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Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Action Project: The Rapid Assessment Process

When talking in class about anthropology, and how techniques of anthropology could help us understand our society, we came across the concept of subcultures. The existence of such groups, whose views differ from the majority, seemed apparent on Buffalo State College’s campus. For this reason we decided to take a closer look at the views and problems of one of these alternative groups, Christians. 

When looking at our diverse campus and seeing how different groups were accommodated, we wondered, what opportunities do Christians have? It was obvious to us that different Christian organizations and academic programs were out there. However, we wanted to see if these opportunities were effective in accommodating students. We wanted to know, from the perspective of religious students, if the campus, as a liberal institution, was doing enough for them. In accordance with this idea, we focused our research on this question: are religious students accommodated in terms of academic and non-academic religious opportunities at Buffalo State College?  

As a research team of students who all have some religious affiliation we realized our views might place a biased spin on our research. To reduce some of this we tried to be as objective as possible in our process. The people that we selected to interview were all religiously affiliated, as our subject matter deemed necessary. We did however, try to differentiate a bit by choosing some people who lived on campus and some who did not to see if the perspectives would differ. Another possible source of bias that we recognized was not only who we chose to interview, but also how we chose them. Participants were not chosen randomly, in that we did know some of the interviewees prior to our research. We understood that in most research this could possibly alter the results, however we felt that for such a controversial issue we needed people that would feel comfortable enough to be honest. 

Several elements went into implementing the Rapid Assessment Process to do our research on this question. The first element, which was previously mentioned, was creating a problem statement. It took a lot of talking and understanding different points of view to collaborate and find an idea. As a team, we tried to work together as much as possible and include the ideas of each member into our research. We took the various backgrounds of each member and tried to incorporate them into our process.

Once we had a problem question, a discussion began of how we would gather information and what instruments we would use. We believed that, because we were addressing such a sensitive subject, focus groups might not be appropriate. We wanted to encourage people to fully discuss how they felt without the hindrance of their peers. This led us to choose individual interviews. By using smaller interviews we felt they would enable us to have more detailed and honest answers. Considering the importance our subject matter placed on individual opinions, we then moved on to think about how we would record the information we gathered. When we thought ahead about evaluating our information we found that just taking notes might not be enough to aid us in the process. Consequently, we decided that the use of a tape recorder would allow us to have exactly what was said to reference.

The next thing we looked at was finding a sample. As stated before, we selected participants based on the need to get an inside view from a specific subculture. Because we all knew people who had some religious affiliation, it was easy to ask our friends to participate in our project. As a group we also considered finding participants who were less connected to religious matters. We wanted to see how an outsider viewed the problems of the Christian subculture and sought to do an interview with someone who could give us an opposing view. Sadly, time constraints did not allow us to pursue this. As a result, we tried to add more variety and decided it would be beneficial to hear the opinions of a faculty member. 

Knowing how sensitive religion as a topic of discussion can be, we also made sure to provide as much information and confidentiality to our participants as we could. It was very important to us, and our study, that every participant understood our purpose and research question. We felt this would prove helpful because it would allow each person to fully discuss the issue. Equally as important, we tried to provide confidentiality to everyone we interviewed. We wanted to make sure that everyone who helped us in our study understood his or her rights to privacy would not be violated. As a result, every participant signed consent forms and received an explanation about our project before we began each interview. 

To finish the preliminary elements of the Rapid Assessment Process we contacted each perspective participant and set up reasonable times for interviews. During the interviewing process each member had a specific job. One person guided the interview to keep the conversation on topic. Another member watched the tape recorder to make sure we recorded properly. The last took field notes on the atmosphere and content of the interview. Although each had a specific task all of the members contributed to asking both main and probing questions. Using advice from other teams that had already done some interviews, we tried to conduct the interviews as efficiently as possible. The only real trouble we had, besides time constraints, was with the positioning of the tape recorder. Although some information was muffled and lost at times, we did manage to clearly hear what was on the majority of the tapes. 

Once we had the data and assigned a team member to transcribe the tapes it was sent out in an e-mail and evaluated separately by each member. We each read the interviews and highlighted what we found to be significant and came together to see if we had similarities. This method of triangulation really helped us figure out what information was important, and what points all our interviewees brought out. The field notes that were taken also played a role in this process. The emotional reactions and repeated ideas of our participants helped us get a better view of what they felt was important for us to know. 

