Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive

Theses and Dissertations

2009-08-12

Character Development in a Distance Education Literature Course:
Perspectives on Independent Study English 395R-Christian
Fantasy Literature

Michael C. Johnson
Brigham Young University - Provo

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd

6‘ Part of the Educational Psychology Commons

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation

Johnson, Michael C., "Character Development in a Distance Education Literature Course: Perspectives on
Independent Study English 395R-Christian Fantasy Literature" (2009). Theses and Dissertations. 1919.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/1919

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

www.manaraa.com


http://home.byu.edu/home/
http://home.byu.edu/home/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F1919&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/798?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F1919&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/1919?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F1919&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarsarchive@byu.edu,%20ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT IN A DISTANCE EDUCATION

LITERATURE COURSE: PERSPECTIVES ON INDEPENDENT

STUDY ENGLISH 395R—CHRISTIAN FANTASY LITERATURE

by

Michael C. Johnson

A dissertation submitted to the faculty of

Brigham Young University

Doctor of Philosophy

Department of Instructional Psychology & Technology
Brigham Young University

December 2009

www.manharaa.com



Copyright © 2009 Michael C. Johnson

All Rights Reserved

www.manharaa.com




BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

GRADUATE COMMITTEE APPROVAL

of a dissertation submitted by

Michael C. Johnson

This dissertation has been read by each member of the following graduate committee and
by majority vote has been found to be satisfactory.

Date

David D. Williams, Chair

Date

Charles R. Graham

Date

Richard D. Osguthorpe

Date

Russell T. Osguthorpe

Date

Stephen C. Yanchar

www.manharaa.com



BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

As chair of the candidate’s graduate committee, | have read the dissertation of Michael C.
Johnson in its final form and have found that (1) its format, citations, and bibliographical
style are consistent and acceptable and fulfill university and department style
requirements; (2) its illustrative materials including figures, tables, and charts are in
place; and (3) the final manuscript is satisfactory to the graduate committee and is ready
for submission to the university library.

Date

Accepted for the Department

David D. Williams
Chair, Graduate Committee

Date

Accepted for the College

Andrew S. Gibbons
Department Chair

Date

K. Richard Young
Dean, David O. McKay School of Education

www.manaraa.com



ABSTRACT

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT IN A DISTANCE EDUCATION
LITERATURE COURSE: PERSPECTIVES ON INDEPENDENT STUDY ENGLISH

395R—CHRISTIAN FANTASY LITERATURE

Michael C. Johnson
Department of Instructional Psychology & Technology

Doctor of Philosophy

The goals of higher education often entail the development of students’ character.
Rarely, however, are these character development goals connected to the unique design
and delivery of distance education programs. Additionally, the research literature that
explores the character development aspects of distance education is sparse. Thus the
purpose of this study is to contribute to the understanding of how character development
may occur in a distance context. Taking a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, I
examined instructor and student perceptions of character development in a fantasy
literature independent study course.

Findings indicate that students perceived development of traits and strengths in

the following areas: moral character (moral desires, moral discernment, and moral
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courage); relational character (improved relationships, open-mindedness, the sharing of
learning with others, and improved communication); spiritual character (humility, faith,
hope, and charity); and performance character (self-discipline and self-directedness in
learning, analytical and deep approach to learning, imagination and creativity,
appreciation of literature, motivation to continue education, and self-confidence).

Participants also perceived a variety of corresponding approaches, methods,
factors, and influences for bringing about such character development, such as (a) the
applicability of literary themes and character attributes and experiences to their lives; (b)
the conversational nature of the instruction (an invitational and deep learning approach,
preparation for reading and analyzing the literature, offering choices to enhance
engagement and relevance, asking questions that promote analysis and personal
connections with the literature, affording multiple opportunities to write, and providing
timely, encouraging, and helpful feedback); (c) a trusting, respectful, and friendly
relationship between the student and instructor (obtained through the instructional
conversation and the instructor’s personal and engaging writing style, personalizing
contacts, being helpful and showing concern, and being sincere and honest); (d) the
independent study context (flexibility in time and location and a more independent
learning experience); and (e) the students’ readiness and agency (choices, initiative, and
effort). Students also perceived interrelationships among these elements.

The study offers possible implications for character development in the context of

distance education, as well as directions for future research.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Historically the development of character has been and continues to be an
important outcome of higher education (Berkowitz & Fekula, 1999; Bowen, 1977; Boyer,
1987; Chickering, 2006; Dalton, Russell, & Klein 2004; Dewey, 1916). Philosophers and
educators from Socrates and Aristotle to Dewey and other modern educational theorists
have argued that the outcomes of education should include not only intellectual
development but also character development (Boyer, 1987; Dalton, Russell, & Klein
2004). Boyer (1987) charged educators, particularly the teachers of undergraduates, with
preparing students for civic service:

We need educated men and women who not only pursue their own personal

interests but are also prepared to fulfill their social and civic obligations. And it is

during the undergraduate experience, perhaps more than any other time, that

these essential qualities of mind and character are refined [italics added]. (p. 7)
More broadly, some theorists, philosophers, and scholars have stated that education is a
moral endeavor—and consequently, the moral implications and effects, for better or
worse, on students’ character development are unavoidable (Balmert & Ezzell, 2002;
Berkowitz, 2002; Berkowitz & Fekula, 1999; Carr, 2005; Lewis, 1965).

Although emphasis on character outcomes has waned at times, there has been a
recent resurgence of interest in character development in higher education (Berkowitz &
Fekula, 1999). In light of public and corporate scandals (such as illegal lobbyist activity;
accounting irregularities at Enron, Arthur Anderson, and WorldCom; and questionable
practices in the financial and credit industries), business leaders, university presidents
(Carroll, 2003), and educational philosophers have called upon those who work in higher

education to devote more concern to the development of moral character and ethics.

Additionally, as many universities include a character component in their goals and
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university mission statements (see Berkowitz & Fekula, 1999; Kuh, 1998), accrediting
boards have called upon these institutions to more closely align their institutional,
program, and course goals (The Higher Learning Commission, 2003; Middle States
Commission on Higher Education, 2003). Thus there seems to be a concern about
character development at all levels of the university experience.

More recently, distance education has become an increasingly prevalent part of
higher education. There are even many programs that are available completely (or
mostly) online (Eastmond, 1998; Gunawardena & Mclsaac, 2004). Some universities
allow or require students to complete their programs of study from a distance, and this
trend is expected to grow (Gunawardena & Mclsaac, 2004). Gunawardena and Mclsaac
described the growth of distance education as follows:

Distance education has experienced dramatic growth both nationally and

internationally since the early 1980s. It has evolved from early correspondence

education using primarily print based materials into a worldwide movement using
various technologies. The goals of distance education, as an alternative to
traditional education, have been to offer degree granting programs, to battle
illiteracy in developing countries, to provide training opportunities for economic
growth, and to offer curriculum enrichment in non traditional educational settings.

A variety of technologies have been used as delivery systems to facilitate this

learning at a distance. (p. 356)

There are several other reasons for the expected growth of distance education, such as the
need to use university resources more effectively, to reach or serve a larger student
population (including non-traditional students), and to provide working professionals

with continuing education opportunities (Eastmond, 1998; Garrison, 2000; Gunawardena

& Mclsaac, 2004).
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Problem Statement

As Balmert and Ezzell (2002) stated, “We cannot afford the moral order of
distance education to be shaped by happenstance” (p. 54). Yet despite neither character
education nor distance education being new enterprises, there is limited research
regarding how these two fields of educational purpose and practice intersect. There is a
lack of theoretical or practical guidance for researchers, instructors, and designers who
seek to help students with character development in distance education courses.

Study Purpose

The primary purpose of this study was to understand the phenomenon of character
development of students within the context of a distance course in higher education. |
took a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to describe the lived experience of an
instructor and his students in a course sponsored by the Independent Study Program at
Brigham Young University (BYU, in Provo, Utah). The course and professor were
selected based on high student ratings regarding character building, a standard topic for
questionnaire items in BYU’s Independent Study end-of-course survey. Themes emerged
from an analysis of the participants’ experiences that can help guide the development of
theory and provide guidance to the practice of instructors and instructional designers
related to character outcomes in distance education courses. Additionally, the findings
could benefit students interested in better understanding their own character
development.

To better achieve the main purpose, the study included four sub-purposes: (a)
describe the students’ and instructor’s perceptions of the students’ character development

in the course, (b) determine what explicit or implicit character development goals the
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instructor had, (c) understand from the instructor’s and students’ perspectives which
experiences in or elements of the course contributed to students’ perceived character
development, and (d) describe the theoretical and practical implications from this study
for instructors and designers of distance education courses who are attempting to help
students develop their character.
Research Questions
| addressed four research questions with participants in the study:

1. Did students and instructor perceive that students developed their character
while taking the course? What specific or practical experiences did students
have that indicated to them that they had developed their character? How
closely do their perceptions match definitions of character in the literature and
the institution’s mission statement?

2. What explicit or implicit character development related outcomes or goals did
the instructor have for students in the course?

3. According to the participants, what elements of the course experience
contributed to students’ perceived character development? What were the
participants’ perceptions of what the instructor did to help students develop
their character? What other course related experiences did students have that
they perceived as contributing to their character development? How did they
perceive that these experiences helped them progress in their character
development? How closely do participants’ perceptions match researchers’
and theorists’ recommendations about character development and learning in
distance education contexts?

4. What theoretical and practical implications do themes emerging from this
study have for instructors and designers of distance education courses who are
attempting to create instruction that helps students develop their character?
What implications do the findings have for distance education students?
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature reviewed to situate this study of students’ character development in the
context of English 395R included research that offered definitions of character. | also
review considerations found in articles and studies of the use of literary works in
character education, theories of distance education, and studies in which character, moral,
ethical, and value education occurred in distance education contexts.

Frameworks for Understanding the Concept of Character

It is difficult to approach the subject of character education without some
discussion of what character is (Berkowitz & Bier, 2004), though the term has always
been ambiguous. Nucci (2001) called attention to this lack of clarity:

We are entering an interesting period in the field where the term “character

education” is serving as the generic, publicly accepted label for a range of

approaches to moral education, without any clear conceptual framework for what

the term “character” even refers to. (p. 128)

| suggest that ideas about character are not as nebulous as Nucci suggests, but
rather, are necessarily broad. Because character development in terms of higher education
can be thought of as preparation to lead a moral, or “good” life, an institution’s definition
of character must be broad enough to encompass the many situations students will
encounter both in and following their university experience—a tremendous task!
Simultaneously, any definition of character relies on a sense of what is “right” and
*good,” concepts that once again vary among individuals and circumstances. With this
daunting breadth in mind, I offer some of the principal frameworks that provide

definitions, models, or components of character provided in scholarly literature, as

follows.
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Rest’s Definition of Moral Character

Among the views of character is Rest’s (1986) and Bebeau, Rest, and Narvaez’s
(1999) definition of moral character (Bebeau et al., 1999, p. 22), which is having enough
strength and determination to follow through on appropriate decisions, and which they
also equate with related terms such as “courage, persisting, overcoming distractions and
obstacles, having implementing skills, having ego strength” (p. 22). Moral character is
the fourth component in the authors’ four-component model of morality or moral
development; the model also includes moral sensitivity, moral judgment, and moral
motivation, components they feel are necessary for moral character but do not form part
of their definition of character.

Ryan and Bohlin’s Tripartite Model of Character

Ryan and Bohlin (1999) stated that good character relates to “knowing the good,
loving the good, and doing the good” (p. 5), and that character amounts to the “sum of
our intellectual and moral habits” (p. 9). They further elaborated on these desired
outcomes of character education:

To do this [help students become persons of intelligence and moral character], we

need to help them develop knowledge of the good and intelligent judgment so that

they learn to choose well among competing and attractive options in life.

Simultaneously, we need to help them love the good—concern for the needs of

others, fidelity to one's commitments, a job well done, true friendship—and the

habits necessary to attain it. Loving the good is about educating students' feelings

and passions so that they love the right things for the right reasons (for example,

so that they learn to do their homework for the sake of learning rather than simply

a grade, or that they join the KEY club to give to others rather than to gain

recognition). (p. 46)

Lickona’s Habits of the Mind, Heart, and Behavior
Similarly, Lickona (1999) discussed habits of the mind, the heart, and behavior.

For each of these domains, Lickona describes a variety of constituent components. He
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stated that the habits of the mind or “cognitive side of character” (p. 600) encompasses at
least six components: (a) moral alertness, or recognizing that a situation has moral
implications, (b) an “understanding [of] the virtues and what they require of us in specific
situations,” (c) perspective taking, (d) moral reasoning, (€) thoughtful decision making,
and (f) moral self-knowledge (p. 600). The habits of the heart, which is the affective
domain or “emotional side” of character, consists of five components: (a) conscience, or
a feeling of an obligation to do what one has judged to be the right thing to do, (b) self-
respect, (C) empathy, (d) loving the good, and (e) humility, which Lickona defined as “a
willingness to both recognize and correct our moral failings” (p. 600). Finally, the
behavioral side of character, Lickona explained, brings in three additional components:
(a) moral competence, which he described as including listening and communication
skills, conflict resolution, and cooperation; (b) moral will, which includes self control and
courage; and (c) moral habit, which he describes as an inner disposition to reliably act in
a moral way.
Lickona’s Ten Essential Virtues

Lickona (2003) also described ten essential virtues for strong character:

1. Wisdom, which he defines as “good judgment” (p. 1);

2. Justice, which he defines as “respecting the rights of all persons” (p. 2);

3. Fortitude, which “enables us to do what is right in the face of difficulty” (p.
2);

4. Self-control, or “the ability to govern ourselves (p. 2); and
5. Love, encompassing “a cluster of important human virtues—empathy,

compassion, kindness, generosity, service, loyalty, patriotism (love of what is
noble in one’s country), and forgiveness” (p. 2);
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6. Positive attitude, which consists of “The character strengths of hope,
enthusiasm, flexibility, and a sense of humor” (p. 2);

7. Hard work, which “includes the virtues of initiative, diligence, goal-setting,
and resourcefulness” (p.2);

8. Integrity, specifically “adhering to moral principle, being faithful to moral
conscience, keeping our word, and standing up for what we believe” (p. 2);

9. Gratitude, which “moves us to count our everyday blessings” (p. 3); and
10. Humility, which is foundational to living a moral life because it is “necessary
for the acquisition of the other virtues because it makes us aware of our
imperfections and leads us to try to become a better person” (p. 3).
Berkowitz’s Psychological Characteristics and Moral Anatomy
Berkowitz (2002) described character as “an individual’s set of psychological
characteristics that affect that person’s ability and inclination to function morally” (p. 48).
To clarify this definition, Berkowitz added the concept of moral anatomy:
By this [moral anatomy], I mean the psychological components that make up the
complete moral person. There are seven parts to the moral anatomy: moral
behavior, moral values, moral personality, moral emotion, moral reasoning, moral
identity, and foundational characteristics. (p. 48)
Berkowitz included “honesty, altruism, responsibility, and other characteristics that
support moral functioning” (p. 48) among these foundational characteristics.
Peterson and Seligman’s Character Strengths and Virtues
Peterson and Seligman (2004) described a model of character that included six
virtues, each consisting of a variety of character strengths:
1. Wisdom and knowledge, which the authors described as “cognitive strengths
that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge” (p. 29). They included five
character strengths of wisdom and knowledge: (a) creativity, (b) curiosity, (C)
open-mindedness, (d) love of learning, and (€) perspective.
2. Courage, which they described as “emotional strength that involves the
exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external or

internal” (p. 29). The authors included four strengths as part of courage: (a)
bravery, (b) persistence, (C) integrity, and (d) vitality.
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3. Humanity, which they defined as “interpersonal strengths that involve tending
and befriending others” (p. 29). The authors included three strengths as part of
humanity, (a) love, (b) kindness, and (C) social intelligence.

4. Justice, which they described as “civic strengths that underlie healthy
community life” (p. 30). The authors included three strengths as part of
justice: (a) citizenship, (b) fairness, and (c) leadership.

5. Temperance, which is comprised of “strengths that protect against excess” (p.
30), such as (a) forgiveness and mercy, (b) humility and modesty, (C)
prudence, and (d) self-regulation.

6. Transcendence, or “strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and
provide meaning” (p. 30). The authors included four strengths as part of
transcendence: (2) appreciation of beauty and excellence, (b) gratitude, (C)
hope, (d) humor, and (e) spirituality.

Davidson, Lickona, and Khmelkov’s Moral Character and Performance Character

Davidson, Lickona, and Khmelkov (2008) proposed a conception of character
with two major portions, performance character and moral character, in this way:

We came to realize that character isn’t just about “doing the right thing” in an

ethical sense; it is also about doing our best work. If that is true, then character

education isn’t just about helping kids get along; it is also about teaching them to
work hard, develop their talents, and aspire to excellence in every area of

endeavor. (p. 373)

They defined performance character as having a “mastery orientation” (p. 373)
which includes qualities of diligence, perseverance, a strong work ethic, a positive
attitude, ingenuity, and self-discipline among other qualities that help contribute to an
individual’s realizing his or her “potential for excellence in any performance
environment, such as academics, extracurricular activities, the workplace, and throughout
life” (p. 373).

Davidson et al. (2008) also described moral character as having a “relational

orientation” (p. 373) consisting of qualities that assist individuals in their interpersonal
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relationships and ethical conduct, which include, but are not limited to, “integrity, justice,
caring, respect, and cooperation” (p. 374). Moral character, they suggested, also has a
moderating role in that it helps individuals direct their performance goals to “honor the
interests of others, to ensure that we do not violate moral values such as fairness, honesty,
and caring in the pursuit of high performance” (p. 374).

