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The Importance of Commumty for
| Bulldlng Dlver51ty

'1_ f, "b‘y Teri J.Murphy‘, University of~leahoma' S

' I have been mterested in issues related to drversrty for
: most of my career, beginning in the late 1980’s when T
" wasa graduate student at the Umversrty of Illinois at

'Urbana-Champalgn (UTUC) My perspectlve on this tOplC

comies prrmarrly from two experiences: teachmg in -

‘ retentron programs and beglnmng a research project based o

-on some of the retention literature.. The: former directly -
shaped the path that my early career followed, mcludmg

N my phllosophy of teachmg, the latter is shapmg the next o

o ,phases in my career

Teachlng in Retentlon Programs N

w - As a graduate student 1 taught for two retentron programs‘

*at UIUC: the Summer Bridge & Transition Program and

.- the Merit Workshop Calculus. Program The Summier

- Bndge & Transition Progra.m helped to retain students in
.college. (Murphy, 1995). The Merit Workshop Calculus

B R Program helped to keep undergraduates in calculus-based:

‘majors (Murphy, Stafford, & McCreary, 1998). Both of . _
' these programs served underrepresented students, in "
different ways, but both emphasrzed the nnportance of.
,burldmg a strong academic commumty among student
peers : -

The Summer Brrdge Program at UIUC

" During my first year of graduate school, I was a teachmg» .

assistant for large lectures of college algebra. In this

~_context, I worked for two instructors who-spent their
~ . summers teachlng for the Summer Bndge Program As-

that summer drew. near, they offered me the chance to-

“teach w1th them for the program: It was. such a great, and-. -

'~ eye-opening experience; that I spent every summer of

- - graduate school this way,- opted to teach for the academic -

. year component as well, and ultrmately wrote: my Ph.D. "
; drssertatlon in educatlon about tlns program

- The Summer Bndge Program at UIUC is an acadenuc

_. support program that serves undergraduates mostly from
. inner-city Chicago and East St: ‘Louis high schools -
L prov1dmg an opportunity. for thesé students to access -

' prestlgrous hrgher education, ‘When I was involved with.

" the: program, each year approximately 50 students were . ‘

' 'se]ected to partlcrpate in the six- week resrdentral sessron

_at'the UIUC campus. Students were selected for -

. ~»part1c1patron based on hrgh school. records, placement..
exam scores, and personal interviews. They tended to

.have ACT scores that were, on average, “about 10 pomts

- _'lower than the- campus average. Many of them had - n

: graduated in the upper tier of their class, from very large

- high schools that had 50% drop-out rates. Some were the
- only students from thelr high school cohorts tobe.
" admiitted to UIUC: These students were among the most -

motivated students I have ever worked wrth they knew o

Lo ‘~why they were m school

The. Summer Bndge Program was, affectronately known |

: by staff and students as “acadennc bootcamp.” The - ‘
- students agreed to spend six. weeks on the UTUC campus, - -

’ completmg classesin Enghsh mathematlcs, study skills; -~
- and an addmonal toplc that was taught ina “large” lecture .
format to help them adJust to that structure. At mght they :

" attended mandatory study sessions. The _program kept

them officially busy from 8:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. every

~ weekday and almost every weekend, enforcing an -
- environment of high expectations while paying close; . .
, personal attention to the success of each student.

Community-building was a goal of the entire. program

~ Instructors tended to know even students who weren’t-in ,' .
_ “their class in addrtron to the ories who were. The students
: certamly all knew each other. Everyone kept tabs on
- -everyone else The cohesron, and the accountablhty to
* each other, was really quite striking. I remember, durmg ‘
" ‘one suminer session, there was'an incident for whicha’
student almost got sent home. “"The rest of the students -
- petitioned the director, offenng to make collective -
‘sacrifices if he would let that student stay. The students -
~ explained, “50 of us started this summer program and 50

of us are gomg to ﬁmsh it.”

