Caroline Lowe
For #1,  I don’t know about the honors courses here.  My idea of an honors course would be a combination of things.  Yes, some non-traditional learning but also some VERY traditional learning – in the form of Socrates and perhaps some “great books” type of thought.  I would also include scenarios in which high level critical thinking would be accomplished.  I would expect students to be able to research a topic and write about it at a level that demonstrated that their own brains were working.  Inquiry would be a big part of the process.  And finally, the course would contain some student-centered, student-directed learning would be important – students could pick topics for the class as long as they fell within a range of concepts.  I would expect a fair amount of reading and this reading would be important works.  For example, in science I would perhaps look at the evolution of science and require such books as Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions, a small, somewhat difficult but immensely important work.  

For #2.  Gifted students should be allowed to somehow demonstrate competence in a content course if that is all it is.  However, often it isn’t until much later that you realize that what you learned in a specific class had little to do with the content and had much to do with the discipline, with learning to think, and with getting a sense of a field.  Any discipline has its nuances.  It is important to get the gist of them whether you choose to abide by these “unwritten rules” or choose to explicitly ignore them.  This is similar to the argument about liberal studies.  Many undergraduates feel they should be able to take only those courses that directly prepare them for their career.  What they don’t realize is that taking a humanities course enables a banker to relate to a person from Japan in a different way.  It is one of those things that students don’t always see the benefit of until much, much later (unfortunately).  If you could test out of BI111 then by all means do so unless you are NOT a science major.  If you are then an honors student, rather than taking the science at which he/she is already adept, should take a course to learn such as astronomy.  When it comes to courses for which there aren’t any choices, 

Here’s an analogy.  When my daughters were 14, I would not allow them to one-on-one car date.  They could go with a group of friends somewhere but I would not allow them to really “date” until they were 16.  They thought I was abusive and heartless.  But, by the time they were 16 they no longer thought all 16 year olds were men who walked on water.  They were much more selective and able to resist pressure.  I could see the end but they could not.  Now, as young women, they are grateful.  I think perhaps most of those courses were not as wasted as you think they were.  

Another story – when I was an undergraduate I took some “weird” integrated courses that replaced my university’s liberal studies program.  These were block courses team taught.  I took one course called “Search for Meaning and Value”.  I hated it.  However, I still remember what I learned and it has made a difference.  When I returned to school after a 16 year hiatus, I was told those block courses would no longer count for all the liberal studies and I would have to take economics and a religion course among other things (it was a private Methodist university).  I fought and fought to get out of those courses to no avail.  So I took them.  Aced both of them.  But now, in hindsight, I find I learned a great deal in those courses that have served me well in ways I could not have expected.

And then there are always a few which do waste your time.  There are professors who do not teach.  There are classes in which the “bulimic learning model” (binge – cram, regurgitate on the test and purge it from your mind) is the standard.  There are professors who do not expect college level work out of college students.  There are courses in which the faculty member takes pleasure in failing as many students as he/she can.  

Almost better would be certain sections of courses for honors students.  Only those faculty members who are willing to challenge those students would be selected for those sections.  There should be ways to make a course appropriate for a gifted student.  There should be adaptations for honors students.  But not all courses are going to teach you what you think you need to learn right this minute.  I am a firm believer in a liberal arts education.  I believe that it is by this kind of education we learn to think, to make good decisions.  We need that breadth.  We need those different ways of looking at the world and even at a discipline.  We need to see and hear the diversity of experts in a field.  That is the richness of an education.  

So I have probably not answered your question in the way you expected.  And one last thing – I loved graduate school.  I loved every course I took – even “Sadistics” (which is what the grad students called “Statistics”).  Younger students often complained when a course wasn’t exactly what they expected or thought they needed.  But I found that if I opened myself to the class and asked “what can I learn from this” it was powerful and I learned a great deal.  Sometimes that is how not to teach.  That is even a good thing to learn.