Lickona and Davidson (2005) explained that moral character and performance
character consist of three “psychological components” (p. 20), which they call
“awareness, attitude, and action” (p. 20). These correspond to the “cognitive,”
“emotional/valuing,” and “behavior/habit” aspects of character.

Based on Peterson and Seligman (2004) and others, Davidson et al. (2008)
recommended helping students achieve eight foundational developmental outcomes of
character education:

[A student should become a] (1) lifelong learner and critical thinker; (2) diligent

and capable performer; (3) socially and emotionally skilled person; (4) ethical

thinker; (5) respectful and responsible moral agent; (6) self-disciplined person
who pursues a healthy life-style; (7) contributing community member and
democratic citizen; and (8) spiritual person engaged in crafting a life of noble

purpose. (p. 379)

The authors argued that these eight character strengths were foundational but did not
comprise an exhaustive list.
BYU'’s Definition of Character

BYU’s (n.d.) definition of character takes into consideration many aspects of the
previous definitions related to the virtues or character traits, including the Aristotelian
view of virtuous character traits (Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2005), and draws upon the

standard works of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Aims of a BYU

Education (BYU Aims) state that one of the principal goals of a BYU education is to build

www.manaraa.com



11

individuals of “strong moral character” and that such an education “should reinforce such
moral virtues as integrity, reverence, modesty, self-control, courage, compassion, and
industry” (Character Building section, § 2). The BYU Aims further explain that “BYU
aims not merely to teach students a code of ethics but to help [students] become partakers
of the divine nature” (Character Building section, { 2). Additional elements of the “divine
nature” and “strong moral character,” according to the BYU Aims, include (a) virtue, (b)
temperance, (C) brotherly love, (d) honesty, (e) strength and courage, (f) fortitude, (Q)
service, (h) sportsmanship, (1) careful use of university funds, (j) treating all other people
with dignity and fairness, (K) wholehearted acceptance of commitments, (1) academic
integrity, (M) intellectual integrity, and (n) the spiritual integrity of personal
righteousness. The BYU Aims declare that character is developed by “coming unto Christ
through faith, repentance, and righteous living” (Character Building section, { 2) and that
“character is constructed by small decisions” (Character Building section,  5).
Synthesis of the Definitions

All these various definitions present a variety of views that are seemingly, at
once, both indistinguishable and disparate, and there is little in the literature that connects
these different definitions of character (Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2005, 2009). As R. D.
Osguthorpe (2009b) declared, “if there are terms or concepts that are both easily
understood and ambiguous, character appears to be one of them” (p. 83). Yet there are
some consistencies among the various definitions. For example, Rest’s (1986) and
Bebeau et al.’s (1999) concept of moral character is similar to Lickona’s (1999) concept
of moral will and moral habit and Lickona’s (2003) trait of integrity. Berkowitz’s concept

of moral anatomy, which he describes as a basis of character, overlaps in several points
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with Rest’s (1986) and Bebeau et al.’s (1999) four components of moral development.
Lickona’s (1999) three-part view of character (habits of the mind, heart and behavior) is
congruent with Ryan and Bohlin’s (1999) knowing, loving, and doing the good. There is
considerable overlap as well between Lickona’s (1999, 2003) definitions/traits and
BYU’s (n.d.) institutional definition. These other definitions share many aspects with
Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) character strengths and virtues and with Lickona and
Davidson’s (2005) and Davidson et al.’s (2008) concept of moral character. However,
Lickona and Davidson’s (2005) and Davidson et al.’s (2008) conceptualization of moral
character is much broader than Rest’s (1986) and Bebeau et al.’s (1999) definition.
Finally, Lickona and Davidson (2005) and Davidson et al. (2008) added the
concept of performance character, which encompasses the pursuit of excellence in all
endeavors but that must be accompanied by moral character. Their view is consistent

with the BYU Aims (BYU, n.d.), which state, “a BYU education should bring together the

intellectual integrity of fine academic discipline with the spiritual integrity of personal

righteousness. The result is competence that reflects the highest professional and

academic standards—strengthened and ennobled by Christlike attributes” (Character
Building section, { 3).

For the purposes of this study, the concept of character incorporates all of the
definitions of character discussed above, as well as the conceptions of character that the
participants expressed in their interviews.

Instructional Considerations from Studies on the Use of Literary Works in Character
Education
As English 395R is a literature course, | reviewed theories and previous research

related to the use of literary works as a principal component of character education.
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However, only limited research has occurred in this area (Solomon, Watson, & Battistich,
2001).
Many theorists suggested that the reading of literary works may help transmit
values and develop character (for example, Bennett, 1993; Cain, 2005; Carr 2005;
Chanan, 1974; Cheek, 1992; Feder, 1978; Lemming, 2000; Lickona, 1991; Macintyre,
2007; Nelson, 2002; Ryan & Bohlin, 2003; Scharf, 1978; Smagorinsky, 2000; Tappan &
Brown, 1989; Vitz, 1990; Wynne & Ryan, 1993). Lemming (2000) discussed a common
role of literary works in character education:
Virtually all of the current efforts to educate for character accord a special role to
narrative. Narrative plays an important role in this process for it is through the use
of stories that cultural values are most often given shape and made meaningful in
the lives of children. (p. 413)
Maclntyre (2007) further elaborated on the importance of literary works as part of
character education:
Man is in his actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, essentially a story-
telling animal.... I can only answer the question ‘What am | to do?’ if | can
answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories do | find myself a part?’...the
telling of stories has a key part in educating us into the virtues. (p. 216; see also
Lemming, 2000, pp. 413-414)
Cain’s (2005) findings suggested that reading literary works is effective in character
education because stories are more engaging than other forms of media.
Character-related themes are common in literary works. Pike (2006) suggested
there are negative consequences for abandoning beliefs and values in the teaching of
literacy and focusing exclusively on teaching literary skills. He argued, similar to Lewis
(1965), that trying to claim a value neutral stance is not intellectually honest. Rather, we

should explore literacy and literary works in light of values and morals so children have

the “language” they need to confront the marketplace of ideas and make thoughtful
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decisions about what value systems they will live. Thus, according to Pike and Lewis, the
study of literature is an endeavor inherently fraught with moral implications.
Character-related Aspects of the Literary Works
Theorists discuss elements that make literary works valuable in character
education, mentioning characters and moral themes as the most prominent elements.
Characters
The characters in literary works contribute in important ways to character and
moral education. Egan (1978) suggested that literary works provides students with heroes
with whom they can identify in an influential way:
Stories have a crucial characteristic that makes them ideal.... They allow, and
encourage, the reader to associate with some noble and powerful force that
achieves success against a threatening world. Occasionally they allow the hero or
heroine to die or lose, but only in a context which enables the reader deliciously to
share the hero’s or heroine’s moral or other superiority, which is not recognized
by the unfeeling world. (p. 5)
Literary works can be a source of role models or villains (Kazemek, 1986; Wynne &
Ryan, 1993). Mills (1988) stated that effective stories are rich in characters who have
human experiences and treat problems that students face, and claimed that characters
could serve as role models. Additionally, Jung (as cited in Mills, 1988) argued that some
characters “have universal meaning” which can help support psychological growth:
“There are as many archetypes as there are typical situations in life. Endless repetition
has engraved these experiences into our psychic constitution” (p. 327).
Moral Themes
Literary works usually contains moral content (Nelson, 2002). Some researchers

have suggested that literature that contains moral dilemmas, and characters who have to

make moral choices, can contribute to students’ moral growth (Harding & Snyder, 1991,
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Yeazell & Cole, 1986). Cheek (1992) suggested that literary works contains moral
themes and values that both students and teachers perceive as helping prompt student
thinking. She stated that some participants in her study felt that literary works could
stimulate them to behavioral changes, while some teachers in the study were less willing
to make that connection.

Instructional Approaches and Recommendations

Although some feel that there is power in the stories themselves, many do not
believe that the reading of literature alone is sufficient to assist with character
development (Narvaez, Bentley, Gleason, & Samuels, 1998; Narvaez, 2002). Transfer or
generalizing what is learned to their lives, at least with teens, does not happen without
help. Narvaez (2002) reminded character educators that reading is an “active” process;
readers get different things out of the text based on their own personal backgrounds and
experiences, and do not necessarily “get” the message that the author intended. She
further noted that readers construct themes, especially moral themes, through a process
that is not always automatic or easy. With this in mind, she suggested that character
educators “should drop their simplistic understanding about reading moral stories to build
character” (p. 169).

Others have suggested that it takes some integration of fictionalized dilemmas
with real-life dilemmas for students to make connections between what they discussed in
class and their life outside school (Harding & Snyder, 1991; D. F. Johnson & Goldman,
1987). D. F. Johnson and Goldman (1987) explained the need for real-life connections
with literary works:

Moral education and curricula that clarify values may need to include components
that explicitly teach children how to generalize from particular scenarios studied
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in the classroom to real-life situations in which they are expected to apply the
morals and values taught. (p. 218)

Theorists have recommended instructional approaches that may help students to
understand literary works and their moral and character implications, including (a)
selecting appropriate literary works, (b) moderating discussions, (c) asking questions, (d)
providing opportunities to write, and (e) developing the student-instructor relationship.
Selecting Appropriate Literary Works

One important instructional consideration is the selection of appropriate literature.
Although some researchers recommend realist literature (see Mills, 1988; Scharf, 1978),
others recommend fantasy and fairy tales as appropriate for character or moral education.
Bryan (2005) explained that fairy tales, specifically tales by the Brothers Grimm, “have
strengthened the attitude of readers toward life, toward human relationships, and toward
moral standards” (p. 4). He continued by explaining some of the qualities of fairy tales
that make them useful in character education:

These tales provide interesting stories that are designed to catch the attention of

young people while alluding to the virtues of kindness, sweetness, love, courage,

endurance, obedience, caring, consideration, and loyalty. These old tales contain
in their picturesque language the symbols of some of the deepest human feelings.

They also satisfy, in fantasy, human desires for beauty, sincerity, achievement,

and belonging. Whether one is conscious of it or not, these stories may become

sources of moral strength, a strength which is part faith and part courage, and is
wholly unshakable. In the land of “once upon a time,” issues are never clouded.

Good triumphs and evil is punished. Knowing and understanding fairy tales

enriches the lives of children and adults and even though not all of the ethical

principles are easily understood, the Grimm brothers' tales teach the readers

valuable lessons. (p. 5)

Bettelheim (1977) also discussed the value of using fairy tales in character

education:

Nothing can be as enriching and satisfying to child and adult alike as the folk
fairy tale. True on an overt level fairy tales teach little about the specific
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conditions of life in modern mass society; these tales were created long before it

came into being. But more can be learned from them about the inner problems of

human being, and of the right solutions to their predicaments in any society, then

from any other type of story within a child’s comprehension. Since the child at

every moment of his life is exposed to the society in which he lives, he will

certainly learn to cope with its conditions, provided his inner resources permit

him to do so. (p. 5)
Similarly, others have recommended specific fantasy works such as 4 Wrinkle in Time
(Dana & Lynch-Brown, 1991) and the Harry Potter series (Glanzer, 2008) as suitable or
useful for character education.
Moderating Discussions

Discussion is one important technique for using literature to contribute to
students’ character development. Reading literature may stimulate thought and reflection.
However, teachers can enhance texts’ effects through moderating discussions and
questioning (Cheek, 1992). In Cheek’s study, the discussions focused on higher order
thinking skills surrounding the literature, and participants perceived discussion as the
most productive method for learning about the moral values in the literature. Others have
stated that literary discussion “can spark moral development” (Dana & Lynch-Brown,
1991, A Model section, { 6). Smagorinsky (2000) also advocated for open-ended
discussions.

Glanzer (2008) suggested three strands of discussion teachers could use with
Harry Potter to avoid “offering a bland moral education that fails to address good and
evil” (p. 527). The first recommended area of discussion is “the temptation of evil or
vices within [one’s self]” (p. 527); Glanzer contended, “Too often critics of character

education want to talk about evil or injustice in the greater world without considering

their own character” (p. 527). The second area of discussion Glanzer recommended is
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“external social evils” (p. 527). He stated, “I do not want my sons or my students to
merely grapple with ideas of the good. | want them to learn to choose and fight for the
good and against the evil. I want them to learn to engage in moral battles” (p. 527). The
third discussion area is the larger “metaphysical battle” between good and evil. Glanzer
believes that although public schools cannot advocate specific moral traditions, they can
discuss what different religious and philosophical traditions have to say through literature
as students begin to form their own “burgeoning thoughts” (p. 528) in this arena. His
views are consistent with Noddings’ (1994) thoughts on the importance and direction of
instructional discussions.

Ryan and Bohlin (1999) discuss three possible foci for discussions around
literature (views, values and virtues) but argue for the virtues approach over the other
two:

What distinguishes virtues from views and values, then, is that virtues are

cultivated from within the individual and actually improve character and

intelligence. Views are simply intellectual positions, and values evoke neither a

moral commitment nor the promise of leading a good life. Additionally, unlike

views and values, virtue is not passive. Virtue is both the disposition to think, feel,
and act in morally excellent ways, and the exercise of this disposition.

Furthermore, it serves as both a means and an end of human happiness. (p. 45)

The program that Lemming (2000) evaluated extended the idea of discussion
beyond the classroom. Instructors sent letters home inviting parents to discuss with their
student the character-related concepts the student had been learning about in school.
Asking Questions

Asking questions is a key method used to promote and direct discussions. In

Lemming’s (2000) study, the program included reading a story to illustrate a character

concept followed by discussion questions that helped students understand and apply the
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concept. Discussion about character themes (engagement) made a significant contribution
to students’ ethical understanding and sensibility. Curricular emphasis also contributed to
ethical sensibility (Lemming, 2000).

Scharf (1978) recommended open-ended questions, with no particular right or
wrong answers, to encourage students to reach their own conclusions. Harding and
Snyder (1991) also argued that open-ended questions promote meaning making and
moral reasoning. They stated, “Only genuinely open-ended questions and the
encouragement of differing opinions will generate meaningful dialogue and permit a
focus on the moral reasoning supporting each decision” (Theory-Based Strategies for
Moral Education Using Novels and Film section, 1 9). One study reported, “Instead of
teaching the students, we are actually asking relevant questions (Adams, 2007, p. 30).
Kim’s (2001) study compared three story-telling strategies and found that asking more
open-ended discussion questions more effectively helped students increase their moral
knowledge and apply it to their own lives, as well as increasing students’ interest in the
literature.

Dana and Lynch-Brown (1991) described an approach in which students are
asked probing questions. The authors provided examples of questions that deal with
understanding the literature and the moral issues from the perspectives of the characters
or putting the student in the place of the character. Mason (1993) and Kazemek (1986)
also described approaches designed to help students view dilemmas from the perspective
of the characters.

Others propose questioning that extends beyond perspective taking. Among the

questions that Mills (1988) recommended in his study were ones that asked students to
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apply the dilemmas the characters face to past and present real situations. Kim (2001)
suggested that engaging students with moral stories and reflecting on their own life
experience related to moral values was helpful to students’ moral development. Glanzer
(2008) proposed asking more application questions, looking at the deeper questions of
life. He stated that instructors should not fear to bring up the question of the meaning of
life with students.

Smagorinsky (2000) declared that a reflective approach is of greater benefit than
didactic approaches. In this approach, he used stories as a basis for discussion of virtues
related to character education. He asked the students to define terms using the stories and
their own experiences. Through further reading, discussion, writing, and other group
activities, the students discovered what these concepts meant to them.

Dana and Lynch-Brown (1991) agreed with Kazemek (1986) when she warned
that using literature in a “crudely didactic fashion” (p. 269) may backfire, preventing the
students from developing a love for the works and a “sense of moral interdependence” (p.
269) and prompting them to view the instructor as a dictator, propagandist, or
indoctrinator. Dana and Lynch-Brown (1991) suggested that instructors can avoid
didacticism by using discussion to allow students to develop their own ideas and by
having students read literature for other purposes in addition to moral development.
Providing Opportunities to Write

In the program Lemming (2000) evaluated, the students typically wrote about the
character-related concept as part of the wrap-up of a study unit. Writing was also an
important part of Smagorinsky’s (2000) approach. Kirschenbaum (1995) explained that

writing about moral values can help students internalize and develop moral values.
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Nelson (2002), citing Hirsch, stated, “the interrelatedness of reading and writing to
higher-order cognitive mental activity is at the heart of effective student growth and
learning” (p. 2). Nelson (2002) summarized the role of writing, “The content of written
response to literature generally reflected the active role of the reader in the meaning-
making process and supported the idiosyncratic nature of the response” (p. vi). Kim
(2001) and Tappan and Brown (1998) also suggested that it is beneficial to have students

write, including writing their own stories.

Developing the Student-instructor Relationship

Another important consideration in character education that some theorists have
discussed and researchers have explored is the influence of the instructor and how he or
she relates with students. Harding and Snyder (1991), citing Kohlberg, recommended that
the instructor act as a moral advocate but still respect each student as an “autonomous
moral agent” (Theoretical Rationale section, | 7). They also pointed out that “[the
teacher] must understand, stimulate, and encourage, rather than directly teach, moral
values. Instead of attempting to model good values and discourage negative ones, the
teacher should be a supportive, questioning, moral stimulant” (Theoretical Rationale
section, 1 7). Similarly, Scharf (1978) stated that if the teacher has already determined the
“right” answer to questions she asks students, the students try to guess what the teacher
wants to hear rather than thinking for themselves. Cheek’s (1992) study found that
instructors played a similar role in encouraging students’ character growth:

An atmosphere which encouraged free exchange of ideas appeared to be the rule

in these classrooms; teachers encouraged students to speak up and students

seemed comfortable doing so. Students believed that their teachers encouraged

independent thinking and the development of a critical eye. Even in classrooms

where teachers verbalized personal opinions, student did not feel that their
teachers were preaching or moralizing. (p. 116)
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Adams (2007) described an elementary school program where the teachers
reported that holding higher expectations for students has helped the students participate
more intelligently in conversations about the books they read. Also, the instructor serves
as a model of good conversation about the literature. As a part of that modeling, the
researcher found that the teachers sharing their experiences had a positive influence on
students’ willingness to share their own thoughts.

