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De-centering Your Classroom  
The pedagogical goal of the “de-centered” classroom is to take the focus off the instructor, to create a more collaborative learning experience for students and a greater space for student involvement in constructing the classroom environment.  De-centering classroom activities have been said to save instructors time and effort, but are also theorized to encourage students to critically and creatively engage material, to more actively listen to and interact with their peers, and to take initiative for their own learning and learning exercises/processes.  De-centering is also about designing exercises that allow our students to reflect upon the many ways the university, their classes, instructors, and educational culture(s) at large may position them (and are themselves positioned.) 
Theories of Education: Pedagogy, Power, and Positioning in Institutions

Paolo Friere: The Banking Concept of Education; “Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues communiques and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat” (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 1993).
bell hooks: Progressive, Holistic, Engaged Pedagogy; To hooks educators often inadvertently use “the classroom to enact rituals of control that [are] about domination and the unjust exercise of power” (5). But to teach, “in a manner that respects and cares for the souls of our students is essential if we are to provide the necessary conditions where learning can most deeply and intimately begin” (13) (Teaching to Transgress 1994).
Arthur Chickering and Lisa Reisser: Self-Authorship; Educators are often non-reflexively requiring students to master “self-authorship.” Learning goals include unstated competencies such as, managing emotions, recognizing the importance of interdependence, developing interpersonal skills (relationship, communication, leadership,) establishing identity, purpose and integrity, effective citizenship (Education and Identity 1993).
David Bartholomae: Inventing the University; “Every time a student sits down to write for us, he has to invent the university for the occasion—invent the university, that is, or a branch of it, like history or anthropology or economics or English” (134). (“Inventing the University” 1985).
Michel Foucault: Education as a form of discipline; “Education may well be, as of right, the instrument whereby every individual, in a society like our own, can gain access to any kind of discourse.  But we well know that in its distribution, in what it permits and in what it prevents, it follows the well-trodden battle lines of social conflict.  Every educational system is a political means of maintaining or of modifying the appropriation of discourse, with the knowledge and the powers it carries with it” (227).  (“The Discourse on Language” 1972) 
Herb Kohl: Not Learning; For a variety of reasons, students may choose to not learn.  School systems, administrators, and teachers often turn problems of culture (race, gender, class, sub-culture and solidarity w/ home culture) into “personal psychological problems” or assume “a failure to learn” on the part of students (2). “Deciding to actively not learn something involves closing off part of oneself and limiting one’s experience.  It can require actively refusing to pay attention, acting dumb, scrambling one’s thoughts, and overriding curiosity.  The balance of gains and losses resulting from such a turning away from experience is difficult to assess” (4).  “Not learning” is often, in fact, a “refusal to be molded by a hostile society. . . [which may actually be a] positive and healthy [strategy] in many situations” (2).  (I Won’t Learn from You 1993)
Examples of De-Centered Classroom Activities
Students in de-centered classrooms are often given responsibility for the design of the course, the types of assignments offered in a class, and even the ways that “learning” of material may be demonstrated in class.  Typical ways of de-centering the classroom include:

· Small-group work;

· Student presentations (student selects the topic to research, offers findings to class);

· Student discussion leaders (student chooses how to enter a text—selects quotes or commentary to generate small/large groups discussions); 

· E-Post or On-line Discussions (where the instructor takes a back seat or establishes the writing there as a “low stakes” writing-to-learn/explore exercise);
· Students select the text(s) they will focus on in a class;

· Students develop the criteria for evaluation (working in small groups to design a rubric for written work, quizzes, discussions, etc.) 
Important considerations:

Your institutional authority is unavoidable at times: How will the students share what has been developed with the instructor and the class?  How is the instructor “positioned” when the larger group reconvenes or work must be assessed?  To what extent will the students be given the latitude to explore, develop, etc?  What won’t you allow, no matter what? 
Balance, Awareness, Reflexivity are Key: Students may surprise you in wanting you to be an authority, as well. Too much de-centering may be seen as a disavowal of your responsibility as an instructor.  Think of yourself as a learner too. Try to stay as open to the learning experience of teaching as you can be.  Take on the same self-reflexivity that you expect of your students.  If you have time, do the same exercises that you ask your students to do.  Lead by example.     

Attitude: even the toughest courses can be designed to allow for support for struggling students. Event he most “de-centered” courses can be reinvent themselves as an exercise in power.  
How will you “grade?”: Ultimately, we must grade our students work.  Only we are responsible to them, the department, and the university for this process.  Some classes may not be a good fit for de-centering. 
De-Centering Exercises Used by Humanities TAs—Three Examples
Critical Reading Exercise w/ Syllabus (Shawna Shapiro)
Before I handed out the course syllabus, I told the students that I’d always been “annoyed” by professors who read aloud their entire syllabus.  “You know how to read,” I told them.  “But in this class, we’ll be practicing a different kind of reading—looking more deeply into a piece of writing to search for clues about attitudes and beliefs.  I think this kind of reading helps students to understand texts, and then to write about them more effectively.”  I asked the students to form groups of 3-5, in which they would discuss the following four questions:  

1) What does this syllabus tell you about my teaching style?  

