Reading Group Discussion Questions 
(chapters five and eight)

May 9, 2011
1. Weis affirms that the majority of community college students both fail classes and deny themselves social mobility because of a cultural, collectively-shared value system that discourages individual success and the pursuit of higher education.  Weis, writes:

One’s day to day survival demands the sacrifice of upward mobility.  To be upwardly mobile means that one has to amass a certain amount of capital –capital that could otherwise be distributed through the kin network.  An individual attempts social mobility only if he or she is certain of success (112).
To what degree do we find this explanation compelling, especially when     compared with those writers from previous semesters, who attributed students’ resistance to personal fears of failure, intellectual apathy, and miscommunications between students and faculty?   Has Weis added an important cultural lens to our understanding?  Do her findings stand the test of time (more than 25 years later)?

2. Weis argues that those students who succeed “adopt mainstream culture” by “embracing mainstream values and learn(ing) associated skills” (119).  These students are less likely to criticize academic policies or the faculty members teaching their classes.  In fact, they describe faculty members as attentive and helpful (Weis admits that faculty members probably are more attentive and helpful with these select students).  Do we find that our “successful students” are somehow different from the larger collective culture of students at KCC?  Need the “mainstream values” that we offer oppose the crux of students’ original belief-systems? If we find validity in Weis’ findings about a separation of the individual from the collective among “successful students,” how unique is this to the culture of community colleges?
3. Weis concludes by arguing that the urban community college that she studied “operates currently to sustain a strikingly unequal social structure” and that “the culture students produce within the institution is, in the final analysis, self-destructive” (p. 163).  Has Weis supported her claims?  If so, how?  If not, what further evidence would we require to feel convinced?

4. Weis offers several possible “possibilities for actions,” including a more diverse hiring pattern (especially in traditional academic areas), a disavowal of an attendance policy that “does not operate in students’ interests…and strengthens an oppositional culture within the institution” (165), and a continued focus on the importance of “standard English” as a requirement of graduation.  Have some of these suggestions been put into place since Weis’ book was published?  Which feel most compelling to the group?  Do we feel that there are policies at KCC that strengthen an oppositional culture without benefitting our students? Moreover, do we agree with Weis that students must be fluent in “standard English” if they are to eventually “challenge the class structure and their own positions within it?” (165).
The following are thoughts/questions/contribution from Gabrielle Kahn:

· I thought it was interesting that Weis stresses the "individualistic ethic" of successful students when learning is inherently a social process--a process grounded in an "ethic of cooperation" that, according to Weis, is a necessary part of the culture of the urban black community. This raised a number of questions for me:

· How should terms such as "individualistic" and "cooperative" be defined in our community college context? If we understand the construction of new knowledge to be a sociocultural process, can we question Weis' assertion that "success...involves a break from the collectivity, and a willingness and ability to adopt a new cultural style"? If we transformed our expectations and more effectively reflected a view of learning in our classrooms as grounded in cooperation, dialogue, and relationship, could we affect our students' attitudes? What role can learning communities play here?

· According to Jim, community college students "need to become language chameleons." To encourage this ability, how can we familiarize our students, and invite them to participate in, new discourse communities in non-threatening ways?

· One strategy promoted by ethnographer/anthropologist Shirley Brice Heath is to engage learners as "language researchers"--identifying and studying standard language forms (written and spoken) in the world around them that they might not use in their home communities. By noticing these forms, and taking a researcher's distanced stance towards them, students can gradually come to take on these patterns as their own in specific contexts that call for them. 

· How might our short 12-week semesters at Kingsborough affect the depth of students' exposure and access to new discourse communities?

· I tend to see more resistance to embracing "mainstream" academic values and language practices among the ESL students who have been to high school in the United States than those who have not.
Thank you for attending the Reading Group this semester!  

If you have suggestions for next semester’s readings, please be in touch with me (jasonvanora@gmail.com) and/or Janine (janinegk@gmail.com).
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