The instructor can have a positive influence on character related outcomes as well
as enhancing learning activities. Lemming (2000) found that the interpersonal
relationship between the students and instructor, along with the curricular emphasis of
character, positively affected students’ ethnocentrism, which the author defined as related
to respect, measured by how much children felt like they would like to be friends with
children of various ethnic backgrounds. Lemming also reported that this interpersonal
relationship (in addition to the teacher’s characteristics, moral example, and use of moral
language) contributed to the positive changes in the students’ behavior.

Instructional Approaches and Recommendations from Theories of Distance Learning

| also drew upon theories of distance education to find good-practice
recommendations related to character building. However, none of the theories | explored
directly discussed character-related outcomes. Three principal theories of distance
learning were readily applicable to the BYU Independent Study context of the course |
studied: (a) Wedemeyer’s (1971, 1981) theory of independent study; (b) Holmberg’s
(1986, 1999, 2003) theory of “Guided Didactic Conversation” (Holmberg, 1986, p. 31) or
“teaching-learning conversation in distance education and the empathy approach”

(Holmberg, 1999, p. 59); and (c) Moore’s (1997) theory of “Transactional Distance”
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(p.22). Some of the key recommendations from these theories include (a) engaging in
conversation or dialogue, (b) developing the student-instructor relationship, (c)
encouraging learner autonomy, (d) engaging and supporting learners, and (e) making
courses accessible and flexible.
Engaging in Conversation or Dialogue
One of the key recommendations of Holmberg’s (1986, 1999, 2003) theory is
engaging in “teaching-learning conversation in distance education” (Holmberg, 1999, p.
59). Holmberg (1999) explained that a course is a communication process that should
have the character of a conversation. This conversation takes place both through direct
communications (such as comments on student’s assignments, mail, email, and telephone
contact) as well as through a “conversational style” (p. 59) in print and recorded
materials. Holmberg explained that the conversational style can help motivate and
“involve the student emotionally” as well as “engage them in...[an] exchange of views”
(p. 59). The latter assertion, Holmberg claimed, has been empirically tested. Similarly,
one of the elements of Moore’s (1997) theory of Transactional Distance includes the
element of “instructional dialogue” (p. 23). Moore described the nature of dialogue and
the characteristics of that distinguish it from other types of interactions:
Dialogue is developed by teachers and learners in the course of the interactions
that occur when one gives instruction and the others respond. The concepts of
dialogue and interaction are very similar, and indeed are sometimes used
synonymously. However, an important distinction can be made. The term
'dialogue’ is used to describe an interaction or series of interactions having
positive qualities that other interactions might not have. A dialogue is purposeful,
constructive and valued by each party. Each party in a dialogue is a respectful and
active listener; each is a contributor, and builds on the contributions of the other
party or parties. There can be negative or neutral interactions; the term 'dialogue’

is reserved for positive interactions, with value placed on the synergistic nature of
the relationship of the parties involved. The direction of the dialogue in an
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educational relationship is towards the improved understanding of the student.
(pp. 23-24)

Moore (1989) described three types of interactions or dialogues that contribute to
learning: (a) learner-content, (b) learner-instructor, and (c) learner-learner. Both
Holmberg (2003) and Moore (1997) hypothesized that the conversation or dialogue is
more important for less experienced learners and becomes less important for more

experienced, self-directed learners.

Developing the Student-instructor Relationship

Another aspect of distance education theory, related to the conversation or
dialogue, is the relationship between the student and the instructor and other students.
Holmberg’s (1986, 1999, 2003) theory focuses on maintaining a conversational
relationship between the teacher and learner, even through simulated conversation. He
said that it is important to “creat[e] feelings of rapport” (Holmberg, 1986, p. 36) between
the student and the instructor. Holmberg (2003) also explained, “Central to learning and
teaching in distance education are personal relations between the parties concerned ...
and empathy between students and those representing the supporting organization” (pp.
81-82). Holmberg (2003) hypothesized, “The stronger the conversational characteristics,
the stronger the students’ feelings of personal relationship to the supporting organization”
(p. 82). He also suggested that students become more involved when they feel that “the
supporting organization [i.e., the instructor] is interested in making the learning matter
personally relevant to them” (p. 82). The stronger the learner’s feelings of personal
relationship and personal involvement, Holmberg argued, “the stronger the motivation

and the more effective the learning” (p. 82). Moore’s (1997) theory focuses on the
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“psychological and communications spaces between any one learner and that person's

instructor” (p. 22) but does not address the relationship to the same degree as Holmberg.

Encouraging Learner Autonomy

Another important element is to allow the learner to adapt the instruction by
determining goals and activities (Holmberg, 1986; Moore, 1997; Wedemeyer, 1971,
1981), a phenomenon Moore calls “learner autonomy” (p. 31). Moore (1997) defined
leaner autonomy as “the extent to which in the teaching/learning relationship it is the
learner rather than the teacher who determines the goals, the learning experiences, and
the evaluation decisions of the learning programme” (p. 31). One of the purposes of
providing students with choices is so they can help make their learning more personally
relevant (Holmberg, 1986; Wedemeyer, 1971, 1981).

However, Moore (1997) also stated that not all adults are prepared to take control
of their own learning and that one of the instructors’ goals should be to help students to
work toward becoming autonomous learners. Wedemeyer (1971) also noted that one of
the principal goals of an independent study program should be “developing in all learners
the capacity to carry on self-directed learning” (p. 550).

Engaging and Supporting Learners

Holmberg (1986) stated that effective distance education “engag[es] the learner in
activities, discussions, and decisions, and generally cater[es] for helpful real and
simulated communication to and from the learner” (p. 36). He also stated that the course
should be “offered in a way felt to make the study relevant to the individual learner and
his/her needs” (p. 36). Holmberg, Moore, and Wedemeyer suggested a variety of ways in

which to engage and support learners.
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Encouraging Student Participation in Learning

Wedemeyer (1971, 1981) recommended providing for “greater student
responsibility” (Gunawardena & Mclsaac, 2004, p. 360). Holmberg (2003) suggested
“suitable frequency of assignment submissions” (p. 82) to keep students actively
engaged. Moore (1997) recommended providing for “practice, application, testing, and
evaluations” (p. 29). He also suggested that instructors provide opportunities “for student
creation of knowledge” (p. 29) and “stimulate analysis and criticism” (p. 29) or other
higher-order cognitive skills.
Offering Feedback

Holmberg (2003) argued that “Short turnaround times for assignments and other
communications between students and the supporting organization” (p. 82) has a positive
influence on student learning. Moore (1997) also pointed out that feedback is an
important way to enhance learners’ motivation.
Providing Instructional Guidance

Holmberg (1986) suggested that, while respecting students’ integrity, instructors
should provide opportunities for students to receive support and advice. Moore (1997)
also noted that an important variable to consider is providing “advice and counsel” (p.
29) about the use of instructional materials and resources.
Facilitating Access and Flexibility

Another important aspect of distance learning courses, according to Holmberg
(1986), is “facilitating access to course content” (Holmberg, 1986, p. 36). Wedemeyer
(1971, 1981) also explained that independent study courses should provide a variety of

opportunities to begin and complete instruction at the learner’s convenience.
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Character Education in a Distance Education Context

Although there is a limited body of literature covering the nexus where character
education and distance education meet, even when including moral or ethics instruction,
there is some overlap with the character and distance education literatures. First, | explore
the advantages and disadvantages of distance education as a venue for teaching character.
Next, | provide the instructional approaches and considerations that emerged as themes in
the studies I reviewed.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Distance Education

Schonfeld (2005) found that the asynchronous aspects of the course he studied
provided flexibility that allowed students to participate in clinicals and other professional
training where student participation was not previously possible. He also found that the
relative anonymity of the Web helped some students participate more in the course
discussions. Schonfeld found some disadvantages, such as the fact that the flexibility of
the course tended to encourage students to procrastinate. In response, he created firmer
deadlines to help students manage their time better.

Anello (1997) explained that one of the limitations of correspondence courses is
limited interaction. Taplin (2002) also expressed concern that limited direct contact with
faculty, other students, and university personnel poses an obstacle to students’ achieving
the goals of values education. Chachra (2005), responding to Smith’s (2005) article,
expressed the opinion that the Internet can be used to deliver some background
information for case studies, but is not well suited to dynamic discussions of cases.

Huff and Frey (2005) warned, “It is less clear that online education, without

social influence of direct contact with other students and professionals, can encourage
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students to adopt ethical standards into their professional self-concept or encourage the
formation of ethical communities” (p.405). Thus, they encouraged instructors to
“exercise moral imagination” (p. 404) in planning instruction.
Instructional Approaches and Recommendations

A few authors have shared views on how to conduct moral or ethical instruction at
a distance. Some of the key recommendations from these studies follow.
Providing Opportunities to Read, Write, and Reflect

In a study Silverdale and Katz (2003) conducted, students read a story about a
dying student nurse and her experience with the nurses caring for her; students took notes
as they read reflecting on how they would care for a dying patient. Other studies that used
reading were mostly direct instruction of ethical principles (Crustinger & Tas, 2005,
Schonfeld, 2005). In Crustinger and Tas’s (2005) study, the students completed e-
modules that encouraged student reflection on the ethical topics they read about. Students
also wrote a weekly report on ethics in their internship experiences in an e-journal. The
students in Schonfeld’s (2005) study took quizzes on their reading and completed a
writing assignment.
Using Case Studies

One of the most common approaches involved using case studies (Crustinger &
Tas, 2005; Gartland 2003; Huff & Frey, 2005; Smith, 2005; Keefer, 2005). Smith (2005)
argued that case studies are “vital” as a method in teaching ethics, especially in online
teaching. He reasoned, “Although students will not have a live person with whom to
interact, they should be able to relate to real case-study situations resembling those they

may encounter in practice after graduation” (p. 454). He also argued that case studies can
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help students better understand the complexities of real-life ethical issues. Crustinger and
Tas (2005) described an instance in which student created their own case studies based on
situations they encountered in their internship experiences, thus making the instruction
more personally relevant. Keefer (2005) reported on a case-based online course on ethics
in science and engineering, recommending that instruction be anchored in authentic
problems and relevant cases that require realistic performance or demonstration of
knowledge from the students and that challenge them “to assess, revise and reflect on
their own thinking and provide them with multiple opportunities to have their thinking
challenged by other students, ethicists, professionals, or other outside resources” (p. 424).
Engaging Students in Discussion

Huff and Frey (2005) advocated for discussion of case studies as a basis of ethical
instruction online. Crustinger and Tas (2005) reported success with students who
presented their own cases and engaged in “lively discussion” (p. 69) with faculty to
identify and resolve the ethical issues. In Schonfeld’s (2005) study, students posted
questions or situations on the course’s asynchronous discussion board. Students also
participated in a regular virtual chat and met virtually once a month with their clinical
faculty to discuss the applications of the theoretical topics they studied in the course to
their clinical practice.

Gartland (2003) studied moral reasoning in pre-service teachers. Participants were
assigned to read ethical dilemmas (or case studies) and discuss them in either online
discussions or in face-to-face settings. Using Rest’s Determining Issues Test to assess the
students’ change in moral reasoning, the study showed no difference between the two

groups, However, the results indicated that both groups made what researchers felt were
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significant improvements to their level of moral reasoning, with those who initially
scored the lowest on average improving the most.

Anello (1997) extended the idea of discussion and interaction with others beyond
the course by encouraging students to serve or teach someone in their own family or
community, thus enhancing the social aspect of their learning experience.

Developing the Student-instructor Relationship

Hambrecht (2004) argued that teachers in distance education courses should
maintain a moral relationship with students as they would in a face-to-face course
through the pedagogy they employed, the instructional materials they developed, and the
evaluation methods they used. She shared two core characteristics, respectfulness and
fairness, which she feels are key to establishing a moral relationship with students. Rice
(2002) also viewed the instructor’s relationship with the student as important:

While technology may be a valuable tool for specific tasks, such as enabling

students to send papers to the professor electronically, it is the professor ‘knowing

the students as well as the subject’ that is essential to the college experience. (p.

258)

Schonfeld (2005) explained that students knowing that the instructor cares about their
learning helps them stay motivated and on task. However, he argued that building this
type of student-instructor relationship at a distance is a challenge.

Engaging in Experiential Learning

Stiles, Jameson, and Lord (1993) reported on a study of a course in business
ethics in which instruction took place in a blended learning environment that used Kolb’s
model of experiential learning. They describe Kolb’s model as “concrete experience;

observation of, and reflection on, that experience; analysis of key learning points arising

from it; and the consequent planning and trying out of new behaviour” (p. 254).
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Employing Principles of Good Practice

Loui (2005) recommended using Chickering and Ehrmann’s (1996) seven
principles of good practice in undergraduate education as a guide to teaching ethics at a
distance. These principles are (a) encourage contact between student and instructor
because it can strengthen student motivation; (b) develop reciprocity and cooperation
among students because collaboration increases involvement in learning; (c) use active
learning techniques because students learn best when they make connections for
themselves and apply what they learn; (d) give prompt feedback because students benefit
from a knowledge of what they know and how well they are doing; (e) emphasize time on
task because students learn when they focus; (f) communicate high expectations because
students rise to higher expectations; (g) respect diverse talents and variety of learning
styles, because students have various talents and styles of learning. He further encourages
instructors to use technologies creatively, not only to duplicate face-to-face pedagogy.
Additionally, they should assess the effectiveness of their practice. Finally, he mentions
that although educational technologies facilitate the transfer of knowledge, instructors
need to avoid the temptation to use these tools for merely sharing information.

Summary of Themes Explored

Overall, my study of character education through literature in a distance learning
course involves the convergence of three questions: What is character? Can character be
taught through literature? and, Can character be taught through distance education? This

summary of my literature review seeks to integrate the answers | found.
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Frameworks For Understanding the Concept of Character

There were several frameworks (definitions, models, and views of essential
components) of what constitutes character. First, | explored Rest’s (1986) and Bebeau,
Rest, and Narvaez’s (1999) concept of moral character, which is part of their four-
component model of moral development that also includes moral sensitivity, moral
judgment, and moral motivation. Next, | describe definitions of character that describe
the cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects of character, such as Ryan and Bohlin’s
(1999) “knowing the good, loving the good, and doing the good” (p. 5) and Lickona’s
(1999) habits of the mind, the heart, and behavior. I also described Berkowitz’s (2002)
“moral anatomy” (p. 48), which expands on the tripartite views of Ryan and Bohlin and
Lickona. There are also several definitions of character that focus on virtues (Lickona,
2003) and character strengths (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). BYU’s (n.d.) institutional
definition of “divine nature” and “strong moral character,” (Character Building section,
2) also included a variety of character traits or virtues. Finally, Davidson et al. (2008) and
Lickona and Davidson (2005) distinguished between two types of character, which they
viewed as complimentary, moral character and performance character, but also included
related virtues as part of their definition. Each of the definitions I read became part of the
definition of character used here. Later, views expressed by participants in my study
further added to this concept.

Literary Works Used in Character Education

The second theme described here includes recommendations for helping students

develop character—especially when teaching from a distance. Several studies in the

character education literature discussed the importance of literary works or narrative (for
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example, Bennett, 1993; Cain, 2005; Carr 2005; Chanan, 1974; Cheek, 1992; Feder,
1978; Lemming, 2000; Lickona, 1991; Maclintyre, 2007; Nelson, 2002; Pike, 2006; Ryan
& Bohlin, 2003; Scharf, 1978; Smagorinsky, 2000; Tappan & Brown, 1989; Vitz, 1990;
Wynne & Ryan, 1993), including elements such as the characters (Egan, 1978; Kazemek,
1986; Mills, 1988; Wynne & Ryan, 1993) and moral themes (Cheek, 1992; Harding &
Snyder, 1991; Yeazell & Cole, 1986) in the stories. Only one study related to character in
a distance education context really made use of narrative (Silverdale & Katz, 2003),
whereas two other studies used reading as a form of direct instruction of ethical concepts
(Crustinger & Tas, 2005; Schonfeld, 2005).

Instructional Practices Related to Character Outcomes in a Distance Education Context

Another theme encompassed strategies for teachers. Theories of distance
education discuss the importance of engaging and supporting learners in student
participation and in taking responsibility for their own learning (Holmberg, 2003; Moore,
1997; Wedemeyer, 1971, 1981). Recommendations included frequent assignment
submissions (Holmberg, 2003), providing for adequate practice and testing, and
encouraging student involvement in higher-order thinking skills (Moore, 1997).

Another means of engaging students, common across all the literature reviewed,
was conversation or discussion. Discussion was an important approach in the literature of
character education (for example, Glanzer, 2008; Lemming, 2000; Noddings, 1994; Ryan
& Bohlin, 1999; Smagorinsky, 2000) and in many of the studies that examined character
education at a distance (for example, Crustinger & Tas, 2005; Huff & Frey, 2005; and
Schonfeld, 2005). The theme of dialogue (Moore, 1997) or conversation (Holmberg,

1986, 1999, 2003) was also important in the distance education literature.
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Although many authors cited the importance of discussion and conversation in
instruction, only within the character education literature did the theme of using questions
explicitly emerge as an important way of generating and maintaining conversation
(Adams, 2007; Dana and Lynch-Brown, 1991; Harding & Snyder, 1991; Kazemek, 1986;
Kim, 2001; Lemming, 2000; Mason, 1993; Scharf, 1978).

