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EGL 239:  American Indian Women Writers

My goal in this course was to help students develop their own ethical responses to our national history by educating them about U.S. history and its effects on American Indian life.  The required novels in the course explored the results of American Indian loss of land, culture, and life due to European colonialism and American western expansion.  As we read these texts, I asked students to consider the following questions:  Should contemporary American Indians seek redress for this history?  Should contemporary Americans be responsible for their nation’s history? What is the most effective way to respond to this history and contemporary disputes based on this history?

To highlight the effects of our nation’s history on contemporary American Indian life, I used the grant money to purchase films, supplemental books on land removal and the American Indian Movement, and a class fieldtrip to the nearby Iroquois Indian Museum.  The remaining grant money will be used to purchase materials for the next time I teach this course and travel funding so that I may attend the Native American Literature Symposium (where I intend to continue these discussions about ethics). 

In the course, I used students’ papers to assess their ability to formulate their own ethical responses to history.  In addition, I held several class discussions that were directly framed around questions of ethics.  Finally, on the last day of class I asked students to assess the class’ ethics segments and participation within the Ethics Across the Curriculum program.  The student responses in these discussions, particularly the final day’s discussion, indicate many of the successes and challenges I faced in the course.  Students liked discussing ethics and appreciated our class’ participation in the Ethics curriculum, yet felt ambivalent about formulating their own ethical responses to these difficult issues.  Many described feeling more open-minded and more sympathetic to American Indians after learning about how they have been affected by U.S. history, yet were unsure how they themselves related to, or should respond to, that history.  In the end, the majority of my students were unable to create coherent, ethical responses to history.  However, they were all aware of the ethical issues surrounding American Indians.  My students were able to analyze others’ responses to history and even to privilege some responses as more “ethical” than others.  They were able to work complexly with differing issues and perspectives, but struggled to find their own personal responses to this history.  Since leaving the course, some of the students have continued to contact me via email, alerting me to various issues they have since encountered re: American Indians.  One student has returned to the Iroquois Indian Museum to continue a conversation with the curator that began during our class fieldtrip.  Another student is planning to return to the museum with her parents.  Several other students report discussing these issues with their friends who were not enrolled in the course.

On the whole, the ethics segments were successful as the students continue to wrestle with these ethical issues outside of the classroom.  In the future, I plan to always include questions of ethics in my “American Indian Women Writers” and “Intro to American Indian Literature” courses.  However, I’ll have less lofty goals!  I will continue to encourage students to formulate their own ethical responses, but will be satisfied if they are at least able to analyze others’ responses. I will continue to use films and fieldtrips to help students relate the required readings to life outside of the classroom.  I am convinced that these outside activities helped my students continue to think about these issues after the class ended.  

I would encourage other faculty members to think about ways in which they can extend ethics discussions beyond the bounds of normal class time (perhaps through online discussion boards, speakers, fieldtrips, etc).  I would also encourage the Ethics Across the Curriculum program to continue to generate discussions about how to assess the success/failure of this initiative.  Should a student’s ability to demonstrate an individual ethics be our goal?  How can we best assess ethics in our classrooms, through student behavior or rhetoric in class discussions?  I found that persuasively argued papers do not necessarily reflect a coherent personal ethics.  There is greater benefit in class discussions where students are able to hear different perspectives, however, it becomes difficult to assess how these discussions (if at all) lead to more ethical responses or behavior.  I urge us as a program to continue to brainstorm ways in which to assess what our students are learning.
