Alastair’s Student Charter

This is a personal statement of how I see my teaching relationship with students in general. It should not be seen as substituting for or necessarily being a part of the norms in any institution where I may be teaching, though hopefully it will augment them. I’ve simply written down here points that I otherwise find myself frequently repeating in individual situations. If you’re contemplating entering into a teaching relationship with me, then here’s the ups and downs of what I offer. 
1. Valuing Teaching over Research: In most university departments today a higher premium is placed on research than on teaching. In human ecology, I think it should be the other way round. Read what people were writing in the 1970’s; read even Gilgamesh, Plato, Jeremiah or Ezekiel in ancient times, and it’s clear that much of what we’re saying at the cutting edges today is nothing new. It’s only the scale and the urgency that’s changed, and this means that, for the mostpart, teaching it matters more than doing more research. It always seems to me that if you do something but don’t teach it at the same time, you’re losing half the benefit of what you’re doing. Accordingly, the teaching/research divide is a bit of a false dichotomy, and creating a natural teaching dynamic is central to much of what I do in my wider work. This means that I always tend to be on the lookout for chances to teach. Understand and benefit from that, but don’t be afraid to give me a nudge if it feels uninvited or inappropriate to your needs. 

2. Creating a 2-Way Dynamic: Teaching (what the teacher does) and learning (what the student does) are two-way processes. If I’m going to remain on the ball as a teacher who values contact with students, I need to be able to learn from you. That’s the only way I can keep my head above water while still giving you some quality time. As such, it really helps if you can be bothered to photocopy me properly referenced articles that might be relevant to my work, or to send interesting internet links. Many of my best resources originally came from students who decided to take my ignorance in hand! That said, remember that you’ve chosen to come on my class more than I’ve chosen to come on yours. It is not an equal power dynamic, particularly where there is assessment which may result in pass/fail distinctions, but there can be and should be an equality of respect.

3. Both ‘Banking’ and Conscientisation: I am a believer in both the “banking” approach to education and Freirian conscientisation. There are times when you just need to get a grasp of the key facts (task orientation) and a good teacher can guide you effectively through mapping out such territory. Equally, there are other times when you need space to work out what you want to do with your source material and interests (process orientation), and the banking approach can get in the way of that. Personally, I’d never have grasped book-keeping or chemistry, for example, without having had a good teacher “bank” the basic principles into me. On the other hand, I’d never have started tripping out with theology if it had been confined to catechetical religious instruction. Similarly, expect a disciplined structure in my classes, but equally, expect it to open out into freedom – for example, a high degree of freedom to choose and be self-directed in your assignment, thesis and research topics. At postgraduate level I make the assumption that if you choose to come on one of my courses, it’s because you broadly speaking want what I teach and can live with my style. This may seem like stating the obvious, but I am reminded of Carl Roger’s claim that the best class he ever had the courage to teach was when he turned up on the first day and said “all the resources you’ll need are in the room next door”, and came back on the last day to be delighted by what they’d made of it. If that’s how it all works, why bother with having tutors at all? My approach tends to be much more hands on. I presume I’m there in the class for a reason, so if you come to my classes I’m presuming you’re open to a “hands on” engagement and want what it is that I may have to offer. 

4. Purpose of Lectures: I believe that the well-prepared and eloquently presented lecture can be a good way of teaching and learning. Quite often this will be effected not by giving a structured lecture, but by prescribing advance reading, the discussion of which is facilitated, usually by me, in a way structured to draw out the points I’d like you to understand. Additionally, I think that good lecturing or facilitating can embody a “charismatic” function by which personal presence can communicate a thrill of insight and connection to the student (see John Heron’s writings on facilitator charisma). Some lecturers these days merely give their students a DVD of their past lectures. They think they can sidestep the necessity of physical presence in a room via the virtual lecture. In my opinion you might as well read a book! I think something extra can happen in face-to-face encounter, though it requires quality rather than quantity of connection or else it gets overbearing and even cultish. 

5. Group Work: I believe in integrating both small and large group work. Small groups allow people to develop their own voices and viewpoints more, whereas large groups are better for achieving uniform planes of understanding and class cohesion. When teaching a course, I will tend to start with large group dynamics while bringing everybody up to speed, and then create more space for breakout and entering into process. Because I personally find large groups to be a more exciting teaching dynamic, I may skimp on the small group work. But give me a nudge if you feel that’s happening more than you feel to be fitting! Please be constantly aware that I have a “severe” hearing disability, and that this may be as frustrating for you as it is for me. It plays out in various ways, like not being able to function well in noisy contexts such as pubs, mis-hearing what is said, only half getting it, and not always recognising familiar voices over the phone. 