Writing was another theme related to engaging students; this recommendation
emerged in some of the character education literature (Kim, 2001; Kirschenbaum, 1995;
Lemming, 2000; Nelson, 2002; Smagorinsky, 2000; Tappan & Brown, 1998). However,
only one study of character education in a distance context (Crustinger & Tas, 2005)
discussed student writing as a significant part of the learning activities.

The most common theme in the literature on character education at a distance is
the use of case studies (Crustinger & Tas, 2005; Gartland 2003; Huff & Frey, 2005;
Smith, 2005; Keefer, 2005). Other approaches this literature advocated were experiential
learning (Stiles, Jameson, & Lord, 1993) and using Chickering and Ehrmann’s (1996)
seven principles of good practice in undergraduate education (Loui, 2005).

Some writers in both character and distance education advocated for making the
learning relevant or applicable to the life of the learner (for example, Glanzer, 2008;
Holmberg, 2003; Noddings, 1994; Smagorinsky, 2000; Wedemeyer, 1971, 1981),
although there was limited discussion on how to make learning relevant. Crustinger and
Tas (2005), however, reported on a case that included the integration of students’
internship experience into an ethics course.

Several additional themes emerged from the distance education literature. First

was the importance of timely feedback, an emphasis important to undergraduate
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education as a whole (Holmberg, 2003; Moore, 1997; Loui, 2005; Chickering &
Ehrmann, 1996). Another theme concerned providing guidance to the students for
activities and using instructional materials and resources (Holmberg, 1986; Moore,
1997), which Holmberg (1986) suggested the instructor should offer respectfully. Related
to this is the theme of learner autonomy, or involving students in choices about their
learning and supporting them in becoming more self-directed learners (Holmberg, 1986;
Moore, 1997; Wedemeyer, 1971, 1981). Another theme unique to the distance education
literature is the importance of increasing students’ access and making courses flexible to
meet their needs (Holmberg, 1986; Wedemeyer, 1971, 1981).

A final theme, which authors from each of the three sets of literature found
important, was the student-instructor relationship (for example, Hambrecht, 2004;
Holmberg, 1997; Lemming, 2000; Rice, 2002; Schonfeld, 2005). Some authors,
recognizing the importance of the student-instructor relationship, went so far as to
suggest that the lack of direct contact with the instructor in distance education limits
character development, improvement in moral reasoning, or integration of values and

ethics (Huff and Frey, 2005; Taplin, 2002).
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

To better understand how students experienced character development within the
context of a distance education literature course, | took an approach which combined
hermeneutic phenomenology or human sciences (van Manen, 1990, 2002) with aspects of
hermeneutic inquiry (Koch, 1995, 1996), which is based upon the writings of
philosophers such as Heidegger (1962), Merleau-Ponty (1962), Gadamer (2004),
Ricoeur, (1981), and Sokolowski (2000). I also drew upon the work of qualitative
researchers (Patton, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Spradley, 1980; Williams, n.d.) to help
clarify the methodological choices made for this study.

According to some researchers, quantitative measures can oversimplify the
complex and integrated nature of character (Kuh, 1998; Strange, 2004). In this regard,
Merleau-Ponty (1962) emphasized the importance of experience:

| am not the outcome or the meeting-point of numerous causal agencies which

determine my bodily or psychological make-up. I cannot conceive myself as

nothing but a bit of the world, a mere object of biological, psychological or
sociological investigation. | cannot shut myself up within the realm of science. All

my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from a

particular point of view, or from some experience of the world without which the

symbols of science would be meaningless. The whole universe of science is built
upon the world as directly experienced, and if we want to subject science itself to
rigorous scrutiny and arrive at a precise assessment of meaning and scope, we

must begin by reawakening the basic experience of the world of which science is

the second-order expression. (p. viii)

Thus a study of lived experience can add to the limited discussion of character education
in a distance education context in a unique way. As van Manen (1990) explained,
phenomenological research helps achieve “tactful thoughtfulness: situational

perceptiveness, discernment, and depthful understanding” (p. 156). Phenomenology

provides a reasonable alternative to the extremes of both positivism and relativism in that
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it accepts that individuals have their own perceptions of reality but that there is also
knowable truth (Sokolowski, 2000).

The hermeneutic phenomenological approach consists of the following activities,
which van Manen (1990) states are not a series of steps but rather a “dynamic interplay
among six research activities” (p. 30):

1) turning to the nature of lived experience;

2) investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it;

3) reflecting on ... themes which characterize the phenomenon;

4) describing the phenomenon though the art of writing and rewriting;

5) maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon;

6) balancing the research context by considering the parts and whole. (p. 30-31)
In the following sections, | discuss these research activities as they pertain to the present
study. Although these activities are not linear, a linear presentation provides a more
coherent overview of the research activities and help explicate the rigorous nature of the
study (Diekelmann, 2001; van Manen 1990; Williams, n.d.). I also discuss the similarities
and differences between the hermeneutic phenomenological approach and other
qualitative approaches.

Turning to the Nature of Lived Experience

Discussing the phenomenological research activity of turning to the nature of
lived experience, van Manen (1990) stated,

Phenomenological research does not start or proceed in a disembodied fashion. It

is always a project of someone: a real person, who, in the context of particular

individual, social, and historical life circumstances, sets out to make sense of a

certain aspect of human existence. (p. 31)

After discussing the selection of the specific phenomenon and participants in the study, I

explain how three other considerations van Manen (1990) recommended apply to the

present study (or do not apply): (a) “orienting to the phenomenon” (p. 39), (b)
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“explicating assumptions and pre-understandings” (p. 46), and (c) “bracket[ing]” (p. 47)
researcher assumptions and pre-understandings.
Selecting the Phenomenon and Its Context

Howell, Allred, Laws, & Jordan (2004) studied BYU’s Independent Study
Program using student course evaluations and a portfolio assignment from a capstone
course to discover if the Independent Study program was helping accomplish the aims of
a BYU education. The BYU Aims (BYU, n.d.) declared that a BYU education should be
intellectually enlarging, spiritually strengthening, character building, and promote life-
long learning and service. Howell et al. found that the vast majority of courses scored
above neutral on measures related to these aims on the student evaluations. Thus the
authors concluded that BYU’s Independent Study program contributed significantly
toward the achievement of the BYU aims.

Although Howell et al. (2004) described success at the program level at BYU, as
Lemming (2000) declared, “simply to know that a programme ‘works’ without
understanding why is of little practical value” (pp. 424-425). Howell et al. only briefly
described the type of character development students felt that they achieved through
BYU’s Independent Study program, and they did not discuss what elements of the
experience contributed this character development. Thus, | selected BYU’s Independent
Study program as the context for this study, since others have reported success with
character development in this distance education program. However, one study could not
explore the depth and breadth of the entire program. As van Manen (1990) explained, the

best place for a study in the human sciences to start is with an individual case:
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Pedagogical theory has to be theory of the unique, of the particular case. Theory

of the unique starts with and from the single case, searches for the universalities,

and returns to the single case. (p.150)

Also because “Every part of the BYU experience should therefore strengthen character”
(BYU, n.d., Character Building section, { 5), exploring one course should yield some
valuable results. Therefore, | chose one specific course to uncover more depth behind
Howell et al.’s findings and to discover whether my study would substantiate their
claims.

To find a course with a sufficient number of potential participants who felt that
they experienced “character building,” or character development, | used “intensity
sampling” (Patton, 2000, p. 234). In intensity sampling, the researcher selects a case (or
cases) that “manifest the phenomenon of interest intensely” (p. 234). In the selection
process, | included courses with a minimum of 100 responses (to provide a sufficiently
large pool of potential participants) on the course evaluation from November 16, 2001 to
August 7, 2006. Although any of the top-rated courses might have sufficed for the study,
I narrowed the potential pool to those courses that rated above six on a seven-point scale
for character building. From these courses, | selected the course on Christian Fantasy
Literature because it was the highest rated course that was not specifically a religion,
ethics, or self-improvement course. Also, because there is a limited amount of research
on the use of literature as a method of character education (Solomon et al., 2001), this
course provided an opportunity to contribute to the character education literature in

another way.
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Selecting the Participants

I chose to interview the instructor because he has the most in-depth perspective on
goals of the course and how he teaches the course. Additionally, he has taught the course
over 25 years. Thus he provided insights about student experiences beyond those of the
students | interviewed for the study.

Of most interest are the students’ lived experiences. To select student participants,
I also used “intensity sampling” (Patton, 2000, p. 234). | first asked the instructor for
students that he knew who reported character development. At the time, the instructor
could not make specific recommendations, so | obtained a list of students who had
completed the course and began to randomly select participants. However, much of the
contact information | had for former students was no longer current. So after three
attempts at random selection, | located only a small number of potential participants. |
then attempted to email or call the remaining students on the list. Although the contact
information for many of the remaining students was outdated, 14 individuals agreed to
participate. All participants responded that they had experienced some character
development in the course, though to varying degrees, and thus fit the intensity sampling
procedure.

I interviewed a sufficient number of participants in order to obtain a “maximum
variation” (Patton, 2002, p. 234) sample. Willing participants naturally formed a diverse
sample. The participants fall into the following categories: Five English majors and nine
non-English majors; ten degree-seeking students and four non-degree seeking students;
twelve off-campus students and two on-campus (for at least portions of their course

experience); three male students and eleven female students; ten belonging to the
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school’s sponsoring religious organization (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints) and four belonging to other religious denominations or have no specific religious
affiliation. In addition, participants completed the course at a various times, from just a
few months before the interviews began to eight years previous (most of the participants
completed the course within two to five years prior to the first round of interviews).
Patton (2002) explained that in any study there are trade offs between depth and
breadth. I interviewed 14 student participants, in addition to the course instructor, to
allow for a sufficient level of depth and breadth. With 14 former students, I could
conduct interviews, ask follow-up questions, and include the participants in reviews of
the data analysis (see the “interpretation through conversation” section below). In chapter
four, 1 provide narratives of the students’ experiences. Rather than share the complete
narrative of all the students, I chose to share a more complete narrative of the instructor
and four selected participants, who reasonably represent the diversity of the student
participants. Table 1 shows the diversity of the highlighted student participants.
Table 1

Diversity of Highlighted Participants

English Degree Off campus Gender LDS
Participant major seeking
Bob No No Yes Male Yes
Joy No Yes Yes Female No
Leia Yes No Yes Female Yes
Pam Yes Yes Yes Female Yes

www.manaraa.com



42

| also share selected stories from each of the other participants to provide a fuller picture
of the types of experiences that students had in the course.
Orienting to the Phenomenon

Hermeneutic phenomenological studies should begin from personal experience
(van Manen, 1990). | have not taken the course that serves as the context for this study;
nevertheless, | have previously read all the major works studied in the course (Screwtape
Letters by C.S. Lewis and the Lord of the Rings trilogy by J.R.R. Tolkien). | further
“turned to” the participants’ experiences (trying to understand the experience from the
participants’ perspective) by reviewing the course material and the works they studied in
the course.

Previously, I conducted an unpublished pilot study (M. C. Johnson, 2006) that
explored the experiences of one student who took the course. However, that study
focused on learning in general and not specifically on character development. Later, |
discuss pre-understandings and assumptions that came from that study. That study served
as a starting point, but I did not use data from that study in the present study.

Explicating of Assumptions and Pre-understandings

In any credible qualitative study, the researcher should explicitly state his or her
biases (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002; Williams, n.d.). In hermeneutic
phenomenology, the analogous activity is explicating assumptions and pre-
understandings (van Manen, 1990). Typically, one of the principal reasons for
researchers to state their biases is to let readers know what the researchers’ beliefs are so
they can take them into consideration as they read the study. Researchers also can state

their biases so they can be self-aware and consciously attempt to temper the influence of
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biases on their work; although, as researchers and humans, we are never able to
completely suspend our assumptions (Patton, 2002; Yanchar & Williams, 2007).
Reflecting on these assumptions and bringing them to the forefront can help researchers
temper and at least document their influence.

The literature review in Chapter 2 serves as an explication of my pre-
understandings of the state of the discussion in the areas of character education, distance
education, and the intersection of these two domains. Although I may not agree on all
points, an awareness of the ideas shows some potential influences on my reflections of
the participants’ lived experiences.

In addition to the pre-understandings described in the literature review, my
beliefs, personal and professional experiences, and my training as a teacher and
instructional designer, among other possible influences, affect the way I view the
phenomenon under study. I include some of the most relevant pre-understandings and
assumptions below (and in the spirit of full-disclosure, I have provided a more complete
account in Appendix A):

* | am a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and ascribe
to its doctrines and beliefs.

* | believe that men and women are moral agents who were created to “act and
not to be acted upon” (The Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi 2:13-14; Bednar, 2006).

* | believe that because people are moral agents, they can choose to learn or not
to learn. Educators can try to manipulate or coerce them, but learning that is
done for more intrinsic and less self-serving reasons is deeper, more
meaningful, and longer lasting (Doctrine & Covenants 121:34-44).

* | believe that student intentions (such as why the student is learning and how
he or she approaches that learning) are critical to learning. People also come
into any learning situation with varying needs and differing levels of
readiness.
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| believe that most theories and models of how people learn, from behaviorist,
cognitive, and constructivist perspectives, contain some elements of the truth.
However, many of these theories and models ignore or minimize the
importance of what it truly means to be human, especially in relation to our
moral agency.

| believe that instructional designers and teachers do not cause learning. “We
never educate directly, but indirectly by means of the environment. Whether
we permit chance environments to do the work, or whether we design
environments for the purpose makes a great difference” (Dewey, 1916, p. 19).
The type of environment that Dewey speaks of is more than just a physical
environment. It includes social, emotional, motivational, and other elements.

| believe that learning is a social activity. As implied in the idea of the zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978), people learn when they face
situations beyond their capabilities but that they can handle with some help
from a more capable other.

| believe that good teaching or instructional design does not merely dispense
knowledge or cover material. Rather, it should encourage and enhance
learning and growth. Good teaching or instruction motivates and inspires
people to strive for more, to become the best they can be.

| believe that teachers and instructional designers should seek to help students
become self-directed and able to go forth and teach others. As Lewis (1991)
stated, “We teach them in order that they may soon not need our teaching....
We must aim at making ourselves superfluous. The hour when we can say
“They need me no longer’ should be our reward” (p. 50).

| believe that more research efforts should be directed at understanding good
practice and understanding instructional innovation in the context of real
practice (R. T. Osguthorpe, 2006).

| believe that learning, teaching, and instruction are not essentially different
whether they occur in a classroom or at a distance (M. D. Merrill, personal
communication).

| believe that Berkowitz (2002), Davidson et al. (2008), Lickona (1999),
Lickona & Davison (2005), and Peterson and Seligman (2004) propose
reasonable definitions of character.

| believe that there are some universal moral laws, imperatives, or norms
(Lewis, 1965). Most, if not all, of the world religions and many other
philosophies have some form of the golden (or silver) rule that either states to
do unto others as you have them do to you or at least to not do to others what
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you would not have done to you (Lickona, 2003; Inouye, personal
communication).

* | believe that without moral agency, there can be no real character or moral
development (Straughan, 1988).

* As with other types of learning, | believe that a person needs to desire to
change or improve to develop their character (in fact, a principle that the
character education literature seems to ignore is repentance). Thus, what
character development can or will take place is likely to vary from individual
to individual.

* | believe that more integrated approaches to character education (Berkowitz,
2002; Berkowitz & Fekula, 1999) could be most beneficial. In other words,
moral and character issues should be addressed as part of every subject.
Teachers and students should address the moral implications of what they are
teaching and learning. High standards of character and moral conduct should
be expected and encouraged at all times.

* | believe that moral educators should see the students that they teaching as
moral agents and help them see the need to use their agency wisely.

* As Gandhi was credited with saying, “We must become the change we wish to
see” (Holden Leadership Center, 2009). | believe that this is especially true in
character education.

* My findings in a pilot study (M. C. Johnson, 2006), although not entirely
focus on the course Independent Study English 395R—Christian Fantasy
Literature nor on character development, influenced what | expected | might
find in this study. In that study, the participant found these aspects of the
course helpful to her learning experience: (a) the interesting topic, (b) the
opportunity to study more in-depth (covering a couple of principal works in
depth rather than briefly covering 10-15), (c) the less constraining schedule of
an independent study course, (d) the types and quality of the course
assignments and assessments, (e) the flexibility in many of the essay and short
answer questions, (f) the willingness of the instructor to not just look for the
one “right” answer, (g) the nature and quality of the instructor’s feedback, and
(h) the instructor’s enthusiasm and encouragement.

Bracketing Assumptions and Pre-understandings
Heidegger (1962) stated that phenomenology means “to let that which shows
itself be seen from itself in the very way in which it shows itself from itself” (p. 58; also

quoted in van Manen, 1990, p. 33). To enter the hermeneutic phenomenological reflective

www.manaraa.com



46

attitude and to have the lived meaning emerge from the descriptions of lived experience,
van Manen suggested that researchers temporarily suspend or “bracket” their
preconceptions or pre-understandings and assumptions so that the lived experiences can
speak for themselves without interference (also see Sokolowski, 2002).
However, Guignon (2006) explained Heidegger’s reasons for not bracketing
assumptions and pre-understandings:
In Heidegger’s view, there is no pure, external vantage point to which we can
retreat in order to get a disinterested, presuppositionless angle on things. So
fundamental ontology begins with a description of the “phenomena” where this
means what “shows itself,” what “becomes manifest” or “shows forth” for us, in
relation to our purposes as they are shaped by our forms of life. But this need to
start from an insider’s perspective is not a restriction in any sense. On the
contrary, as Taylor shows, it is because we are “always already” in on a way of
life, engaged in everyday dealings with things in a familiar life-world, that we
have some “pre-understanding” of what things are about. It is our being as
participants in a shared practical world that first gives us a window unto ourselves
and reality. (p. 6)
Koch (1995), discussing these same issues, explained, “All claims to understanding are,
for Heidegger, made from a given set of fore-structures which cannot be eliminated, but
only corrected and modified. Hence the famous “hermeneutic circle’” (p. 832). | chose
not to attempt to bracket or ignore my pre-understandings and assumptions. Rather, by
explicitly stating and documenting them up front, | was more aware of them so | could
remain open to participant descriptions (Fleming, Gaidys, & Robb, 2003) and seek to
understand the participants’ perspectives (Williams, n.d.). In so doing, my pre-

understandings and assumptions could thus be “corrected and modified” (Koch, 1995, p.