, The Emergmg Scholars Program Model ,
The Summer Bndge Program opened my eyes to students .
“who had not grown up with the same conditions that I.
* “had. My interest in the students compelled me to explore
e examples of effectlve support structures. Ultimately, the
L most influential’ archetype in'my life as a teacher, and.’

lateras a researcher, was Trelsman s Emergmg Scholars’ g
Program model. In the 1970s, then graduate student Uri "

. Treisman studied the puzzling failure rates of African =
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' American students in freshman calculus at the Un_iversity :

of California, Berkeley: He systemat:ically dismissed -
common hypotheses such as insufficient preparation, low

' socio-economic status, and lack of family support. Using
ethnographic methods, he observed that African-.

" American students tended to study in 1solat10n, keeplng

their academic and. social lives separate. This. tendency

o contrasted with the apparent habits of their highly -

- successful Chinese classmates, who tended to study
together :

: “Composed of students with shared purpose, the 1nforma1

- study groups of Chinese freshmen enabled their members
‘ 'not(')nlyﬂto share mathematical knowledge but also to' '
*“check out” their understand.mg of what was being .
required of them by their professors and more generally, :
by the Umversny

7 [Tre1$man] observed Chinese students in their study
groups ask each other questlons ranglng from whether one

of Emerging Scholars Prograrns and adaptations (for

some examples, see hitp://www. math ou. edu/~tjmurphy/ -
Research/ESPblbho htm]) ' ‘ .

The Merlt Workshop Calculus Program at UTUC
. The success of the ‘workshop calculus model inspired -
‘other institutions to. adapt the model It is believed that |
. more than 150 institutions; ranging from research :

universities to community colleges, have 1mp1emented E
some version of this model. The Merit Workshop: -

k Calculus Prograr_n at UTUC is one such adaptation. As
‘with many other adaptations of the model, in the Merit

Workshop Calculus Program, students take a large lecture
calculus. course, but:the usnal recitation sections are

* replaced by workshop sessions. During these sessmns,
instead of asking questions about homework exercises,
~ students work collaboratlvely on challenging mathematics =~
. problems. The intention behind the workshop-calculus -
- model is to provide a context that catalyzes the emergence .
_ of an academlc commumty D

...all students benef t from good teachtng, but students from
trudttwnally underrepresented populatzons benef t even more.”

“was permitted to write in pencil on a test to how one
.- might circumvent certain University financial aid
regulations. More important was the fact that these

i students routinely critiqued each other’s work, assisted

each other with homework problems, and shared all
manner of information related to their common interests..
~ Their collaboration prov1ded them with valuable
information that guided their day-to- day study.”
»(Trelsman, 1985 pp. 13- 14) o

- Under the prennse that acadermc commumty is akey
component of student success, Treisman designed the

- initial version-of the Emerging Scholars Program- (ESP)

“A pnmary feature of the ESP model is “workshop
calculus.” At large reseatch umversmes, freshman

' calculus tends to be taught in the lecture-re01tat10n format:.

- typically a professor lectures three days per week to a’
large class (at least 100 students), which is split into
smaller groups (perhaps 25 students each) for one or two
recitation sessions per week, during which a graduate : ’_
teaching assistant answers homework questions. In the

workshop calculus model, the standard recitation sessions

are réplaced with workshop sessions, which meet for
longer periods of time (perhaps 2 hours instead of 50.
minutes) and. dunng which students work collaboratively
on challenging mathematics problems. Various articles
and reports have been published about the posmve effects

The l\‘/‘_lent’ Workshop‘ Caloulus Program wasﬁrstarted at
UIUC in the late 1980’s, shortly after I started graduate
school. I was already teaching algebra for the Summer

‘Bridge & Transition Program. I was finding that T'was
- very interested in my students and the issues in their lives.
‘So I attended a presentation (in 1990) by the then—dlrector

of the Merit Workshop Calculus Program, Paul

"~ McCreary, who offered anecdotes and data indicating the |

level of success that the program was having. I asked him,
“If you can do that with calculus students, why can’t I do
that with algebra students?” He responded, “I don’t know.
Why don’t you try?” ~ a response that changed my life. In-
some sense, I-am still seeking answers to my question.”
The journey changed the way I'think about teaching, -
leammg, mathematlcs and my research mterests '