Through our data collection and implementation of the Rapid Assessment Process, we were able to get a bit of information that we brought together and drew conclusions from in our analysis. We came up with three major divisions that seemed to repeat themselves across interviews. The first is what the institution is doing to accommodate students. In this section we compiled all of the instances in which our participants talked about the practices of professors, administrators and Buffalo State as a whole. They expressed their views on how this institution and its various components accommodate the Christian community at our school. From there we found a common thread in ideas about what the students are doing. They discussed the role of students in how they are accommodated and certain trends that were noticed. Lastly we looked at inter-group and intra-group differences. Here we tried to see if, according to our participants, there were any conflicting practices. This section looked at relationships between the students’ actions and those of the institution, as well as the differences among Christian students. 

Unrelated and prior to the content of our assessment, our group assumption of how well Buffalo State College accommodated it’s religiously affiliated students, was negative. We personally thought our campus wasn’t pro-active enough in diversifying its curriculum to relate to religiously affiliated people, specifically Christians.  However, in terms of the practices of our institution, our interview with a Religious Studies Professor changed this view.

The professor informed us that Buffalo State College is one of two schools in the entire SUNY system that offers a minor in Religious Studies, a fact we had been previously unaware of.  Earlier efforts made personally by this professor were instrumental in implementing this change. The importance of religious studies to her was very apparent, as she stood adamantly behind teaching religion as an academic course. In respect to the practices of the college itself, her feelings were obliging and she informed us that the college treated her department the same as any other.  No limitations, in her view, had been placed on her teaching style or content of course work in reference to the controversial subject matter. She mentioned teaching a variety of religious courses, and her love for incorporating other religious denominations into her coursework.  Furthermore, she found that working in a State funded school was very satisfying. Her only complaint was the lack of funding to hire new professors in her department as well as throughout the campus.  

Moving away from the professional viewpoint of the professor, we talked to four students. From their view on this subject our group received an almost unanimous consensus. When they were asked how important it was to have faith based courses and extra curricular activities on this campus the responses all generally stated that it was very important. As a result, we also received very passionate responses from all students when we asked what should Buffalo State College change in their practices. The most frequent response was trying to accommodate several of the less popular religious denominations that are represented throughout our student body. With three respondents claming to be some denomination of Christianity, and the other actively looking into spirituality for answers, we found their concerns for others intriguing. They felt that groups like our Muslim, Islamic, and Mormon students weren’t accommodated enough on campus.  One participant even stated that, in considering the present diversity, “it would be crazy” if the Newman Center (Buffalo State College’s Catholic parish) was the only place where religious services were being held on campus.  This issue, according to two students, was particularly relevant to Buffalo State College because of our label as a very diverse liberal arts college.  

Another disparity mentioned by students was the roles that professors play in incorporating religion into their lectures and coursework.  One student respondent informed us that, as a history major, she found understanding other religious denominations in her coursework was essential.  “Buffalo State College’s students should have learned about Islam and Jewish faith in 7th and 8th grade, and in high school as well, from their social studies classes”.  This idea, for her, should be branched out beyond the borders of religious studies courses and incorporated in the social sciences as well.

 In the previously mentioned interview, and several others, heavy emphasis was put on becoming well rounded through pursuing religious studies. However, the idea of taking personal responsibility in this pursuit was crucial. Very few students felt the campus should push or require this type of learning. It would be enough, in their opinions, to just offer the opportunity. The professor we interviewed also agreed in saying that courses in multiple religions are sufficient enough for our campus and requiring a course would never break the walls of the separation of church and state. This leads to our second section concerning the roles of students. 

In one interview a participant admitted that although, in terms of non-academics, students could find themselves isolated on campus, opportunities were available if they were motivated to look. Her own personal motivation to find clubs and organizations pertaining to her faith helped her overcome this possible downfall. This perseverance according to her and other participants is crucial in the role of students as they try to find their niche in college. Taking the courses and using the offered resources then should be, according to our interviewees, individual pursuits.