832).
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Investigating Experience as We Live It

The second principal research activity is investigating experience as we live it
(van Manen, 1990). This stage primarily consists of data collection, focusing on
gathering pre-reflective lived experiences.

Consistent with other qualitative paradigms (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton,
2002; Williams, n.d.), phenomenology seeks multiple perspectives to enrich
understanding (Sokolowski, 2000; van Manen, 1990, 2002). The sources of data or lived
experience that van Manen (1990) described and that I chose for this study are
“Interviewing (the personal life story)” (p. 66) and the use of “Diaries, Journals and Logs
as Sources of Lived Experiences” (p. 73), within which are included the course materials
and teacher-graded assignments.

Interviewing

| conducted in-depth, structured, conversational interviews with the instructor and
with the selected willing students, although some side discussion occurred as part of
building relationships with the participants (van Manen, 1990). For a protocol of both
instructor and student interviews, see Appendix B. In some cases, | was able to conduct
interviews face-to-face (four total, including the instructor). However, due to the distance
from the participants, | conducted the majority of interviews by phone or Skype (a voice
over IP service).

| recorded the interviews with the permission of the participants. | took field notes
during the interviews and after each interview. In my field notes, | included both
descriptive notes (describing the actions of those involved in the interviews, descriptions

of the setting, etc.) and reflective notes (including some initial analysis, reminders of
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which experiences and statements seem important, and thoughts on my own feelings and
dispositions) (Williams, n.d.). I immersed myself in the participants’ experiences by
listening to the interviews and reviewing the field notes often. | also transcribed (or had
transcribed) the interview recordings to help facilitate the analysis.
The Instructor

| conducted one face-to-face interview with the course instructor and asked
follow-up questions through email. The purposes of these interviews were twofold. First,
to discover the instructor’s views of character development and his perspective on how
he has tried to help students develop their character. In other words, I tried to learn about
his experiences related to creating the course. Second, | sought his perspective on his
experiences teaching the course, especially on how students viewed their own character
development based on his interactions with students through correspondence and
assignment submissions.
The Students

| conducted interviews with 14 students who had previously completed the
course. In the interviews, | asked them to share their experiences related to the course and
what they learned in the course. From these experiences, | tried to understand their views
on character development and how the course contributed to their own character
development. Additionally, I attempted to build a relationship with the participants that
would allow me to later explore the meaning of their experiences with them (van Manen,

1990).
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Collecting and Reviewing Course Materials and Other Related Documents

Van Manen (1990) spoke of using diaries, journals, and logs as sources of lived
experiences. | had access to and reviewed the course materials, as well as the literary
works the students read for the course. As the instructor and students described their
experiences with creating or taking the course, | reviewed the course materials to see if
there is evidence or negative cases of what students and the instructor and said about the
course.

As a confirmatory source (for purposes of triangulation and negative case
analysis), | also reviewed instructor-graded assignments. These were significant in that |
was able to view the students’ original responses to questions the instructor posed
regarding the literature. Also, I could view the feedback students received from the
instructor. Four of the participants provided physical copies of the graded assignments,
including instructor feedback. Five participants provided the ungraded electronic files of
submitted assignments. Additionally, one of these participants shared quotes of the
instructor feedback in a follow-up interview.

Conducting Hermeneutic Phenomenological Reflection

The third research activity van Manen (1990) described is hermeneutic
phenomenological reflection, which is a human sciences term similar to data analysis. In
this activity, the researcher attempts to discover the lived meaning that emerges from the
participants’ lived experiences. The keys to conducting hermeneutic phenomenological
reflection (van Manen, 1990) that are applicable to this study include, (a) “Conducting
Thematic Analysis” (p. 78), (b) “Composing Linguistic Transformations” (p. 95), (c)

“Interpret[ing] through Conversation” (p. 97), and (d) analyzing collaboratively.
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Additionally, I conducted several rounds of taxonomic analysis (Spradley, 1980).
| also compared the resulting themes from the participants’ perspectives with themes
from the character education and distance education literature.

Carrying out Thematic Analysis

According to van Manen (1990, 2002) theme is “the experience of focus, of
meaning, of point” (p. 87). It is a way to capture the lived experience of the phenomenon
under study. However, van Manen (1990) pointed out that a theme is only an
approximation at best; it does not fully capture the meaning of the experience, but it
moves us closer to understanding it.

To isolate thematic statements, | used a combination of the approaches Van
Manen (1990, 2002) described:

1. “Wholistic ... approach” (van Manen, 1990, p. 92). The researcher looks
at the text of the lived experience as a whole. The researcher asks, “What
sententious phrase may capture the fundamental meaning or main
significance of the text as a whole?” (van Manen, 1990, p. 93). However,
since there is likely to be more than one theme or many interpretations of
the experience, this approach alone is the most subject to “err or seeing
meaning that is idiosyncratic” (p. 94).

2. “Selective or highlighting approach” (van Manen, 1990, p. 93). The
researcher looks for statements that “stand out” or that seem to elucidate
the meaning of the experience under study. The researcher asks, “What
statement(s) or phrase(s) seem particularly essential or revealing about the
phenomenon or experience being described?” (p. 93).

3. “Detailed or line by line approach” (van Manen, 1990, p. 93). The
researcher more methodically looks at each sentence or small cluster of
related sentences to seek the meaning or theme that each holds. In this
case, the researcher asks, “What does this sentence or sentence cluster
reveal about the phenomenon or experience being described?” (p. 93).

| used all of these approaches to some degree as | conducted the thematic analysis

of the interviews and collected other forms of data to strike a balance among the parts and
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the whole (in addition to the taxonomic or hierarchical analysis | describe later). | gave
precedence to the most salient statements (selective approach) to locate themes related to
the research questions, but only after first conducting a detailed exploration of the text
(interview transcripts) to allow the more meaningful statements to show themselves.

The process of isolating thematic statements is similar in nature to coding, which
is part of many other qualitative approaches. However, it is unique in that it is more
descriptive and does not rely upon single terms or codes that other approaches often use.
Rather, as | discussed, themes form more complete attempts at drawing out the meaning
of lived experience.

Composing Linguistic Transformations

Van Manen (1990) explained that as themes emerge and the researcher
understands them, he or she captures these in what are called phenomenologically
sensitive paragraphs. The notes | created from this process formed part of the field notes,
and | used them to create drafts for use in interpreting through conversation and
collaborative analysis. As | previously mentioned, after interviews with participants,
reviewing other sources of data, and during and after reflective analysis of the data, |
wrote these linguistic transformations.

Interpreting Themes through Conversation

In addition to gathering lived experiences, interviews in hermeneutic
phenomenology also allow for the researcher to develop a conversational relationship
with the participants in which they can discuss the meaning of the participants’ lived
experience (van Manen, 1990). To arrive at a common understanding of the meaning of

lived experience, participants and the researcher enter conversation, through a process of
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questioning and answering, and thus create a common language that allows for
understanding (Gadamer, 2004). Thus to an extent, the participants became co-
researchers or co-investigators (van Manen, 1990).

In interviews, participants discussed the meaning of their experiences with me. As
Kvale and Brinkmann (2008) stated, an interview is “an inter-view” in that “knowledge is
created in the inter-action between two people.... The knowledge produced in a research
interview is constituted by the interaction itself, in the specific situation created between
an interviewer and an interviewee” (p. 32). Mishler (1986) also shared, “through
reformulations of questions and responses, [interviewers and respondents] strive to arrive
together at meanings both can understand” (p. 65). Thus, this process does not yield a
purely emic perspective, since the data were responses to questions that I, as the
researcher, posed to participants, and we interacted to understand each other.

Additionally, as | completed rounds of thematic analysis, composition of
linguistic transformations, and taxonomic analysis, | shared the results of these activities
on two occasions. | also shared drafts of the participants’ experiences for their feedback
and clarification. Finally, as | drafted more complete versions of the results, | gave
participants opportunities to read the drafts and respond either in writing or in follow-up
interviews. This allowed them to not only respond to or correct what they said but also to
reflect on the meaning of their experiences and perceptions as well as those of the other
participants. In this way, the participants and | “work[ed] together to reach a shared
understanding,” which according the Fleming et al. (2003) is a “suitable method for

achieving understanding of a phenomenon of interest” (p. 117).
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Thus, we (the participants and I) jointly constructed results of this study through
the interviews and conversations with participants about the analysis (Fleming at al,
2003; Gadamer, 2004; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008; Mishler, 1986; van Manen, 1990).

Interpretation through conversation is similar to member checking in other
qualitative paradigms and can help improve the quality of the study and contribute to its
trustworthiness and credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Williams, n.d.).

Analyzing Themes Collaboratively

The purpose of collaborative analysis is similar to peer debriefings: a check on the
trustworthiness of results in which peers provide a sounding board or reality check for the
research work (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Williams, n.d.). | worked closely with members of
my committee to obtain their feedback on the results to see if the themes that emerged
resonated with them (van Manen, 1990). | asked other individuals to review drafts, to
provide proofreading and editing services, and to respond to the emerging findings. |
intended this process to help reduce the risk of my personal biases from influencing my
analysis, but it also enriched and deepened the analysis (van Manen, 1990).

Carrying out Taxonomic Analysis

To van Manen’s (1990) methodology | added taxonomic (Spradley, 1980) or
hierarchical analysis, to “show more of the relationships among the [themes]” (p. 112).
This is consistent with the idea of the hermeneutic circle (Koch, 1995, 1996; Ricoeur,
1981) and the attempt to understand the relationships among themes within the context of
the whole rather that treating them as discrete ideas. Spradley discussed seven steps to
taxonomic analysis, which | tried to follow. In the first step, “select[ing] a domain [or set

of themes] for taxonomic analysis” (p. 116), | selected a question and worked with the
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themes related to that question. In the second step, “look[ing] for similarities based on the
same semantic relationship” (p. 116), | essentially looked for themes that had a similar
meaning and grouped them. In the third step, “look[ing] for additional included terms” (p.
117), I asked if there were any other themes or subthemes that I should include in the
groupings | created. In Spradley’s fourth step, “search[ing] for larger, more inclusive
domains that might include as a subset the domain you are analyzing” (p. 118), |
continued to look for hierarchal relationships between the themes. In the fifth step,
“construct[ing] a tentative taxonomy” (p. 119), I created a taxonomy in the form of an
outline. In the sixth step, “mak[ing] focused observations to check out your analysis” (p.
119), I revised my tentative taxonomy on multiple occasions and included the
participants and others in reviews to refine it. | made further revisions as | drafted the
chapters of the dissertation. In the final step, “construct[ing] a completed taxonomy” (p.
119), after several rounds of revision and rewriting, | constructed the completed
taxonomies as chapters five and six of this study and reviewed a final draft with the
participants.
Comparing Themes with Theories of Character and Distance Education

After completing the other analyses, and prior to the final check with participants,
| reviewed the theories and approaches discussed in chapter two, including the BYU Aims
(BYU, n.d.), and compared the themes discovered in the participants’ lived experiences

with theories and approaches to character education and distance education.
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Phenomenological Writing and Rewriting

The fourth research activity is writing and rewriting. The purpose of the research
process, according to van Manen (1990), is the creation of a phenomenological text that
allows the reader to enter into a dialogue with the text. He expounded upon this idea:

Language is the only way by which we can bring pedagogic experience into a

symbolic form that creates by its very discursive nature a conversational relation:

a discourse about our pedagogic lives with children [or in this case about an

instructor with his students]. (p. 111)
Writing is not just the goal of phenomenological research, as van Manen explained; it is
also an important part of the process. Through writing about the experiences of others,
the researcher moves beyond being the mere collector of others’ experiences. Writing
becomes an important element of the phenomenological reflection. I used the stories of
the participants to discover and reflect upon the themes that lay in them. As | converted
these themes into writing, | took what I had written to the participants as a springboard
for “interpretation through conversation” (van Manen, 1990, p. 97). As | further refined
my writing through conversations with the participants, | also shared drafts with my
members of my committee and others to engage in collaborative analysis. | repeated this
process several times, working toward van Manen’s (1990) criteria for a text that is
oriented, strong, rich, and deep. Van Manen further explained the importance of depth,
“Research and theorizing that simplifies life, without reminding us of its fundamental
ambiguity and mystery, thereby distorts and shallows-out life, failing to reveal its
depthful character and contours” (p 152-53). To attempt to achieve this level of writing, |

used the phenomenological device of anecdote and spent a considerable amount of time

not just writing but rewriting.
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Using Anecdotes or Stories
Many consider “anecdotal evidence” as that which is unscientifically proven.
However, an anecdote in human science research serves a different role. Van Manen
(1990) defines an anecdote as “rather like a poetic narrative which describes a universal
truth” (p. 119). Schank (1990) described the power of story:

People think in terms of stories. They understand the world in terms of stories that
they have already understood. New events or problems are understood by
reference to old previously understood stories and explained to others by the use
of stories. (p. 219)

Phenomenological writing depends upon a careful balance between anecdote (lived
experiences) and a discussion of the themes (lived meanings) that emerge from these
experiences (van Manen, 1990, 2002). Anecdotes serve several functions in a
phenomenological text:

1. “Anecdotes form a concrete counterweight to abstract theoretical thought”
(van Manen, 1990, p.119). Anecdote is a form of vicarious experience
(Swan, 2005) that moves readers closer to direct experience and also
invites them to recall personally related direct experience with the
phenomenon.

2. “Anecdotes express a certain disdain for the alienated and alienating
discourse of scholars who have difficulty showing how life and theoretical
propositions are connected” (van Manen, 1990, p. 119). With anecdotes,
the readers can see more concrete examples of how the themes the text
discusses apply in others’ real world experiences.

3. “Anecdotes may be encountered as concrete demonstrations of wisdom,
sensitive insight, and proverbial truth” (van Manen, 1990, p. 120). An
anecdote can often demonstrate a truth better than simply stating the truth.

4. “Anecdotes of a certain event or incident may acquire the significance of
exemplary character” (van Manen, 1990, p. 120).

5. Anecdotes are valuable to the researcher because they provide the

“experimental case material on which pedagogic reflection is possible”
(van Manen, 1990, pp. 120-21).
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Well-written anecdotes can, according to van Manen (1990), add value to the
phenomenological text in a variety of ways. First, compelling anecdotes can capture
readers’ attention. Second, they can lead the readers to reflect on and seek for
significance in their own lives. Third, they can personally involve the readers in looking
for meaning through their own experiences. Fourth, they can transform readers by
moving them emotionally and teaching them. Finally, they give the readers a gauge of
their own interpretive sensitivity as they respond to each anecdote.

Well-written anecdotes (oriented, strong, rich, and deep) can serve similar
functions as thick, rich descriptions do in case studies and other qualitative approaches.
Thick descriptions enhance transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Williams, n.d.).
Anecdotes, as previously mentioned, can help the reader understand and reflect upon
personal meaning. Additionally, an anecdote is a means for human science researchers to
help clarify and gain a greater understanding of the participants’ perspective—as is
desirable in case study methods (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Williams, n.d.).

Rewriting

“Phenomenological descriptions, if done well, are compelling and insightful. The
eloquence of the text may contrast sharply with the toil, messiness, and difficulties
involved in the research/writing process” (van Manen, 1990, p. 8). The “toil, messiness,
and difficulties” refers not only to writing but also to rewriting. | wrote and rewrote after
interviews, before, during and after rounds of analysis, after sessions of interpretation
through conversation with the participants, and after any collaborative analysis that took
place during the study. Thus writing and rewriting were an important part of the process

of data collection (turning to lived experience) and data analysis (phenomenological
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reflection). Through the rewriting process, | engaged in additional rounds of analysis,
particularly taxonomic analysis.
Maintaining a Strong and Oriented Relation

The fifth research activity Van Manen (1990) recommended is to maintain a
strong and oriented relationship with those the research affects. Van Manen (1990)
described four different groups that human science research affects, and gave examples
of how their involvement in human science research might affect them: (a) Those “with
whom the research is concerned and who will be interested in the phenomenological
work” (van Manen, 1990, p.162), who may feel uneasy about the results of the research
or feel “hope, increased awareness, moral stimulation, insight, a sense of liberation, a
certain thoughtfulness, and so on” (p. 162); (b) the institution where the research takes
place, because the study might affect research methods as well as practice related to the
study; (c) the participants of the study, who might attain to “new levels of self-awareness,
possible changes in life-style, and shifting priorities of living” (p. 163), or if the research
is if done poorly, might come away from the experience with bad feelings, including
“anger, disgust, defeat, intolerance, insensitivity, etc” (p. 163); and (d) the researcher,
who may come away with “a transformation of consciousness, heightened
perceptiveness, increased thoughtfulness and tact and so on” (p. 163).

To maintain an ethical relationship with the intended audience and the institution,
| have tried to share the results of the study with others through conference presentations,
journal publications (for example, see the article version of this dissertation in Appendix
C) and sharing findings with those at BYU involved in the creation of Independent Study

courses. | have guarded the anonymity of the participants, treated them respectfully, and
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gave them multiple opportunities to respond to the data, the analysis, and the final written
documents as Williams (n.d.) recommended. Finally, through conducting this study, I
have had occasion to reflect on my own character. | have experienced a “heightened
perceptiveness” of my own strengths and weaknesses, and | hope to have grown in some
ways.