Judy Puncochar

I found out that undergraduates who are six credits from graduation could enroll in graduate-level courses.
Joe Lubig

I think the irony is that a student might need a certain amount of professional and life experience to appreciate the difference in the grad and undergrad program. The audience is different for the grad and undergrad program and is based upon a broader base of knowledge and experience. How would we merge the objectives of the undergrad into those of the grad program? I think the level of discussion and raising the bar for anyone is a good idea. If we are truly about tailoring our programs to individual students then maybe this should be a consideration based upon individual student needs. What type of evidence should the department require to assure a student entering grad level programs will have a successful experience?

Suzanne Standerford

Your research project sounds interesting. My experience with gifted programs in elementary schools was of two types. One was vertical acceleration that simply moved students into classes that were ahead of where they were, e.g., a second grader going to fourth grade for reading and math. This would be somewhat like the idea of simply giving more, harder work, but nothing different in the types of learning. The other approach was horizontal expansion, which I believe was based on the ideas of Renzulli (sp?), and that involved having students study the same curricular topics as their peers, but approach them in ways that required higher order thinking and creative expression. This would be the type of instruction that we try to teach our T.E. students to do with all children, but is more typically found in gifted programs. To be put in such programs, the children usually had to show both exceptional abilities academically and in their maturity toward self-directed and creative learning. My experience in gifted programs in high school (as a student myself) involved things like studying solid geometry when the "regular" classes studied plane geometry. In college, the honors program was indeed quite different. We did more work, but qualitatively, we were asked to think at higher levels, research more on our own, and prepare projects/papers that were more similar to graduate requirements for most students. 

As to undergraduates taking graduate courses, I don't think I would support it in education. The reason is that most graduate education courses are built on the idea that the students have had some experience in the field before starting the classes. That experience provides vastly different types of thinking that would be hard for undergraduates to match. I believe there could be other options such as internships or undergraduate research possibilities that might be more appropriate and helpful.

Howard Nicholson

Interesting questions, you raise.  I spent numerous years teaching advanced placement and then working exclusively with gifted and talented students in Alabama.  The students completed the last two years of high school and first two years of college concurrently under my direction in history.  My experience suggests you are correct with AP in public schools. Often the work is not at a higher level, but increased assignments at a high school level.  The issue I believe is that often high school secondary teachers in social studies do not have the advanced graduate course work to take the students beyond the high school teaching.  Those with a history major, masters in history, and even better work towards a doctorate in history have the content knowledge to raise the academic bar for the students.  Regarding work at the university level my feelings are that a student should take advantage of advanced content courses to build subject strength.  For example a history secondary education student should establish a relationship with a respected history professor and do independent studies that are at an advanced level.  Currently, there are several students who are taking advanced content courses to achieve this goal under my direction.  The education curriculum is established to build the foundations necessary to make an individual ready for the classroom.  My experience working with education majors suggests that individuals before student teaching struggle with concepts such as school organization and law.  Perhaps time is needed in the classroom before an individual is ready to make the leap.

Robbie Goodrich

The underlying assumption is always that honors courses proceed at a faster pace; thus, they often appear as simply more work.  And indeed, this is often the case when an instructor simply applies a traditional pedagogy to an honors program.  Instructors often enjoy teaching honors because they can do what they have always done easier.  However, an honors course should ideally strive for innovative pedagogy, especially practices that are student-centered.  The relationship should be one of apprentice-master, or protégé-mentor, which implies a high degree of hands-on application for the student.  It is not sufficient to disseminate knowledge; the student must become an active participant in the creation of knowledge rather than a passive consumer.
Many schools allow advanced undergraduates to take graduate level courses.  They key problem at NMU is a lack of meaningful graduate programs.  This is not a flaw, it is the nature of NMU as a comprehensive university at this time.  However, NMU is looking at the possibility of doctoral programs.  A key concern that you raise, however, is the incomprehensible nature of our cafeteria-style Liberal Studies program.  The program as a concept that requires a certain preliminary education as part of a university - rather than a community college or vocational training center - has great merit.  It is once again the execution that fails.  NMU has adopted a model that tries to do everything and allows the students virtually unlimited choices.  The result is that it provides no meaningful collective experience and is often resented by students.  NMU would have to substantially revise the entire program to address the underlying concerns you raise.  Also, to avoid the confusion of students, a structurally less complex program combined with mandatory advising would make for the experience at the upper level that you are aiming for.
