportunity costs associated with education are very real and cannot be dismissed as selfish or irrational.  Multiply these kinds of lessons from visits to health posts, micro-lending organizations, domestic abuse shelters, universities, government ministries, churches and local markets and it becomes difficult, if not impossible for students to ignore how the decisions of Nicaraguans are constrained by the social, economic and political realities in which they live.  Suddenly it is possible for students to begin to imagine how they would view the world if they were citizens of Leon.
Activism

Seeing the big picture and being able to apply it to their own life back in the US is another theme that is addressed in this course.  Because many of the contacts made in country are through our UCA partner and our relationship with an NGO, the Leon-New Haven Sister City Program, students get a heavy dose of connectivity before they depart.  The partnerships provide access and credibility for the students among key leaders in Leon and Managua because the University and Sister City staff members are very highly regarded.  Too the University professors and sister city staff can provide critical background knowledge and support for many of the research projects.  It also means we can rotate faculty into the teaching of the course because we are not reliant on the contacts of one or two Fairfield faculty members but rather on institutional cooperation.  The contact institutions provide each set of instructors from Fairfield a base in-country knowledge of critical issues and cutting edge debates that are going on each year.  It would be more difficult to keep everyone abreast of issues in Nicaragua from such a distance.  Finally, it provides the students a network through which they can participate in follow-up activities if they so choose, bringing their experience home with them.  In past years, students have returned to build houses, sold goods to support fledgling businesses, collected educational supplies for rural schools or raised funds in support of social programs in rural communities.
Reflection

Justice and the Developing World also provides a structure for faculty and students to live out the Jesuit ideal of teaching as an action-reflection model.  Fairfield has a number of ways in which students get involved in community action, several of these have an international scope.  Mission volunteer groups travel to Ecuador, Haiti and Mexico in January and May.  International studies majors volunteer at the International Institute to assist recent immigrants.  Model UN team members participate in several conferences each year and advise local high schools with their delegate programs.  However, none of these activities are linked to an academic/classroom experience.


This seminar is structured so that students and faculty are engaged in reflection and study prior to the in-country trip, action and reflection in Nicaragua and then again reflection and in some cases action upon returning home.  Particularly in-country, students are required to keep journals during their trip noting daily occurrences, surprises and events in order to be able to recreate reactions for themselves after they leave.  They are required to attend group meetings every other night where detailed processing of the days site visits and meetings occur and reinforces what they are seeing with what they might write when they return.  These two activities enhance the interdisciplinary aspect of the course and provide timely feedback so students can adjust their interviews as they gain greater understanding and insight into their research.

As important, students return to campus energized to do their library and Internet research for their papers.  This does not necessarily result in an exceptional piece of research in every case, but what it does mean is that students look forward with enthusiasm to finding out more and hearing the oral presentations of their peers.  In the classroom discussions they have more refined and thoughtful questions about the findings of the other student projects because they have sat in on site visits together and/or heard the questions asked of the experts in other areas.  They care about their research because they know that the issues being addressed relate to real people with real problems whom they’ve met.  Because the faculty have spent the time in Nicaragua on the site visits, in the interviews and at night in reflection they can better help student to integrate their field research and experiences into their papers.  The power of this action-reflection approach manifests in the course evaluations.  Students repeatedly rank this seminar as the best course that they’ve taken at Fairfield.

Challenges

Though wildly successful, this course is not with out its difficulties to implement.  Because the course is team taught, two instructors must be compensated for their time in the classroom.  Faculty, also incur travel expenses for the trip.  In addition, significant human capital expenses are incurred while in-country.  Two faculty members spend 24 hour per day for 10 straight days, engaged with the class.  Countless hours are spent by staff at the UCA and the Leon-New Haven Sister City project in Nicaragua, arranging housing, transportation, setting up meetings and arranging site visits – all targeted toward each student’s specific research topic each year.  Through our partnership initiative with the UCA and the work of our Office of Mission and Identity, lead by Fthr. Jim Bowler, Fairfield has been able to institutionalize many of these costs as well as provide for a few needs based scholarships for students who can’t finance their own trip.
Conclusion

Though, in comparison to traditionally taught course, this one is an expensive endeavor, it is worth the time, effort and capital outlay.  Any course that can incorporate so many of the educational initiatives of a Jesuit institution into one experience is well worth it.
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LAC 300: Justice and the Developing World
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Katherine Kidd
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Description:

This interdisciplinary course combines the insights of history, politics, philosophy, anthropology/sociology, business, and economics to examine problems of poverty and justice in the developing world – including health, education and environmental sustainability - with a particular focus on Central America. Important to the course is a one-week immersion in Nicaragua during spring break.  The trip to Nicaragua is not required but participation is strongly encouraged. Each student will plan and carry out a research project asking the critical questions and using the research methodologies of their academic major or minor.  The trip to Nicaragua will provide the students with an intensive field research opportunity the findings of which they will incorporate into their final papers. Both the instructors in the course must approve all research projects.  This course fulfills the Fairfield University World Diversity requirement.