Balancing the Research Context

The final research activity van Manen (1990) mentioned is “balancing the
research context by balancing the parts and the whole” (p. 161). In the interchange
between the phenomenological reflection, including carrying out thematic analysis, and
writing a phenomenological text, there has to be a balance among the parts and the whole
of the lived experience of those we study. Hermeneutic phenomenology is concerned
with the balance among parts and wholes.

The meaning of the word analysis is related to the breaking up of a whole into its
constituent parts to determine how those parts relate to each other and to the overall
meaning, purpose, or function of the whole (Anderson et al., 2001). That is one of the
aims of phenomenology, but in remembering that the whole is more than just the sum of
its parts, we have to be more thoughtful. This process of considering parts and wholes in
context of each other is called the hermeneutic circle (Koch, 1995,1996; Ricoeur, 1981).
| have attempted to balance the analysis of the parts with an understanding of the whole
through several means. In Chapter 4, | provided thick, rich descriptions of the students’
experiences, principally in their own words. | have tried to share the relationships

between themes that participants discussed. Also, a primary purpose of the taxonomic
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analysis is to show the relationships among the parts and to the whole of the participants’
experiences with character development in the course.
Establishing Trustworthiness

In quantitative studies, criteria for judging the trustworthiness of the study include
reliability and validity. In qualitative studies research, more appropriate criteria of
trustworthiness include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002; Williams, n.d). Williams (n.d.) discussed
additional criteria that are appropriate for hermeneutic phenomenological studies. These
criteria include conducting a meaningful study, treating participants ethically, and
completing a well-written report.

Establishing Credibility

| attempted to establish or enhance the credibility of this study in the following
ways: (a) disclosing biases (Patton, 2002) or assumptions and pre-understanding (van
Manen, 1990); (b) staying engaged in the research context sufficiently or prolonged
engagement (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Williams, n.d.); (c) using multiple sources, data
types, and theoretical perspectives to triangulate the analysis of the data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002; Williams, n.d.); (d) conducting member checks (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Williams, n.d.); (e) conducting negative case analysis (Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Williams, n.d.); and (f) conducting peer debriefings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Williams, n.d.).
Explication of Researcher Biases

Reporting my biases (pre-understandings and assumptions), as | explained

previously, helps to establish credibility by (a) enhancing my ability to understand my
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own pre-understandings and assumptions, (b) informing those reviewing my work of
what my pre-understandings and assumptions are so they can advise me if they feel that |
am allowing them to influence my analysis inappropriately, and finally, (c) helping
readers as they interpret the methods and findings of the study.
Prolonged Engagement

Williams (n.d.) defines prolonged engagement as “being present in the site where
the study is being done long enough to build trust with the participants, experience the
breadth of variation and to overcome distortions due to the presence of the researcher in
the site” (Chapter 5, Credibility section,  2). There is no specific timeframe for
prolonged engagement. However, | tried to spend “sufficient time” (Lincoln & Guba,
1985, p. 301) in the research context to achieve prolonged engagement by (a) working
with participants sufficiently to gain their trust; (b) verifying that | had as much of the
participants’ experiences that are relevant to the topic and context of the study (through
conducting multiple interviews as needed, asking participants to write about their
experiences, and through interpretation through conversation); (c) soliciting
documentation (letters, instructor-graded assignments, etc.) that was created when 1, as
the investigator, was not a part of the context, thus overcoming “distortions due to the
presence of the researcher” (Williams, n.d., Chapter 5, Credibility section { 2) as much as
possible.
Triangulation

Triangulation of multiple sources of data, methods, theoretical perspectives, and
investigators further enhances trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). |

used multiple sources to collect lived experiences (multiple students and the instructor). |
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used multiple data types, including (a) interviews of the instructor and students, (b)
written experiences from the interviewees, (c) course materials and any available
instructor-graded assignments and correspondence between the instructor and students,
and (d) literature from the course readings. Additionally, | compared themes from the
participants’ comments with comments on the course evaluations from November 16,
2001 to August 7, 2006. Many of the same themes appear in the course evaluation
comments, though without the same depth. | compared the essential themes resulting
from the hermeneutic phenomenological study with multiple theoretical perspectives
from both character education and distance education. Although | am the principal
investigator, triangulation of investigators included involving the participants and
members of my committee in the analysis and review process.
Member Checks

Previously | equated member checks with the human science practice of
interpretation through conversation. | discussed my analysis of the data with participants
to more accurately represent their perspectives as we collaborated to achieve a better
understanding of their lived experiences in the course, usually through written
correspondence. Additionally, I conducted member checks of the stories (rich
descriptions) in Chapter 4 with the participants and made any corrections they requested.
Negative Case Analysis

| conducted negative case analysis through all stages of analysis. To do so, |
collected additional data, checked student claims against the artifacts they provided, and
asked follow-up questions during “interpretation through conversation” (van Manen,

1990, p. 97) with the participants.
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Peer Debriefings

Through close consultation with my committee, | checked the appropriateness of
data collection activities and conducted collaborative analysis activities to help ensure
less biased analysis of the data. Through this collaborative analysis, I also conducted
what William (n.d.) calls “progressive subjectivity checks” (Chapter 5, A Checklist {7) to
increase the likelihood that I did not unknowingly allow my pre-understandings and
assumptions to color my analysis.

Enhancing Transferability

| provide thick description of the participants’ experiences and the emerging
themes to enhance transferability (Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Williams, n.d.). Though this
study is not designed to generalize to all teaching situations, nor even to all distance
teaching situations, the understanding that this study provides can potentially help people
be more thoughtful, tactful, and sensitive in their activities as instructional designers,
instructors, or learners in a distance education context. I intended the richness of the
anecdotes and discussion to allow readers to draw their own conclusions about how the
important themes of the participants’ experiences are applicable in their own situations. A
good phenomenological study should invite the readers’ participation and reflection (van
Manen, 1990).

Enhancing Dependability and Confirmability

To enhance the dependability of the study, | maintained an audit trail. The audit

trail can also help enhance confirmability along with peer debriefings and member

checks. As | chose between the research activities, | tracked the research design decisions
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I made. I include a sample of the audit trail in Appendix D. Additionally, my field notes
and audit trail were available to my committee as part of the peer debriefing.
Including Other Criteria
In Williams’ (n.d.) discussion of standards for qualitative research, he listed some

additional criteria that also seem appropriate for hermeneutic phenomenological research.
These are that the research should be meaningful, the participants should be treated
ethically, and the report should be well written.
Meaningful Research

Williams (n.d.) argued that a qualitative study—or really any study—should be
conducted with a meaningful purpose in mind. Williams also stated that the researcher
should be able to clearly explain why he or she undertook the study and why it is
valuable. | have explained the purpose of the study in chapter 1 (that | am seeking to
understand the lived experience of students reporting that they developed their character
in a distance education course) as well as in the first section of this chapter, where |
discussed why | have chosen to do a hermeneutic phenomenological study. The results of
the study, ideally, confirm the meaningfulness of this study.
Ethical Treatment

Patton (2002) and Williams (n.d), among others, argued that participants in any
study must be treated ethically. To do this, | ensured the participants’ anonymity, allowed
them to respond to and even disagree with data and my findings, and treated them with
dignity and respect (Williams, n.d.). In the section “Maintaining a Strong and Oriented
Relation,” | explained further ethical concerns of human science research (van Manen,

1990, 2002) that I have addressed as | conducted the study.
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Well-written Report

Hermeneutic phenomenological writing has its own standards, which | attempted
to meet through a process of writing and rewriting. As | discussed previously, the text
should be oriented, strong, rich, and deep. As Williams (n.d.) stated, “the descriptions
should develop a sense of ‘being there’ for the reader” (Chapter 5, Other Criteria section,
1 6). Williams also stated that reports should be clearly written, including appropriate
grammar and language usage. | worked toward meeting these criteria through the process
of interpretation through conversation (or member checks) and through the collaborative
analysis (or peer debriefings) and rewriting. Additionally, other trusted individuals

outside my committee read and critiqued my writing as part of the rewriting process.
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CHAPTER 4: NARRATIVE DESCRIPTIONS OF PARTICIPANT EXPERIENCES

In this chapter, I share the stories and perceptions of the participants. | primarily
use the words of the participants to provide a first person, or emic (Williams, n.d.),
perspective that readers can use in their interpretation of the study results. First, | present
a narrative of the professor’s experiences developing and instructing the course, including
character development he has observed in students. Next, | share thick descriptions of the
course related experiences and perceptions of four selected student participants (whose
selection | described in chapter 3). Finally, | provide brief sketches of the other ten
student participants because they had unique and personal experiences that the four
highlighted students do not represent that help illuminate the themes that emerged from
the study. These stories provide necessary background to the thematic analysis in
subsequent chapters.

The Instructor, Dr. Walker

At the time of the study, Dr. Walker was a professor of English at Brigham
Young University. He has also taught the Independent Study English 395R—Christian
Fantasy Literature course since 1982.

Reflections on His Discovery of The Lord of the Rings

Dr. Walker’s experience creating and teaching the Christian Fantasy Literature
course begins with an experience he had while working on his dissertation. He took a
break from writing to read The Lord of the Rings, and it captured his imagination. He
shares with his students:

| started to read The Lord of the Rings in London while | was supposed to be

writing my Ph.D. dissertation one dismal rainy Thursday afternoon. I missed

dinner because | was still reading. By the middle of that night, | was so caught up
in reading the Rings | forgot to watch my favorite Marx Brothers movie on TV.
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When, the next night, I finished the appendices at the end of The Return of the

King, | grieved because there was no more of The Lord of the Rings to read. It

was the best reading I’ve ever had; no epic novel of war—not Vanity Fair, not A

Farewell to Arms, not even the lliad—captivated me the way The Lord of the

Rings did. May your reading be as satisfying. (Walker & Clark, 1982, p. 68)

In reminiscing on that experience, he further clarified, “[My dissertation] was on [Dylan]
Thomas’ poetry which is very modern, depressing, and kind of about as opposite as you
can get [to The Lord of the Rings]” (personal communication, October 9, 2007). At the
time, Dr. Walker described himself as “a realist clear through” (personal communication,
October 9, 2007). However, that was a change from how he started out; he explained, “I
was hooked on reading as a first grader with The Wizard of Oz books.” Later, “because it
seemed juvenile,” he began to feel differently about the fantasy genre. He felt that “if we
cannot have reality in our reading then lets not read it” (personal communication, October
9, 2007).

So when a good friend gave him a copy of The Lord of the Rings, he admitted, “I
refused to read it for a couple of years, even though | had great faith in [my friend], just
because | was so resistant to the form” (personal communication, October 9, 2007).
When he finally did read the trilogy, it not only captivated him, but he felt like a
“reformed alcoholic” (personal communication, October 9, 2007) in that he wanted to
share his discovery with everyone. “Because of my resistance to the genre,” Dr. Walker
stated, “I was stunned” (personal communication, October 9, 2007). From that experience

he changed the topic of his dissertation to write on The Lord of the Rings, and it has

affected his work ever since.
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Reasons for Teaching Christian Fantasy

Dr. Walker explained two reasons why he chose to write and teach the
Independent Study Christian Fantasy Literature course. First, he said, “I had discovered
things in this territory that were life changing and character building. Things that really 1
thought should be shared. | thought, ‘It is a shame for people to miss this’” (personal
communication, October 9, 2007). Second, he wanted to point people to other great
works of literature. He confessed, “I would like everyone in the world to read the
standard works every year without fail, including the Old Testament. I would like them to
read all of that and probably Shakespeare” (personal communication, October 9, 2007).
He asked himself, “*How can | hook them in, like with my kids, what is the best way to
get these people to read Shakespeare?’” (personal communication, October 9, 2007). His
response was simple and helped tie those two purposes together:

| thought maybe the best way was maybe the way | came to Shakespeare, which

was first of all by reading Wizard of OZ and then graduating to Tolkien and

Lewis.... So in the first place | just wanted to share the good stuff, in the second

place it seemed like a great bridge or path to lead people from newspaper reading

to literary reading. (personal communication, October 9, 2007)
He explained that although he hopes that his course will lead people to Shakespeare and
the scriptures, he does not explicitly make that invitation to students. He said he invites
them to do so “only by implication, but emphatically” (personal communication,
November 21, 2007). He then explained how he invites students in this direction:

We start where we are, with what we can enjoy and identify with, and move

deeper into it: “It is best,” says Tolkien’s hobbit Merry, “to love first what you are

fitted to love ... you must start somewhere.” The biggest change in attitude by my

fantasy students is that they realize that literature goes beyond that, that literature

can not only “begin in delight,” as Robert Frost says, but “end in wisdom.” The

wisdom part, and the deeper delight of that, invites the students to read deeper

stuff. I’m pretty sure I’ve led more students more deeply into great writers by
teaching Tolkien than by teaching Shakespeare.
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One thing for sure: at least two dozen students over the past two decades have
used Christian fantasy as a bridge to return to higher education. Most of those
were women who’ve raised families, and who didn’t believe their mothering
experience was as educative as it was until they proved it to themselves through
working with unintimidating material.

The course is explicit in its expectations for students to push beyond their comfort
zones into educational stratospheres. (personal communication, November 21,
2007)

Dr. Walker further expressed what he has gained from his study of these two authors and
why he is interested in helping students come to know Tolkien and Lewis:

I’ve had my soul stretched by the imagination of these guys. In everything in
Tolkien, notably in his best creations the hobbits, there is “more than meets the
eye.” That trains a perceptive reader to look for more everywhere. Great fantasy
can train us to think outside the box, beyond our usual ruts, outside our ordinary
minds.

Besides helping me think differently, Tolkien and Lewis have taught me to
imagine more, to envision the invisible. Merry talks of the “things that are deeper
and higher,” and much of this fiction attunes alert readers to see that, to realize
possibilities beyond what 1’d recognized. My wife swears that since reading The
Lord of the Rings | talk to trees, and even | admit after meeting Treebeard that
everything is more alive than | had realized.

They [Tolkien and Lewis] show me that great literature can be a kind of
revelation, sensitizing to the spirit, awakening appetite for better things, and
showing the way to get there. It can hold up a mirror to our experience, showing
us “things that are, and things that were, and things that yet may be.” If truth is
stranger than fiction, the strangest fictions may stretch us most toward truth.
Tolkien and Lewis have further made me aware, through their incessant literary
quests, that | am on a quest myself, that my life is in process, a story that | am
making up as | go along. They show me the story that I tell myself about myself
can be limiting or confused or misguided, and that it can be altered in better
directions.

Lewis and Tolkien have, finally, taught me how to teach: not by lecture but by
discussion. Not by fiat but by invitation. Not by rule but by example. Not by
sermon but by parable. I struggle daily in the classroom and out of it to teach the
way we learned in first grade Show and Tell: not by telling but by showing.
(personal communication, November 21, 2007)
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Approach to Designing and Teaching the Course

Dr. Walker’s approach to the design of the course grew out of his personal
philosophy of education, summarized in a quote that hangs on his office wall, “None of
us is as smart as all of us” (personal communication, October 9, 2007). He stated that he
tried to work that into his course in the terms of a “practical pedagogical” approach:

That means ... you are sharing the learning instead of a hierarchal top down

learning. | tell my students in class that | think that there is a lot more wisdom, a

lot more insight, even a lot more, despite my gray hairs, experience out there then

there is up here. We will share our insights as far as we can and we will all be
wiser for it. We are smarter for having all of our input instead of just having the
input of one person no matter how bright and Harvard educated that person

happens to be. (personal communication, October 9, 2007)

The design also contained elements of attitudes and beliefs he gained from his
study of Tolkien and Lewis:

The independent study course grew out of my enthusiasm for the “Christian

Fantasy” subject matter—I was excited about Tolkien and Lewis, more excited

about the way they focused so invitationally on significant Christian concerns. My

enthusiasm was shared by a decade of students in English and Honors classes on

Tolkien and Lewis. (personal communication, November 21, 2007)

Despite the challenges distance education presents, Dr. Walker was convinced of
the value of Independent Study, “having taken almost a fifth of [his] own courses at BYU
through distance learning” (personal communication, November 21, 2007). He went on to
explain his experience as a student in Independent Study courses:

| took most of my psychology minor courses, some general education classes,

and several English major courses by independent study. My immediate

motivation was to graduate quickly—campus hours were limited, and the

additional IS hours didn't count toward that, so the independent study

classes expedited my education by about a year. (personal communication, May

29, 2008)

Dr. Walker further explained how his experiences as a student in Independent Study

affected his approach to the courses he has taught through independent study:
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That practical background made my instructional approach pragmatic, based on
the approaches that had worked well for me in those independent study courses: |
designed the kind of course that | wanted to take. The textbook syllabus I wrote
for this course was basically the book | wanted to read. (personal communication,
November 21, 2007)

With his practical approach and the desire to create something that he would also
want to read, he related how he began the process of designing and writing the course:

In writing the course | tried to identify principles that could be learned through
studying this literature that were both crucial and engaging. I used those to outline
the course, then meditated on practical ways to help students learn the principles:
some of the more effective outcomes of that pragmatic pedagogical approach
were such assignments as [1] creating their own language to help them see how
complex and how world-shaping language is, [2] assessing actual ethical
situations in terms of C. S. Lewis’s self-assessment paradigm, [3] analyzing
Tolkien and Lewis fictional style according to the students’ own stylistic
preferences. (personal communication, November 21, 2007)

In addition to his own preferences, he also enlisted the help of a trusted student to
improve the quality of the course:

| wrote the course over a summer, working steadily on it from May through
August. | asked one of my favorite graduate students, Nate Clark, to test-take the
course with an eye to clarification and revision: | wanted the advantages of a
student perspective before we put it in print. He had so many helpful suggestions
from that student interior view that I credited him as co-author. (personal
communication, November 21, 2007)

In the syllabus, the professor states that one of the main purposes of the course is
for the students to enjoy themselves:

The real objective of English395R—*Christian Fantasy: J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S.
Lewis” is for us to have as much fun with Tolkien and Lewis as possible. But
please don’t admit that to anyone; if some one asks you what we’re doing in this
class, tell them: “We’re studying selected touchstones of Christian fantasy with
sufficient thoroughness to enable us to read intelligently any literature of the
genre, appreciating its unique perspectives and relating them to personal values.”
(Walker & Clark, 1982, p. 6)
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Reflecting on that statement, although he hopes that students come away with the ability
to “read intelligently any literature of the genre” (Walker & Clark, 1982, p. 6), he does
want the learning experience to be enjoyable:

| don’t think you can learn unless you are having fun on a certain level. Unless
there is some sense of verve with it, some sense of vitality, of discovery, of
satisfaction, of pleasure in some sense, | personally have never learned anything
without that and so what | am thinking to myself is that the fun has to be part of
the process. The purpose is the values.... The way to do that, to a remarkable
extent to me, is through enjoying it as much as possible.... If there is not enough
light in a narrative or the sound of the poetry or the appeal of it, well then I don’t
think you will ever get your wisdom out of it. (personal communication, October
9, 2007)

Since making the course fun was an important goal for him, he tried to make the
course enjoyable in “any which way [he] could” (personal communication, November 21,
2007). He elaborated on the techniques he used to make the course “fun” for his students:

| introduce myself wryly, start the first lesson with a joke, and entitle that lesson,
an exploration of the essential justifications for studying fantasy, “For the
Everlovin’ Fun of It.” | jumped at every chance | could see for humor or lightness
of tone or familiarity in the subject matter, and more especially in the approach to
It.

