Boise State University

ScholarWorks

ggiz\qersity Author Recognition Bibliography: University Author Recognition Bibliographies

2021

Confessions of a Subversive Student

Leif Nelson
Boise State University

Publication Information

Nelson, Leif. (2021). "Confessions of a Subversive Student". In C. Friend (Ed.), Hybrid Teaching: Pedagogy,
People, and Politics, (pp. 60-73). Hybrid Pedagogy Inc.


https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/
https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/uar_2021
https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/uar_2021
https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/uar_all







Leif Nelson 71

cussions. But by the time 1 had earned enough philosophy credits for a
major, 1 discovered that a philosophy degree didn't actually exist at my uni-
versity. So, [ became an English major (finding that these classes had the
same type of “book club” format that I enjoyed). Outside of class, [ managed
the school newspaper and used it as a vehicle to share tips on how to save
money in college (e.g., “become a temporary music major to get free guitar
lessons”), print cartoons that criticized the financial aid racket, and publish
a special issue that contained course evaluation scores for every instructor
{which sparked an interesting debate about “open records” law). Qutside
of class, | found discussions with friends, classmates, and professors to be
where much genuine learning took place.

After college, | took a tech writing job at my alma mater’s Center for
Teaching, Learning, and Technoiogy Development, where 1 was exposed to
constructivist theories of teaching and learning and the technologies that
supported them. 1 was at the ground floor of a boom in online learning in
higher education. I remember wishing things like constructivist activities
and online learning were more widely adopted when 1 was in school.

In my work, I came to recognize and name the things that had caused my
earlier frustrations with the educationai system. The system | had traveled
through—with its fake money and multiple choice tests—was still very influ-
enced by behaviorist educational theories. I became drawn to new research
trends that explored student-centered approaches. These approaches were
often coupled with innovative uses of technology. 1 had stumbled onto a
path that would become my passion.

Today, 1 am an information-technology director at a university, an ad-
junct instructor, and a recent graduate of a doctoral program in education. |
amabout as immersed in the “academy” as one can be, yet E still have this nag-
ging feeling sometimes that something is amiss—that academia as a whole
can more effectively develop all individuals to be autonomous and engaged
citizens in an unstable world. On one level, this work requires a departure
from Aristotlian/Newtonian thinking that has shaped our curriculum (and
our organizational structures) into being linear, hierarchical, taxonomical,
and essentialistic. [t also requires teachers who embrace the values of free-
dom, empathy, creativity, and inclusivity, and who are permitted to exper-
iment, be reflective, and present their own interests and passions in their
teaching without fear of repercussion for dissenting from some status quo.
They should also give their students the same latitude.

Paulo Freire (2014) says, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, that

Education either functions as an instrument which is used to
facilitate integration of the younger generation into the logic of
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the present system and bring about conformity or it becomes
the practice of freedom, the means by which men and women
deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to
participate in the transformation of their world.

As | continue to participate in systems and structures that tend to favor con-
formity, I am also doing what I can to promote critical reflection and prac-
tice. I consider whether and how my actions promote values like freedom,
empathy, creativity, and inclusivity.

In my professional role, one of the things under my purview is a testing
center. When I first visited the center, I was faced with rows of computers,
faded white paint, and ominous signs with lists of rules on them. So, the
testing center manager and | painted the walls green and hung pictures of
nature scenes, citing studies about how nature promotes better concentra-
tion and cognition. This was part of a larger goal to shift the emphasis of
the center from obedience and punishment to success and support and to
shift the ambience of the space from sterile and stress-inducing to natural
and relaxing.

Joshua Davis (z013) describes a “radical new teaching method” where
a poor, rural school in Mexico produced some of the highest test scores in
the country. The teacher who is profiled in the article said he was inspired
by Sugata Mitra and the hands-off approach of asking questions rather than
providing answers. This rethinking the role of a teacher from one who sim-
ply presents facts to one who asks questions in a subtle way challenges the
assumptions of authority in student-teacher relationships.

Asateacher, [ try to ask good questions and admit my own limitations as
an authority in a world where content and information is always evolving. |
encourage students to draw their own conclusions, have informed opinions,
and use good filters to critically question anyone (or anything) purporting
to know some infallible truth.

Asalifelong learner, I still question everything. Despite my skepticism, |
need to reconcile myself to the fact that the majority of my life has been con-
nected to educational institutions and academic environments in some way.
Educational institutions are not perfect, but it is because I love education
and think it is one of the most important human activities that | always look
for things that can be challenged, reimagined, or improved. Educational
institutions are made up of individual people making decisions and doing
work. Educational institutions can be self-perpetuating machines, steeped
in traditions and unquestioned ideologies. Occasionally the gears need tobe
jamrmed up so basic assumptions can be (re)examined. Both educators and
administrators should see creativity as a boon rather than a burden (Westby
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& Dawson, 1995}, And they should help all students flourish by asking gaod
guestions, providing positive support and encouragement, and sometimes—
despite impulses to coerce, incent, and control—they should get out of the

way and let students lead.
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