6. Assignment Turnaround: I think it is important that you get assignments marked and returned as quickly as possible, while they are still fresh to your attention. Usually this will be within one and three weeks. Where this is not possible, you can expect to be told in advance by me. Where institutional structures do not inhibit it, I may, in my marking, enter into a stream of consciousness engagement with you using text reviewing mode. The advantage of this is that you get in-depth feedback. The downside is that it may be idiosyncratic as it may result in my making statements that are not as carefully considered as what would be possible with less fulsome feedback. Wherever possible I avoid tick-the-box styles of feedback on forms. I see these as a shadow of the real thing that exists merely to satisfy a legalistic academic mindset. Don’t be afraid to feed back on my feedback if you so wish. Indeed, when I’ve made an effort with a student’s work, it’s always nice to know what they think of it. 

Note that some students will get a lot more feedback than others. This is not favouritism. It is usually a function of the degree that I think I’m able to help a particular student in a particular situation, and the degree to which they need such help. All my feedback should be considered “public domain” within institutional structures such as exam boards, and you are at liberty to tell and show others what I’ve thought of your work. Recognise, however, that my comments and marks will still be subject to exam board “modulation” and so, depending on the institutional structures, should technically be considered initially as interim remarks. It is important that all computer-submitted work is sent to me in a Word .doc format. Be especially careful to use this if you use a programme like Works or an Apple system. 

7. Transferences and Counter-Transferences: At the CHE Burns Supper in 2006, the women in the Reply from the Lassies did a wonderful act in which the central theme was constantly reminding the men, “I am not your mother!” Intense teaching dynamics readily stimulate shadow dynamics and especially parental projections, because we often find ourselves feeling like we did with our parents or similar authority figures – either positively, in trying to please and perhaps succeeding in so doing, or negatively, in standing corrected or being uncomfortably challenged. So, remember, I am not your father (transference)! Equally, you are not my child (counter-transference) … remind me of that should it ever be necessary! 
8. Unsettling Material and Support: The great Scots pioneer of human ecology, Patrick Geddes, was described by his critics as “a most unsettling person”. Some people find that the subject matters that I teach has a similar disturbing effect. It is important to understand that while the academic contract means that I am not your therapist, the material I teach will raise issues of personal and cultural psychotherapy and that this may trigger personal process in ways that cannot be supported within the academic environment. For this reason I urge students always to consider carefully whether my course material is likely to be right for them, and to be prepared to seek appropriate external support if issues come up that require it. I would particularly urge that students taking an advanced course, such as the one I offer in Spiritual Activism, do so in tandem with an external relationship with a counsellor or therapist, especially if they have not previously looked at their own lives in depth. 

9. I think you should also know about the things that press my buttons! For example: 
· I like the space in which we teach to be respectful and respected. Mess drains energy. Loving care feeds it. And I know that’s not easy to achieve up a noisy tower block!

· In my classes I try to create an atmosphere that is conducive to deep learning. The flow of this is easily disrupted if people turn up late – especially when it results from poor self-organisation, as with habitual lateness. Try to remember that respect time means respecting the class.
· I feel that my time is wasted with students who disappear up their own backsides and forget about grounding their work in an ethos of service to others and/or the Earth. 
· I get irritated by those who rub their itch – blockages, passive aggression, unresolved issues, etc. - against me or other members of the class. It takes energy from the process and is usually inappropriate in an academic context. But respectful disagreement and spirited argument is just wonderful. 
· I notice when people harbour issues because they aren’t willing to share them with me, or feel afraid to do so or don’t know how to. Please, if there’s something bugging you that you don’t feel comfortable raising directly, talk to the class rep or fellow student about it and ask them to bridge and broach the issue. This is something to take seriously, as there may well be times when I press your buttons. The issues we are tackling in my courses are not superficial matters.

10. Thesis Supervision: Some points here include:

· I will normally expect your theses to be “useful”, providing service to others. 