After spendmg a number of years teachmg algebra for the
Summer Bridge &, Transition Program, and a few years

. ~working in instructional development, I finally had an

opportunity to actually teach for the Merit Workshop

. Calculus Program (1995- 1996). Like the Summer Bndge

Program, the Merit Workshop Calculus Program, under

* then-director McCreary’ s guidance, emphasized the

importance of building an academic community. A
classroom was specially designated for the workshop

‘sessions; bolted -down desks were replaced with tables

and chairs. This room became not just where classes were -

3
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- ‘held buta place where students met to study in the
evemngs and on: weekends, an acadennc home. At the
beginning of. each semiester, McCreary took a picture of -

- each student. (and each mslructor) he did an 1ncred1ble

: Job of capturmg personahty as well as physrcal

- appearance in these shots. The pictures were posted inthe
" room above the cha]kboards labeled with nametags, sO° - -
- that everyone in the program could leam everyone else s

© . pames.. . -

W_e had‘ weekly st'aff "m‘eetings (1n that'room) at which we.
v’dlscussed individual students and their needs, as well as -
overall program phrlosophy and strategres Tt was at these

) ' meellngs that I came to consider more deeply ideas about
* the flow of a semester, about mstructlonal behavrors that

o could inhibit student: growth about subtle ways to build
ol ‘students conﬁdence McCreary encouraged the '

. : Englneermg (IE) at OU more than half of the ,
i undergraduate ma_]ors are women

This proportron is ahnost unheard of in engmeerrng,
science, and mathemaucs degree’ programs (although

‘mathematics is closer than other science and. engmeenng ‘

areas). Unlike at OU, in industrial- engmeenng :

Jnauonw1de, one-fourth of majors ‘are. women (U S. —

-Department of Educanon, 2000, Table 257-Bachelor’s;, . .

. 'master S5 and doctor’ s degrees conferred by degree— :
*granting mstrtutrons, by sex of student and field of study :
*.1997-98). ‘At the Umversrty of Oklahoma, thepext . -

highest such proportions is 39% in’ the School.of

-Chemical Engineering (Umvers1ty of Oklahoma

Instltutlonal Research: and Reporting, 2001, Table 46:

‘Norman- -Campus Students By College, Major And Level . o
. 'Unduplrcated Headcount Fall 2000) It is partrcularly Lo

o ...on the one hand sometzmes programs that target
speczf ic populatzons are margznaltzed whlle, on the other
“hand, programs that do not take into conszderatwn the
speczf" ic perspectzves of dlﬁerent populattons may not be

suﬁ' etently addressmg student needs. P

mstructors fo concentrate on gettmg the students to

~ interact with each other, to talk but not just to talk: to o

_ share 1deas, take rrsks, argue He embraced the formatlon

that mastery of course content would naturally follow I
‘ lnhented a lot of thls plulosophy from hrm o

| Gender Parlty A Research PrOJect

S As I mentroned above, 1 completed my Ph D.in educat10n

-~ by, studymg the Summer Bridge & Transrtton Program _
' (Murphy, 1995) Later McCreary and I publrshed an.

article (Murphy, Stafford, & McCreary; 1998) ‘about the

" Merit Workshep' Calculus Program. In Fall 2001, 1 startedr ’
B {specrﬁcally about issues related to race and ethmcuy

to work with a multi- -disciplinary group: of faculty at the -
University- of Oklahoma (OU). The group included

- faculty from the Colleges of Engmeermg and Educatlon, _

: the Departments of Anthropology and Chemistry, the
~Women’s-Studies: Program -and myself. One of the

faculty in Engmeermg had an unusual phenomenon that
- she wanted to: study in the. School of Industnal ‘

stnkmg that the proportron of women: majormg in IE at
ou doubled in the span of four: years, from 27% in 1996

to 55% in 2000. We beheve thata combmatlon of factors
: ,contrrbuted

T o begm to study thrs phenomenon (NSF Grant

© #0225228), we first turned-to the work of Seymour and
' ’Hewrtt (1997). In that project, a téain of researchers
gconducted mdrvrdual and focus. group interviews of 335 .