Realizing I’m no David Letterman, I tried to deepen the enjoyment level by
personalizing the course for students, frankly befriending them. | refer to the
students by name, encourage answers that grow out of personal experience, try to
remember (lately 1I’ve had to take notes) student idiosyncrasies well enough to be
able to relate to them out of their own backgrounds, particularly when I could find
shared backgrounds with them. I call students frequently, especially when they
seem frustrated or nervous. Trying to apply the old Primary principle that the
most important teaching in a class may go on outside the class, I’ve attended
students’ weddings, visited them in prison, contacted them in any way that has
presented itself.

At a deeper level of enjoyability, the course is designed for adaptability; it should
be a different course for every student who takes it, a course more directly
designed for that student’s particular interests. The third novel we read, for
instance, is selected by the student. Several sections of the course offer alternative
possibilities, and | urge students individually to go beyond even that in
redesigning the course to their particular needs. Those choices, and the practical
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learning results of those choices, aim to make the course more enjoyable for each
student.

But the bottom line enjoyability lies in the learning itself. Dean Eliot Butler used
to contradict my views on the pure fun of learning; he was convinced “He who
thinks learning is fun has either never learned or never had any fun.” But | think
there’s no real learning without joy. I tried to set up the course substantively, so

that students could really teach themselves a thing or two, could even have a

chance to alter fundamentally their views of the world. My hope for my students

is that they will come out of English 395 not just having better readings of
fantasy, but having better ways to read—and not just fantasy, but all fiction, all
literature, all life. It’s on the level of learning that I think the course should be

most enjoyable. (personal communication, November 21, 2007)

Although Dr. Walker feels that it is more difficult to have the same type of
relationships with students as he does in his face-to-face courses, he tried to create the
course so it would be as interactive and as much like a discussion as possible. There are
several ways that Dr. Walker tries to interact with students and make the course a more
personal and meaningful experience for students:

The personal dimension of the course is crucial to me, and I’m convinced it

matters to the students. I ... wish them Merry Christmas and Happy Easter or

whatever the season warrants, and chat in the margins with them about personal

aspects of their responses so we can move from a hierarchical relationship to a

personal one. (personal communication, November 21, 2007)

In trying to be more personal, Dr. Walker explained that he tries to “say things like | am
actually feeling [because] I don’t think you can fake that, so as a technique it would
probably very lousy” (personal communication, October 9, 2007). He says that being
more friendly and personable with students is something he feels strongly about and tries
to do in his face-to-face courses. That is why he also tries to do this with his students at a
distance, “we are pretty aloof here and we got all this distance between us and so

anything that you can do” (personal communication, October 9, 2007).
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To further build the relationship and create an experience more like his face-to-
face courses, Dr. Walker invites students into a conversation:

| set up questions that invite a lot of writing to try to establish a genuine

conversation. I go out of my way to encourage them to respond honestly and

personally, and try to respond in kind: it’s crucial to me interact with the students’
ideas rather than succumbing to the temptation to treat them like computer

terminals. (personal communication, November 21, 2007)

Although he uses many multiple-choice questions in the course, Dr. Walker
explained that any combination of the five options could be correct and that “The reason
for the answer is far more important for me than which answer is chosen” (personal
communication, October 9, 2007). These multiple-choice questions then become mini-
essay questions in disguise. He also commented that grading these types of questions
provided him some of his best opportunities to interact with students and share personal
insights with them.

One of the most consistent ways that Dr. Walker interacts with the students is
through grading their assignments. This requires a considerable investment of time on his
part. He shared that he used to feel that he spent “way too much” time grading papers,
until he realized its importance:

The grading response was my only consistent chance to interact with the

students—except for the course itself, my only opportunity to teach. I’d guess |

average, through the thick and thin seasons of Independent Study, an hour a day
grading submissions. | grade them as soon after arrival as my campus teaching
and meeting schedule will allow, and always have them out by the end of the day.

(personal communication, November 21, 2007)

Dr. Walker discussed the rationale for trying to quickly grade and return students’
assignments:

An underestimated means of personalizing the course is to get things back quickly

to students. I’ve invested a great deal of time over the years in rapid response—
except for rare times traveling away from BYU, I’ve never in twenty years
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returned a student lesson later than the day | received it. Like returning calls
quickly, that says to the students clearer than verbal reassurance that I’m
interested in them, will take time for them, think they matter. | keep the tone of
that responding personal, sounding as if | cared so they’ll realize I do. [A student]
emailed this week: “Thanks for grading and returning all my assignments so
promptly! It really encourages me.” (personal communication, November 21,
2007)

In addition to grading of assignments, he finds other ways to interact with his
students:

| email whenever | get a chance, usually to clarify student concerns or alleviate
frustrations. I call students frequently to further personalize. | leap at any excuse
to do that, especially indications of worry. | frequently call, for instance, before
the final, to let them know what to expect and to assure them they’ll do well
because they already have in the course.

Mostly it’s just a matter of wanting to be friends with these great folks. | got an
email from a former student, [Name Student], a few days ago that claimed he had
an argument with another former student, [Name of another student]: “I think he’s
the best friend | had in school.” “That can’t be,” [the second student] replied,
“because he’s my best friend.” | don’t buy the hyperbole, but they really are my
friends. (personal communication, November 21, 2007)

Dr. Walker discussed the effects that trying to build a trusting and personal
relationship with the students has had on students’ learning experiences over the years:

| haven’t done a study on it so it is extremely anecdotal but it feels to me that it
becomes more personal as you are using first names but it does become certainly
more honest and | am pretty sure more deep. When students are trying to give you
what they think you want, they don’t do as well as when they are trying to give
you what they think because they think better, they know better what they think
than what you think. So when they are comfortable enough to trust the
relationship enough to really say what they are thinking | am pretty sure it is
better. It certainly feels like it does. They care more about the substance; they care
more about what they are saying, they are more invested in a personal way.

| think we put students in a difficult situation a lot of times in guessing what we
are thinking and if they realize that “he really does want to hear what | am
thinking” then it stimulates their thinking, at least the expression of it.... It is
worth doing it on those bases alone and anyone could do that. | know that | am
sold on the principle, but you can see from one class what happens to students
from the beginning when they are afraid. And unless you attribute that to our own
teaching skills that made them twice as good at the end then at the first, you
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would have to say that something about the relationship itself was contributing to
the learning process. (personal communication, October 9, 2007)

Observations of Character Development in the Course
Dr. Walker hoped students would experience specific character development
while taking the course. He stated,

| thought a challengingly inviting independent study course could, minimally,
help students realize they were in charge of their own learning enough to
discipline themselves through a course where they had to motivate and pace
[themselves] and bring to fruition their own study. At the least | hoped students
would come out of the course better disciplined, more self-starting and
proactively engaged in their own education.

Maximally, | dreamed pretty high. | thought some students might be able to take
off with this kind of course, under the thrilling impetus of their own learning
momentum, into some stratospheric educational territory: | wanted the course to
be not just a course in some readings of Tolkien and Lewis and their fellow
fantasists, but an opening up of entirely new ways to read not just fantasy or even
the best literature, but how to read life. (personal communication, November 21,
2007)

In addition to the type of character development Dr. Walker hoped to see in his
students, he observed, and students reported to him, some of the ways in which they
experienced character development:

My best experience with student learning both as learner and as instructor has
come through making the most of student responsibility. I start with high
expectations, trusting that the students will maximize their opportunities to learn,
and give them every chance to do that | can. Seems to me that the particular
strength of independent study is that very student responsibility; because they
have to lean less on teachers and classmates, the individual student has a chance
to depend more on her own best efforts. A student this past year wrote on a
lesson: “Thanks for all the options. Independent Study should be independent.”

I’ve observed some instances of character building through the Christian Fantasy
course. Some of that is straightforward strengthening of self-confidence, as per
the letter I received this week from [a female student]: “I loved the course. I have
always struggled to believe in my ability to understand and interpret literature. |
was ashamed and felt very inadequate and ‘underread.” | wanted to stretch myself,
to hush my recital of voices telling me | was not good enough. This course has
changed me, blessed me with confidence and joy. | am able to see things as they
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were meant to be, not as | have experienced them in the past. What made this all
possible? | believe it is the sharing of self that was expected. It was the adventure
of escape from previously conceived notions of my own self. I will never be the
same. | have learned to love reading through this course.”

I am convinced by this kind of student reaction that learning can be a kind of
natural tonic, particularly learning on our own, and more particularly learning of
processes, of new ways of reading and thinking and awareness. That kind of
essential learning can extend beyond ourselves into a kind of educational quest, a
taste for expanding awareness everywhere we can. A month ago a former student,
inmate at [a state prison in the United States], wrote to tell me his experience with
Tolkien and Lewis had inspired him to initiate a myth reading club at the prison,
“The Coal Biters.” Attendance already averages two dozen inmates, but the most
encouraging aspect for me was the elation of my former student—just turned
down for admission at [a university in the Western United States], his
disappointment was eclipsed by his sense of proactive learning with colleagues
through the reading group.

Learning at its best can affect character in other ways, can even provide a kind of
inoculation against the disappointments of life. One of my students described her
character enhancement through the course in terms of The Once and Future King:
“The best thing for disturbances of the spirit,” replied Merlyn, beginning to puff
and blow, “is to learn. That is the one thing that never fails. You may grow old
and trembling in your anatomies, you may lie awake at night listening to the
disorder of your veins, you may miss your only love and lose your moneys to a
monster. There is only one thing for it then: to learn. Learning is the thing for
you.”

Wish I’d kept comments from students over the years celebrating what they
perceive as their character growth through the course: there’s been considerable
enthusiasm. Yesterday a student finishing the course, [Name of Student], wrote:
“I could never express all that | have felt and learned from this class. My eyes
have been opened and my resolve has been strengthened. My little glimpse of the
writings of C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien has been a feast for my soul, showing
how each event in our life presents opportunity for growth. Through the varied
experiences and challenges our lives present we are reformed and remade into the
beings God intended us to become.”

Maybe the most dramatic character building through the course comes in terms of
size, sheer extension of the student soul—or at least mind. Was it Emerson who
said “The mind stretched by an idea can never shrink back to its former size”?
The course deliberately attempts to stretch the perceptions and expectations of
students through engagement with such paradoxes as “realistic fantasy” and “the
problem of pain” and “the possibilities of prayer.” (personal communication,
November 21, 2007).
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Reflections on the Longevity of the Course
Dr. Walker originally wrote and developed the course in 1982. Yet despite not
having been revised for over 25 years, the course is among the highest rated courses in
BYU’s Independent Study program’s portfolio. Dr. Walker mused on why this might be
the case:

We got a little lucky with the inherent appeal of the subject matter: Tolkien and
Lewis are not just popular writers, but artists with the kind of literary quality that
has lent their fiction staying power over time. The course was written when the
popularity was obvious but the quality was not; Tolkien particularly was at the
center of a maelstrom of critical debate trying to exclude him from the respectable
literary canon. | was convinced he got too little critical respect, and over time he’s
been granted more.

| suspect the teaching approach has held up because it’s more of a learning
approach. This course tries to do what I think all courses should do, especially
independent learning courses, and that’s put responsibility for learning where it
can do some good: on the student. I’m convinced most of us resist being taught,
particularly if we feel any coercion or condescension in the teaching; yet we
thrive on learning. The moral of that story for pedagogy is: get out of the way and
let the students learn. | tried to set the course up in a way that students could come
to insight through their own best thinking and on the basis of their own
experience, tried to make the course not a matter of memorizing what I know but
of students discovering individually what is true for them.

The most straightforward and most effective way to mange that is through
questions. Socratic questions don’t work too well for me—too artificial and
condescending, leading the student by the nose to what is already known. So | try
to ask real questions, questions I don’t know the answer to, ideally questions
nobody knows the answer to. I’m persuaded a really good question is worth at
least a dozen lectures and as many as two-dozen sermons. The best questions hold
up well—my most productive questions are ones that have been around a long
time, questions of the “And who is my neighbor?” type. Questions that are
answered in the back of the book are hardly worth asking. But real questions,
questions like “does God like me?” are invaluable. (personal communication,
November 21, 2007)

Highlighted Students
I highlight the following students to help provide a more in-depth view of the

student’s experiences taking the course. | selected these four students (Bob, Joy, Leia,
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and Pam) because they were reasonably representative of the participants as a whole (see
the “Participant Selection” section of chapter 3 for more details).
Bob

Bob has a doctoral degree in history. He has taught at the university level both in
the United States and overseas. He has also taught at the secondary level. He is currently
teaching at a juvenile correctional facility in the western United States. In addition to
teaching history, he also teaches literature courses. He has several publications in history,
and he has published works of fiction and poetry. He is married, and his wife has a
degree in British literature.

Bob explained how he came to take the Christian Fantasy Literature course, “I am
a professional student and I was looking for stuff that might help me with [what] I am
doing with the kids [at his school]” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). He had
taken “a number of courses” through distance education, including courses from BYU
Independent Study, and when he came across this course he said, “I wanted to take it for
some time” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). In addition to his interest in the
topic, he decided to take the course through BYU because he had found the other BYU
courses he had taken were “up to the quality that | would expect of a university,” and
because he could not find anything similar at the local universities and community
colleges.
Approach to the Course

Because of his previous experience taking Independent Study courses he was, as
he said, “used to how the system works there” (personal communication, October 13,

2007). Bob commented on his approach to the Christian Fantasy Literature course:
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| dove into the reading and did a lot of research about it. That is my nature to

check and see what is in the field. | re-read all of Tolkien’s works as well as

reviewed what | have read of C. S. Lewis. (personal communication, October 13,

2007)
He also read other books on Lewis’ life as well as other books. He also watched some
television programs from BYU and another university. He said, “I just dove in and did it.
| enjoyed the assignments and | enjoyed the writing” (personal communication, October
13, 2007).

In addition to getting down to work and reading additional resources, Bob also
spent time discussing the course with others:

| discussed the assignments with my wife, with colleagues at school, with my

students, and showed them what | was doing and what | was interested in, paper

instruction, | used the papers that | was writing as tools to help my students see

how it is done. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
He said that the discussions with his wife were the ones that actually benefited him most,
because his wife was a British literature major. He commented, “She was able to help me
make connections with other things not necessarily in the coursework but took it a little
farther and helped enrich [the experience] a little” (personal communication, October 13,
2007). He explained the effect of taking the course and discussing the course with his
wife:

It has helped my relationship with my wife.... She is very much into British

Literature and quite a fan of Tolkien and Lewis and quite a number of others. It

has opened up new areas for us to talk of what we are seeing, understanding, and

experiencing. It gives us additional points of reference for dialogue. It has helped

us become closer because we developed a new area of common ground. (personal

communication, October 13, 2007)

Of his discussions of the course with others besides his wife, he noted, “The other

people were interested in what | was doing but didn’t contribute [to his learning]”

(personal communication, October 13, 2007). However, he later mused on the effect of
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the course on the quality of his discussions with his colleagues and students, his abilities
to discuss related issues, as well as his understanding of his own learning:

When | talk with other people we often, especially with my students and

colleagues, we often discuss things in terms of the book, the characters and how it

applies to real life. I think | am better able to respond to some of the questions that
arise and realize things that I don’t know when | would have usually thought that

| did. I am beginning to understand what | don’t understand, what I need to study,

what I need to look at, what | need to ponder about, all that was influenced by the
course. There are a lot of other courses and a lot of other experiences that | have
had but this particular course was so effective because the fact that it got me

thinking. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Reflections on the Independent Study Experience

Discussing his experience in taking the course through Independent Study, Bob
declared that he appreciated the format:

| found it a lot better for me. | was able to have more time to contemplate and

think about what is going on instead of taking notes and trying to meet the

assignments that you have in a usual university classroom where you are in there
with a bunch of other students and you have a semester to get back. (personal

communication, October 13, 2007)

Generally, Bob did not encounter any disadvantages to taking the course through
an Independent Study. He felt he had access to plenty of resources through his state’s
university system and to other resources, had he needed them, through BYU. He even
took advantage of the time it took for Dr. Walker to send back graded assignments. He
mused, “The time you wait for stuff to come back is time spent reflecting on what you
sent. So, that went very well too” (personal communication, October 13, 2007).