· My interest lies in theses linked to my own work – that is, in such areas as spirituality, land reform, nonviolence, community, identity and belonging. Remember that I am not a general lecturer in the Department. My “professor” role is honorary, and I teach my module on a contract rather than an employee basis. 
· I will often encourage my thesis students to link loosely as a group, including, where appropriate, sometimes meeting together and sharing feedback to one with others … because, very often, there is rich mutual learning from all being in the same boat like this. This implies that I expect you to be able to be open with one another.
· I don’t expect you to overly push yourself in working for your thesis, but I do have an expectation that you will be using this time to grow in the sense of to develop (de-enveloper – to unfold the envelope) who you are as a human being. 

· A good thesis will challenge you. It might challenge me too. We must both be particularly mindful when this happens of transference / counter-transference dynamics in the supervisory relationship. 

· Remember that the “focusing” role that a supervisor usually has to play may feel like having a hammer and chisel taken to the precious thread of your passion. But it’s about craft work – masterwork. Consider filigree -  start with the small and build up to the great, rather than vice versa. The watercourse way. See my essay on this at:  http://www.alastairmcintosh.com/articles/2005-che-thesis.htm .
· In thesis supervision, the minimum that you should normally expect from me is three face-to-face (or, sometimes, telephone) meetings – one at the outset as you develop your idea, another as you’re starting to undertake your research and may need to discuss issues arising, and a third when you’re at write-up stage. In addition, I urge you to send me your early chapters early on for review – especially that which sets out your research question and its background, and that which discusses the methodology you propose to use (including reference to other methodologies you chose not to use). 
· I also urge you to leave sufficient time to show me a near-final draft of your thesis before formal submission, so that I can give you some feedback on it. Note that any such feedback cannot be of the nature, “If you do precisely this, then you will pass.” Whether or not you pass will depend on your final work as assessed by me and others. It cannot be a tick-the-box or join-the-dots process. 

· In all work with me, the onus is on you to leave enough time for me to respond to things. Usually I get back on student emails within a week, but it can be longer if I’m away. Chase me up if you’ve not had a response in reasonable time since things do go wrong with email communication. If you phone, try to do so within weekday office hours, and remember that I work from home – 0141 445 8750. Keep an eye on when I’m away by checking my itinerary at http://www.alastairmcintosh.com/#itinerary . 

· Usually I will expect you to come to me for supervision sessions. Often this will be at home or at the GalGael Trust as I rarely come in to the Department. If you are not comfortable with that, please signify to me in advance so that alternative arrangements can be made. 
11. Co-Publication: In modern university life academics have to publish to survive. That’s why many minimise their contact time with students and maximise time spent on research. Some will publish student research in their own names, viewing the student as a drone to serve their research interests. My approach is to try and stimulate student theses and essays that can result in joint publications. In these, it will normally be made clear that the student is the first author (unless the contrary is really the case). It means you get my help in producing a scholarly co-publication, and I get the benefit of being seen to be “research active” in spite of, and indeed, precisely because of putting students first. Note that while freedom is encouraged by me in choosing your topics to work on, you will be limited by what lies within my supervisory capacity and there will be times when I will suggest topics that are tightly contained, for example, if there is research funding attached that it is your option to express interest in. For a good example of joint research with students see, for example, http://www.alastairmcintosh.com/rekindlingcommunity.htm and especially the link there to Chriss Bull’s work. For others, google my name along with Wayne Visser or Patrick Laviolette. 
12. Resolving Problems: If there is a problem in our teaching relationship, take it up with me or, if that fails, raise it through due institutional procedures. Remember that it is normal sometimes for the personal chemistry not to work, especially with an opinionated old so-and-so like myself! If you start working with me and find it doesn’t vibe, don’t feel hesitant about raising the issue so we can see what can be done including, for example, changing to another supervisor. 

Be aware that if I am meeting with you for the purpose of supervision, whether of publications, theses, or other reasons, I may request you to email me subsequent “minutes” of the meeting. If I do ask for this, it is for the purposes of providing us both with a record of the meeting and reinforcing understanding of what was discussed at it. 

Note that I employ a spam filtering system that requires everybody to register the first time they email me. If you email from a different address, you’ll have to re-register from that. Problems of students thinking they’d emailed me when I have not received their email are often due to the student having changed the email sending address. 
And lastly on the matter of resolving problems … If all else fails, take it up with my wife!
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