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Disconnect

(How does classroom teaching affect students’ behavior?)

Eric was hesitant to speak to the dean of students, but as the Residence Life Coordinator in the dorm for single men, he knew he really had no choice. Other men in the dorm had complained to him about three fellow students who were known to be violating the agreement they had signed not to consume alcoholic beverages in the dorms.


The seminary had few rules and regulations, and viewed students as adult learners who should take responsibility for their lives and who would abide by the school’s Community Life Statement (a general outline of principles and expectations for students and faculty in a seminary community).


Several years earlier, students themselves had requested that the administration adopt a policy of no alcohol consumption on campus. This recommendation was then approved by the school’s Board of Trustees, and only rarely had there been a problem since that time. Single and married students living in campus housing were required to sign an agreement with their lease to abide by the no-alcohol-in-campus-housing policy. Occasionally someone would raise a question about whether the policy was being followed, but the administration had adopted an approach of trust that students would abide by the policy.


With this in mind, Eric talked to the three men about their consumption of beer and wine in their dorm suite. They responded that they disagreed with the school’s policy, and since they were not hurting anyone or drinking to excess, they thought nothing was wrong with their activity, especially in the privacy of their suite. When Eric pointed out that they had signed an agreement that they would abide by the no-drinking policy, they replied that they saw nothing inconsistent with their behavior, which they viewed as a minor hoop to jump through to make everyone happy. Then Eric respectfully requested that they stop their practice, but they indicated they would not. At that point Eric told them he was then obligated to inform the dean of students. They shrugged and said, “Do what you have do to do.”


When Eric met with Rachel, the dean of students, he explained what had been going on in the dorm, described the complaints of other students, and detailed his conversation with the three students. Rachel expressed her appreciation to Eric for telling her about the situation, and added, “In some ways I’m not surprised to hear about this.” She suggested that the two of them meet together with the three men to determine the best course of action. A date and time was set for this meeting.


At the meeting, Rachel confirmed the facts of the case and asked why the men knowingly violated the policy they had agreed to observe. As they had done with Eric, they indicated that since they did not see their behavior as hurting anyone, they did not think they were doing anything wrong. When Rachel pointed out that they would have to move off campus if they did not stop their practice of drinking alcoholic beverages in their suite, they were shocked. She further indicated that the open defiance of a policy, which they had pledged their willingness to observe, could be viewed as grounds for dismissal. This had an even more sobering effect on them. It appeared to Rachel and Eric that the students had begun to realize for the first time the serious nature of their behavior.


In exploring the background of the men, Rachel discovered that each of them had grown up in Christian families and had been close friends at the Christian college they attended. That college was very conservative and had many rules and regulations governing student behavior. The men had gone directly from high school to college, and immediately upon graduation from college came to seminary. At seminary they were enjoying a new degree of freedom that they had not experienced before.


When Rachel asked the students if there was anything they were learning in the classroom that would inform their ethical thinking and living, the students replied that they saw no connection between what they experienced in the classroom and their personal lives. Now Rachel was shocked, and told them so. She asked if she could report the gist of the conversation to the faculty without divulging any names. The men readily agreed and also indicated they would abide by the no-drinking policy on campus from now on.


The meeting ended with an agreement that no discipline would be imposed unless there were further infractions. Rachel did, however, require that the students reflect over time on what they had done. Each was to submit a brief paper a few months later describing what they had learned about character formation.


At the next faculty meeting Rachel reported to the faculty what had transpired. Of particular concern to the faculty was the statement by the students that they saw little connection between what happened in the classroom and how they should live their lives. Faculty had on several previous occasions discussed in general what they termed a “disconnect” between classroom teaching and ethical living by students, and some had made individual commitments to be more intentional in integrating life-application to content in the classroom. But, they had made no corporate decision to do anything as a faculty. Rachel’s report of the students’ acknowledgment of the disconnect between what they heard in the classroom and how they lived their lives had a sobering effect on the faculty.


During the ensuing discussion, a few faculty members reported similar experiences with some students in their advisee groups or with students who came to them for counsel. When the question was raised about what could be done, one faculty member stated, “It’s all I can do to cover the necessary content in a given course. I can’t begin to deal with the formational aspect of educating and preparing students for ministry; that needs to be done by other departments at the school.” Other members nodded their heads in agreement.


“But we can’t depend solely on other people or departments at this school to address formational issues,” countered another voice. “Aren’t we all here to help students learn about life and ministry as well as learn about subjects? We must make deliberate efforts to help students integrate what we teach in our courses with how they live their lives. And faculty need to be models of integration themselves!” This comment elicited nods from other faculty.


Another member pointed to the school’s mission statement, which declared that the seminary and church were in partnership in educating and training women and men for ministry vocations. Several people commented that this was an important issue. But one person responded, “Oh, yeah? How can the seminary and the church work together in helping students, especially younger ones, make connections between faith and life? We’re not doing a very good job of partnering with the church in any intentional way as it is.” Someone else chimed in, “That’s right, and since we are a multi-denominational school, it’s not easy for us to work with so many denominations in helping students make the connection between what they profess to believe and how they live.” “Just how many denominations do we have represented in our student body?” asked a voice. “Around 65, including a dozen or so international students,” calculated the dean. “Wow!” the individual responded, “How can we work with that many denominations?”


As the discussion proceeded, faculty from the two branch campuses who were “present” by videoconferencing raised the question of how students at their campuses were affected by policies that primarily fit the home campus. One member from the Charlotte campus said, “Our students are different from those at the home campus. Yours are primarily residential, but we serve only commuter students, who, for the most part, are older than your students and have much more experience in the church. They’re already making connections between the classroom and ministry.” One of the Boston faculty members agreed, “That’s true for us, too. As a faculty, we also need to recognize differences among us in pedagogical style. That affects how we make connections between subject matter and life.”


It appeared that faculty were bogged down in the discussion. Clearly something needed to be done, but what? The differences between younger and older students, residential and commuter students, experienced and inexperienced students, denominational nuances, pedagogical styles, Christian maturity, and multiple campuses made the issue a complex one. “How will we sort this out?” they all wondered.
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