Another issue brought to our attention was concerning the advertisement and promotion of non-academic religious opportunities. Several of the students we interviewed mentioned the idea of a lack on the part of students who belong to these groups in getting the word out. In one interview a participant mentioned not only a lack in effective promotion but also in the variety of events that were offered. In the opinions of some, students seems to be doing a great disservice to each other by not keeping others informed of the opportunities that are available.
Our third section, intra-group and inter-group differences contains almost half of our transcripts. Of course every student on the campus has different needs, different viewpoints and are sensitive to different issues and this was apparent when analyzing our transcripts. While the professor stated that a required religious course would go against church and state and would ultimately be offensive students seemed to have other ideas. Although they recognized this and agreed, a majority of those we interviewed admitted that they would support it anyway.  The correlation would have to be made then that our students understand and acknowledge the “law” of separation between church and state but feel personally that if the decision was left to them, there would be some form of a broad, general religious studies course here at Buffalo State College.
Within the group of students interviewed instances of incongruence arose as well. When speaking about the presence of alternative religious services offered here at Buffalo State College responses varied. According to our respondents, the issue seemed to pertain more to residents of Buffalo State College than to commuters. One student, whose church is an hour and a half away, ultimately looks to the college for religious opportunities. Her views, understandably so, were much different than the commuters we interviewed.  The issue was more pressing for those who live on campus but, each group had their own valid ideas about the topic.
In looking at the information we gathered some clear connections could be made with topics we discussed in class. One of the issues raised that pertain to our findings is the idea of the relationship between society and the individual. In many of our interviews we saw a common feeling that Christian students were not standing up and being noticed. Some felt that religious students and those who pursued religious studies merely sat back and just accepted what was given to them, even if they wanted or needed more. The question of whether society shapes the individual or vice versa comes into play from what many have displayed here. It seems, as we look at our research, that the motivation to pursue goals had been affected greatly by the larger community. Instead of Christian students looking to change their surroundings and overcome barriers the opposite seems to be happening. They, like many others in college, are being changed by their society. This lack of motivation to at least stand out in the crowd hurts other students who are searching to find people who are like them. It also demonstrates, as we mentioned in one class discussion, that college students have lost the edge and motivation to change their surroundings, and it seems this phenomenon has not skipped over the Christian community. 

Another connection we made from our findings that contributes to this study concerns the structure and nature of the college itself. With the increasing focus on career training and the idea of “getting a degree, and getting out” students have little opportunity to pursue anything other than what is required.  As one article in the class text by Russel K. Durst notes, “…the problem of the university is still that education has been pushed to the back shelf.” (Solomon 238) Society at large seems to be pushing against those who want a deeper knowledge. In one of our interviews a participant clearly mentioned the idea of not being able to take courses in religious studies because of all the other requirements she had to meet. The structure and purpose of college today makes it hard for even those who want to “learn for the sake of learning”. Many can hold this ideal but the campus, as a result of its surrounding society, does not make it easy to achieve. 

The last connection we made that was mentioned in class was with the idea of the role of higher education in creating well-rounded people and future leaders. The debate is endless yet it seems that creating informed citizens is one of the fundamental ideas of the culture of the United States. We know, as college students ourselves, how hard it is to convince people of the importance of being “well-rounded”. As another article in Durst’s text state,  “It is difficult to persuade some college students that becoming a better person is an important goal of higher education.” (Jackson 209) The main reason for this discrepancy is the vague idea of what being “well-rounded” means and how it can be used. From our research, however we found that once students looked at ideas like, learning about other religions to become more informed about things that are going on they it was easier. Many felt that the college’s role in this was important but that it shouldn’t be too forceful. 

To conclude our paper, we found that the biggest issue in the plight of accommodating religious students is the students themselves. From what we have learned through doing this Rapid Assessment Process project, the campus is doing a lot. Although there are minor hindrances like a limited selection of courses and too many other mandatory requirements the college seems to be doing quite a bit to help religious students. The idea that we are one of the very few state schools that even offer a Religious Studies minor holds a lot of weight in our research and shows that the college has made efforts. The only barrier we see, as show through our research, is the lack of students taking initiative to use the resources that are available. 
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