2) What beliefs about writing does it reflect?

3) Do you see any possible points of ‘tension’ or ‘conflict’ in the syllabus?

4) What questions or concerns do you have, as a result of reading this syllabus? 
Discussion Leaders’ Guidelines (Michelle LaFrance)
As Discussion Leader, your task is provide the lens, lever, or context for the class to begin to think the text at hand.           

You don’t have to simply sit in front of the class and read off a piece of paper.  I encourage you to experiment with the format of your leadership. For instance, you might want to begin with a free-write.  You might break the class into small groups and then return us to large group.  You could offer some history about the author, time period, novel’s reception, or other relevant topics.  Debates, skits, and other “interactive” means of presenting a topic are also always nice diversions from standard classroom activities.  In short, experiment and have fun!        

Basic Parameters:

· Presentations should be no more than 20 minutes (5 minutes of you “talking” and 15 minutes of class interaction.)  
· Refer to the text—chose a quote, a scene, a character, or a motif for the class to refer to.  Take us to the page and read the quote aloud (or have someone else read the quote aloud.)

· Tell the class why you chose this quote.  What does this quote do?  (i.e. does the quote discuss a familiar topic in unusual ways?  does it show a new point of view or offer a different interpretation of some historical event, process, or cultural formations?)

· Provide the class a question or two to consider—this will help get mouths working in answer. 

· Call on classmates to comment, question, agree/disagree, or add to your insights w/ their own.    

· I will continue to facilitate the class discussion as necessary by—taking notes on the board, refining questions that you ask, filling in gaps when necessary, and last (but not least)—jump-starting the discussion when necessary.
Rubric Developed In-Class by Small and Large Group Work (Tanvi Patel)
Here are the guidelines you guys set forth for grading the read-search project. Remember that these will now be the aims of your presentation and you should try to meet these goals as best you can. I put your ideas in the form of a checklist so you can check things off as you do them. If you have any questions, please feel free to email me. 

Research Proposal

· MLA formatting 

· Group collaboration and cohesion (how well does your group work together?)

· Research Question (specificity, clarity) and Topic

· Secondary Source discover (find, read, evaluate)

· Secondary Questions (minor questions that connect to your larger question)

· Outline of Process

· Plan of Action to complete tasks

· Individual Drafts

· Accuracy of Information and Inclusion of Details 

· Connections between texts and Organization (structure)

· Clarity and Flow of Proposal

Annotated Bibliography

· MLA format of Bibliographical Information

· 3 – Part Annotation Entry

· Summary – Should have the following: brief, accurate, main points, no personal opinions, details/specifics that are important, mechanics of writing (grammar, style), objectiveness

· Analysis – Usefulness of information found, missing parts, further questions or questions about the text information, determine how author presents information, level of specificity, objectiveness, importance or significance of the text (why is it important to your research), purpose of the text, relevance of the text, and identifying the audience of the work

· Connection to Larger Conversation – what is the purpose of text towards your topic?, list of larger topics related to text, intertextuality, comparisons between texts, usefulness in overall read-search project

Strategies 
· Think of yourself as a “model” for “disciplinary” competency.  What other competencies might students be exhibiting that are also important?  Are there multiple definitions of “literacy” at work in your class? How are these also valuable?       
· Celebrate mistakes. (We can echo the words of the nation's most distinguished science teacher, Valerie Frizzle, heroine of The Magic School Bus television show: “Take chances! Make mistakes! Get messy!”)
· Many models of education position students as “deficient” in skills, desire to learn, or aptitude despite the very complex realities of learning; view even struggling students as resource-rich individuals, who want to succeed.
· Structure grading policies to work with student lives and to recognize collaboration and innovation. 
· Allow students to revise and correct their papers before the end of the quarter. 
· Build in writing exercises that as much about exploration of a topic and what they think/ feel/ believe (writing as learning) as they are about “proficiency” with content.
· Drop the lowest grade on papers or examinations in determining the course grade.
· Allow students to select how their grade will be weighted.

· Build meta-cognitive or self-reflexive work into the course, asking students to reflect on what it “means” to be engaged in the projects that they are undertaking for your class.  How do they think differently because of their learning?
· Be careful not to rush in to save a class discussion or exercise that is sagging.  Assuming responsibility for the structures of a course and thinking over how we are positioned in cultural venues may take students a few moments. . .       
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