Objectives:

1.  Students will become familiar with the problems faced by individual citizens, groups and governments in developing nations including their histories and the complexities that attend solutions.

2.  Students will learn to apply the methods of their own disciplines, supplemented by the insights of the other disciplines in the course, to the discovered conditions in Nicaragua.  

3.  Students will learn how to keep a research journal and how to incorporate field research results with traditional academic sources. 

4.  Students will enrich their learning and familiarity with Spanish and Hispanic culture.  Knowledge of Spanish is not a requirement for this course.  Students with knowledge of Spanish will be encouraged to use it in all aspects of the course.

Texts:
1. Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, Anchor Books, 1999 

2. LAC 300 Reader, A course pack of readings to complement the presentation of guest lecturers.

Requirements:

1. Completion of all reading assignments in advance of each class as per the syllabus.

2. Active participation in class discussion – 25% of grade.  All students will provide structured written feedback from classmates on their research presentations.

3. Submission of a 1-3 page statement of a research project (paper proposal), bibliography and list of field research questions by the seventh week of class – 15% of grade.

4. 5 of 7 weekly reflection papers (your choice) on the readings and the class discussion – 20% of grade.  The short reflection papers (1-2 pages) should focus on how issues of justice are raised and should link at least two of the readings for the week.  At the end of each paper should be written at least one question that you will ask to the weekly lecturer on the readings for that week.

5. Completion of the research project and presentation to the class (15 min. each) – 40% of grade.  Students who cannot go to Nicaragua will work with the instructors to identify a research topic that they can complete using traditional library sources.

6. While in Nicaragua, students will keep a journal and field notebook including notes for preparing a strategy for site visits such as written questions developed in advance and interview notes. Field notebook will be collected upon return to US, journal will not.  Participation in evening group discussion sessions in country is also required.  Students who cannot go on the trip should keep the same type of journal and field notes for their on campus interviews and research.  Grades for this work will be counted in determining grades for class participation and weekly written assignments in 2 and 4 above.

Schedule of Readings and Discussions:

January 18: Introduction to the course including discussion of research design and discussion of Sen book – Winston Tellis and Dina Franceschi.

January 25: History and Politics of Central America and Nicaragua in particular – Walter Petry.  History readings from course pack.

February 1: Business and private sector development – Winston Tellis; sustainable development and the environment – Lisa Newton.  Readings from the course pack.  3 page summary and reflection of Sen book due.

February 8: Political culture of Nicaragua – Ed Dew; political philosophy – Joy Gordon.  Readings from the course pack. 1 paragraph description of paper topic due.
February 15: Latin American geography and culture – Katherine Kidd; international economics, economic development and issues of justice – Mark LeClair. Readings from the course pack. Bibliography with min. of 10 citations due. 

February 22: LA high culture – Javier Campos; Liberation theology – Frank Hannafey, SJ. Readings from the course pack. List of minimum of 10 questions on your topic for Nicaraguan interviews due.  

March 1:  Mass Media – Robbin Crabtree. Readings from the course pack. Full paper proposal due.  Class dinner and orientation session for the trip. Introduction to field research methods. External visitors discussion.  3pm class meeting time, with extension of trip discussion over dinner.  Mini-presentations sharing research topic with class.

March 5-13: Spring Break Trip to Nicaragua

March 15: Reentry with Dina to question students to elicit deeper reflection on their experience and to connect their new knowledge from the field more closely to their research. Turn in portfolio of field notes, travel journal and site visit reports.

March 22: Physical and mental health – Dee Lippman and Sue MacAvoy. Readings from the course pack. 

March 29: Class presentations of research projects.  Fairfield University community will be invited to attend all presentations.

April 5: Class presentations of research projects.   First draft of paper due.

April 12: Class presentations of research projects. 

April 19: Class presentations of research projects. 

April 26: Class presentations of research projects.  Review of course and lessons learned.  

Final draft of paper due on the last day of classes, Monday May 2.
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