students at 7 1nst1tut10ns and addrtronal (data check) focus
group mtervrews of 125 students at six institutions, for-a

E "total of 460 students at 13 mstrtutlons In‘additiontoan - A
overall analysrs, this book contains a chapter specrﬁcally

about issues related to gender and another chapter

' ,One of the pomts that str1kes me the most from Seymour
- and Hewitt (1997) is that all students benefit from good

teachmg, but students from tradmonally underrepresented

, populatlons beneﬁt even more: Our own research project - :
i too young yet for us to make broadly sweepmg claims.
s However, I suspect that tlus extends 1nto other aspects of



o In partrcular, students (of both genders) ta]k about the »
- ;'welcomrng environment in’ 1E at OU. TE faculty offices’
-+ ‘are almost all on the same corndor ‘At'one end of this S
S corridor is the recepttomst 5 desk and-at the other end isa . o
e room: with: a table, charrs and wluteboard referred to as.
; the “team room.” Students in our study have told stories

S (perhaps by seekmg out a faculty: member or advrsor)

Sl 'dropped in to chat rnformally with faculty, about ;
o jconversatlons they have had with’ faculty about course- : f;“.‘
et taklng advice, career paths, research opportumtles and -
‘1 even, problems with roommates. Once again, all students o
" ‘can benefit from this commumtyenv1ronment but itis - "

W gpos51b1e that students from tradit nally underrepresented =

; o ‘,;;Layers of Commumtres R

: Spe czal Issu e

o ’college, such as advrsrng and mentonng. ‘For example, we

_-are: learnrng that, shortly before the j _]ump 1n proportlon of

1women, IE at OU specrﬁcally set out.to increase its < h g
7 namber of undergraduate majors The assoc1ated special -
BT ';attentlon that the IE faculty pay to the students is mdeed, ,
R not]ced by the students, perhaps drsproportronately 'so b y

. the women

about problems that the receptronrst helped them solve

~ labout ttmes they ‘have walked’ ‘down.the corrrdor and

L ';populatlons beneﬁt even more .* ,

v _In our current research prOJect we: have not yet looked
- Vinto patterns specrﬁc to race ‘and ethmcrty but that i is on :
" our to-do list. One of my ongoing concerns is the SRR
- 'tendency in the academic’ community to approach 1ssues o '

~of underrepresentatron with monohthrc solutrons
o Seymour and: Hew1tt warn L :

" retention initiatives has prompted a search for more

o -effectlve altematlves One danger in thls second round of Yol
U ,__1mtrat1ves (already drscemable in our part.rcrpants - '
EE 'accounts), is.to grasp at over-srmple versions of strategres— 8
i ,'whrch can be useful when therr strengths and hmrtatlons S
. for particular purposes and groups. are'understood, Suchis ~ -
i the case with efforts to-formalize relatlonshrps whrch on:
< an mformal basis, have traditionally promoted persrstence‘ SRR
B among wlute male students — most: commonly, the: "
e orgamzatmn of collaboratlve learnmg, tutorial and
k . workshop programs, and faculty student mertoring. As
.. we have illustratéd, these initiatives tend to, mis-fire. <o
~ " ‘unless they are baséd on a culturally-specrﬁc S
e understandrng, including how peer groups actually work S RSR IR
' L ',U S Department of Educatlon (2000) Natlonal Center for" LR

,:’_how to serve students in need of tutorral support w1thout

strgmatrzmg them, and ‘what kmds of mentoring - ST
relationships : students of color actua.lly need ” (Seymour

- ;;& Hewitt, 1997 P 388)

,,students need to have layers of commumtres A campus' '
ibased commumty hke the Suriimer Bndge & Transition °
Program ‘can help 1nst1tut10ns to retain and graduate G L
e students: Student chapters of spec1al mterest groups nnghtf» P
fill thls role (e.f 2 Black Student Assocratron, Assocratron :
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