One of the reasons Bob did not run into any disadvantages with the characteristics
of a distance-learning course is because of his experience and learning style. In addition

to earning a Ph.D., he has taken numerous other courses to gain experience in other

fields. He also has become more self-directed in his learning. He shared, “I have reached
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a point in my life that |1 don’t need to be in a classroom to complete work and the self-
paced part was good (personal communication, October 13, 2007).

Another reason Bob appreciated the independent study nature of the course is
because he holds himself to a high standard of achievement:

| have taken classes at various colleges and | haven’t found them as challenging
intellectually. Part of it is because | have my own standard that | have to keep and
| was able to work at the level that | wanted to without having to worry about
driving everyone else crazy. | had an experience in a Plant Science class and the
instructor thought that I was doing too much work. All | was doing was learning
and some of the other students thought | was a weirdo because | wanted to excel
beyond what was expected. In this course, there wasn’t anybody else sitting there
besides the instructor going over it. It was challenging and that is why | really
enjoyed it. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Impressions of the Course

There were few, if any, features that Bob didn’t like about the course. He
explained some of the elements that he appreciated:

| really found it challenging, stimulating, interesting. The assignments got me

thinking about a number of things that I could do with my students as well as

[improving] my own writing. | liked the way the course had us compare Tolkien

and Lewis to others that have written fantasy. (personal communication, October
13, 2007)

Bob mentioned the quality of Dr. Walker’s responses to his work in the course as
an element that he liked:

The responses were very well done. They were critical where they needed to be

critical, and I think they were more than fair. | also felt that | was getting more

attention from the professor than | would at a seminar or university. It was good

feedback and good input from the instructor. (personal communication, October
13, 2007)

Personal Growth from the Course
Bob had a number of goals when he took the course. He explained one of his

main goals related to his work. “I was looking for information that would help me
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recommend this literature and other literature to my students and would help me make it
more enlightening. | found that” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). Another
goal was more personal, “I also wanted to improve my own writing. | found things in
there, especially in Tolkien’s writings, that helped me understand better how I could
approach some of the stories” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). There were
also unanticipated benefits, “Frankly (and this is a side benefit) it increased my
enjoyment of other media and literature. It gave me additional basis for reading and
discussing them” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). Bob added, “Basically
[the course] just helped me grow in so many different ways it is hard to specifically come
up with one at the moment” (personal communication, October 13, 2007).

One part of the course experience that Bob felt was beneficial was just seeing how
Dr. Walker designed and organized the course:

| like the way the course was designed and the way it was built, one point upon

the other. It was truly step-by-step and it made it a lot easier to comprehend where

we were going in the course. | wouldn’t have a clue on how to do a course like

this. It was instructive just seeing how it was designed. (personal communication,

October 13, 2007)
He shared how experiencing the course design has influenced him as a teacher:

It has influenced me because my background is in the university levels and

coming down to public school level, I have had to learn how to talk to the kids

and organize in a way that | don’t lose them and I think that this course has helped

me reflect on how | organize my class material and improve. (personal

communication, October 13, 2007)

In addition to improving how he teaches, what he learned in the course gave him
“more to share with others” (personal communication, October 13, 2007):

| have been able to share this with some of my students .... | have had kids that

after we sat down and looked at simple books, |1 work with high school students

that may have a fourth grade reading level, and being able to get into them and
share and discuss what is going on. | have been able to touch more lives as well as
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| encourage them to read farther. You can’t imagine the joy in them saying they
have never read a book and then have them go on and finish a series. That has led
me to look at other series and learn more about British and American literature so
that | can be more of an effective teacher. (personal communication, October 13,

2007)

Bob also explained how one of the assignments in the course helped inspire him

to improve as a writer:

| have always dabbled in poetry here and there. One of the assignments in the
course was to see if you could take a passage from one of the Tolkien pieces and
turn it into verse.... It let me see the poetics in his writing and it got me thinking
about my own writing. | went back and looked over some of the poetry that | had
written and got thinking about it. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

That assignment and studying Tolkien inspired him to learn more about poetry and work

to improve his own writing:
| ended up signing up for some of [BYU’s] poetry courses. It also gave me a
perspective of seeing things around me ... it got me looking into the nature poetry
that I really enjoy. | started writing more and did a couple of workshops and
started taking another course in distance learning in poetry, which | really
enjoyed. | spruced up some of my stuff ... and published it. | am continuing to
write. It also gave me ideas for the historical fictional pieces that | have been

working on and how to approach it to develop a better understanding of the
human condition. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

These experiences provided further opportunities for Bob’s growth as a writer and in his
thoughts about the importance of writing, which he has further explored in other courses
and workshops he has taken since completing Dr. Walker’s course.

Bob especially enjoyed the part of the course that asked students to compare the
works of Lewis and Tolkien to other works of fantasy. This portion of the course helped
Bob in several ways. One of the course outcomes for Bob was an improved

understanding of what makes for good fantasy literature:

Not only did it help me to understand why | didn’t like a lot of the other [Fantasy
works] out there.... It has also given me reference as | am reading other works
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and getting ready to present them to my students and help them through it and
answer their questions. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Insights from the course helped his own writing of fiction and poetry. “It gave me a basis
to look at stuff I write to see were | am going with it and not just being a knock-off but
developing literature that stands on its own” (personal communication, October 13,
2007).

Bob shared two ways that the course was spiritually strengthening to him. First,
he stated that he found Lewis’s approach to Christianity to be enlightening:

C. S. Lewis’s writings on Christianity have always interested me but this caused

me to look at it a little deeper and compare the way he viewed the religious world

with [my] view and how it affects life. It led me to think a little deeper in terms of

[what] we believe. In the questioning, I did not question my faith, I questioned

how much I understand the faith of others as well as my own. It improved my

own relationship with my Father in Heaven and also my relationship with my

family members in terms of my Christianity. (personal communication, October

13, 2007)

Second, he gained additional spiritual insights from the works of Tolkien. He saw
the theme of enduring through strife:

Little people can make a big difference just by living their lives to the fullest and

doing what they can. That has helped me increase my own desire to endure some

of this nonsense either at work or others and just keep going forward doing what |

believe is right (personal communication, October 13, 2007).

Bob explained some of the ways that reading the literature in the course
influenced him:

Especially the vicarious experience that | had in reading the literature the first

time and comparing them to books that have been written since. Seeing the

quality of the characters and being able to see things through their eyes that |

hadn’t seen before helped me get ready for some of the things that | do and face in
my own life. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
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He said this helped him “[be] able to say | don’t know how this is going to turn out but |
am going to commit to the course and see what happens” (personal communication,
October 13, 2007).

In one of his assignments, Bob explained that he connected with one of the
characters, a character from Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters:

Like Wormwood's patient, | struggle with humility. I know what humility is and it
has served my spiritual growth. But like the patient, | am tempted to find pride in
that humility. Screwtape advised Wormwood that when the possibility appeared
that the patient might become humble, the way to handle an attack of humility
was to encourage the patient to find pride in his humility. "Catch him at a moment
when he is really poor in spirit and smuggle into his mind the gratifying
reflection, '‘By jove! I'm being humble,' and almost immediately pride — pride at
his own humility — will appear.” [Letter XIV] | cannot say that there is a tempter
whispering encouragement in the ear of my soul, but | know that on many
occasions a surge of pride has followed the realization that | had just been
humble. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Expanding on the idea of the course helping him endure strife and handle challenges in
his life, Bob shared about his situation at work:
| work in a very bizarre place. | have a very mean administrator that |1 work with.
There have been times that | have had to just forge ahead; not knowing whether or
not | was going to have my head handed to me on a platter because | overspent
the amount that this person thinks that | should have in teaching [or for not]
following her philosophy of education. | am very independent on that. I think the
experience | have in leading and contemplating the principles that were taught in
this course have helped me to stand up further to some of the nonsense that | face
in my job. It has actually help me come around to where instead of being the odd
duck, people have decided that | am the person that they need to come to when
they need to get something done. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
Bob commented that what he learned from the course was not only valuable for this life,
but was worth taking with him beyond.
Joy
Joy lives in the southwest United States. She is a wife, the mother of two

teenagers, and a nurse (LPN or LVN). She decided to acquire her RN designation, so she
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began a nationally accredited online nursing program at a university in the eastern United
States. She explained how she came to take the Christian Fantasy Literature course while
in this program:
| had two humanities [courses] to take.... [The university has] a course search
[that] shows you everything that they have to offer that will fit that requirement.
Then they list other classes that have been approved from other universities across
the country that will also fit that requirement. | actually found both of my
Humanities [courses] at BYU. | took the Christianity Fantasy class and | also took
the Bible as Literature class [both taught by Dr. Walker]. (personal
communication, October 13, 2007)
“I chose the course because of it being a Christian course,” said Joy. “Christian and
Fantasy aren’t two words that I would think that necessarily go together and so | was
curious” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). Besides filling a requirement and
satisfying her curiosity, Joy had another reason for taking the course:
| had to have the humanities requirement and when | saw those courses and |
thought, “What better courses to take. Something that I can do to take care of the
humanities requirement and also still be involved with God actively in taking
them.” (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
Approach to the Course
Through her online nursing program, Joy became an experienced distance learner.
However, this course was different than many of the other courses she had previously
taken. She summed much of her previous experience this way, “You got an outline and
they told you what you needed to know, you studied it, and when you were ready you
would go take your test. That classified as a four-hour nursing class” (personal
communication, October 13, 2007). However, that experience did help her develop good
study habits and learn how to learn on her own. “I was already pretty much in the habit

after taking seven nursing [courses] of just sitting down and getting to it” (personal

communication, October 13, 2007). She could mange her learning and when she felt it
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was time to get to work she had the self-discipline to do it. Yet she was also self-aware
enough that she stated, “When | felt like | needed to take a break | would take a break.
When | was feeling a little overloaded | might...watch movies with my kids or go out in
the evening or whatever” (personal communication, October 13, 2007).

Joy had a supportive family that helped her through her experience. When she
really needed to study, her husband would make dinner. Her husband and children
usually gave her the time and space she needed to get her work done. If they did not have
plans for the evening, such as one of her children playing in a ballgame, she would
usually do her course work until it was time to get ready for bed. She also spent a
significant amount of time working on the course on the weekends, when time permitted.

Joy took the course reading with her to many of the places she went so that when
she had a free moment she could read. When she received the course material, she put the
course manual in a three-ring binder so she could take it wherever she needed to go.
Typically, though, when she arrived home from work she went her bedroom to read or do
her coursework on the computer in her bedroom. She took out her materials and went
through the questions and worked on her responses. She often used the Internet as a
resource to help her research as she thought about the questions. Joy commented on the
quality of the questions Dr. Walker asked and the questions in the assignments helped her
think about the reading in a different way:

The assignments really made you look at things in a way that I may not have. You

really had to think about things more.... It really made you think of things that if

you were just sitting down to read the book you wouldn’t necessarily think about.
(personal communication, October 13, 2007)
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She typed up all of her responses to the assignments on her computer and
submitted those files. She added that the course required a lot more writing than she was
accustomed:

On the downside it was an extremely long amount of writing and |1 am not an

English major. Nursing is a lot of brief writing, [The course] was a lot of essays

and even the multiple-choice questions were essays. That was the only downside

of the course that | found. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Despite not particularly enjoying all the writing, she did feel that she came away from the
course more confident as a writer. She stated that it helped her feel like she could go on
and finish her bachelor’s degree sometime, and she was considering working on a
master’s degree in nursing, for which she would have to do a considerable amount of
writing.

Despite being busy with other responsibilities, Joy shared that it took her
approximately five months to complete the course:

But I am also working full-time with two teenage kids that are involved in sports

and everything, which is why | like the distant learning and self-paced part of it

because if | am busy one week and don’t get to it | am still OK. (personal

communication, October 13, 2007)

Reflections on the Independent Study Experience

Joy commented on why she appreciated the independent study format, “I loved it
because of the freedom” (personal communication October 13, 2007). That freedom
worked for Joy because of her many roles. She needed the flexibility to be able to work
around the needs of her husband, her children, and her work.

Joy mused that although working independently provided significant freedom, it

was not without its drawbacks:

That of course is the downfall that you don’t have anyone else that you can pick
up the phone and call or walk up to the professor after class and say | am not sure
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| am quite getting this. You have to figure it out on your own which is negative,

but it also can be a positive because it forces you to think more through the

process than having anyone feed you their opinion and going from that, it is

completely you. (personal communication October 13, 2007)

She took another course through her online nursing program with more rigid
timelines that allowed for online communications with the professor and other students.
However, having assignments due on a regular basis and on specific days caused her
some stress. “If | had a busy week with the kids it was staying up later or working harder
or giving up things that | wanted to do because | had to get things done at a certain time”
(personal communication, October 13, 2007). She declared that it would be great if
someone could figure out how to mesh the best of both formats.

She made up for the lack of personal communication with other students in the
course by talking to those around her. Her son had seen The Lord of the Rings movies, SO
she spent time talking with him. She also tried, with less success, to talk about what she
was learning with the other nurses at work:

| work in the [pediatric] surgery department ... it is a very small group and there

are about five nurses that work together. | would talk to them and they just

thought that I just lost my mind because The Lord of the Rings was nothing that
any of them would ever read either. They would say, “You are crazy.” And |
would say, “I know, I thought the same thing. You should read it, it is great.”

(personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Reactions to the Literary Works in the Course

Joy said that she especially appreciated reading The Screwtape Letters, A Greif
Observed, and The Lord of the Rings. She reflected on what she enjoyed about each of
these works and how they affected her.

The Screwtape Letters. Joy explained, “The Screwtape Letters were really thought

provoking and really made me think” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). She
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said the book caused her to ask, “Is that really how God works in our lives and how the
devil decides to work in our lives against Him?”” (personal communication, October 17,
2007). “In everything I try to look for spiritual growth. With The Screwtape Letters, | felt
some obvious spiritual growth when looking at things from the opposite direction”
(personal communication, October 13, 2007). She commented on how this view helped
her self-evaluate, “I can maybe be more mindful not to let those things pull me away
from God and to certainly see where some of those had in the past” (personal
communication, October 17, 2007).

There were several insights that she really identified with in her life. For example,
at one point Screwtape teaches his nephew Wormwood how to mislead or confuse his
patient (the person he was charged to tempt) about prayer:

I have known cases where what the patient called his "God" was actually

located—up and to the left at the corner of the bedroom ceiling, or inside his own

head, or in a crucifix on the wall. But whatever the nature of the composite object,
you must keep him praying to it—to the thing that he has made, not to the Person
who has made him. You may even encourage him to attach great importance to
the correction and improvement of his composite object, and to keeping it steadily
before his imagination during the whole prayer. For if he ever comes to make the
distinction, if ever he consciously directs his prayers "Not to what | think thou art
but to what thou knowest thyself to be", our situation is, for the moment,

desperate. (Lewis, 1996, p. 30)

This passage caused her to think about how the devil could, “using things that are
normally intended to be pure, twist them to make them impure to pull us away from God
(personal communication, October 13, 2007), including prayer.

Joy shared another insight she gained from The Screwtape Letters:

In the beginning [of the book], [Screwtape] is talking about [the patient] being in

church and thinking bad thoughts about the people around him, [thinking] that he

is better than them and being judgmental. That is a hard thing to do when you see

someone and not be judgmental. It made me more aware in my own judgments.
(personal communication, October 13, 2007)
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Joy had another experience with the assignment that called for her to select a

theme from The Screwtape Letters and analyze it:
It was not an easy task.... | struggled with this for several days, flitting between
multiple options, none of which really felt right. Sunday morning, as I sat in
church, our pastor started discussing a new topic, LOVE! That was it, my subject,
how simple is that, the one thing that Screwtape and other tempters cannot in any
way, shape, or form comprehend. The love God has for all of his creations,
mainly us humans. (personal communication, October 13, 2009)
Writing about this theme was one of the many spiritually strengthening experiences she
felt she had in the course. The experience reconfirmed for her that “as we humans know,
the fact so allusive to Screwtape, the love God has for us is the most unselfish and unself-
serving love that there is” (personal communication, October 13, 2007).
A Grief Observed. After a few lessons on Screwtape and a couple more on C.S.
Lewis, Dr. Walker gives the students an opportunity to select a work of Lewis’s and
analyze and write about it:
He also ... gave us a list of C. S. Lewis books that we could read. My father
passed away quite unexpectedly a little over a year ago and | don’t think it had
even been a year at that time and he talked about C. S. Lewis’s background and
how he had lost his wife and written a book and that was the book that | choose to
read because what | was going through personally in my life and that helped me a
little bit in my own grief and | turned around and passed it on my mom to read.
They had been married almost 50 years when he passed away. (Joy, personal
communication, October 13, 2007)
She read and wrote about her experience, drawing upon the experience of Lewis, though
she admitted that losing a parent as an adult is different from losing your spouse. When
she was at the hospital as her father was getting close to death, she felt concern for her
father’s eternal welfare. She described her experience with one assignment:
Recently ... | lost my father quite unexpectedly.... I miss him greatly and my

grief pops up at very odd times. One day when driving home from work | called
my 14-year-old son. His voice sounded so deep when he answered and I thought
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of how much he has grown in the last year and how proud my Dad would be of
him, his first born grandchild. I hung up and cried most of the way home.

| am hoping in reading C. S. Lewis’ book, 4 Grief Observed, | will work through
some of the feelings | have not really allowed myself to deal with. | also look
forward to giving it to my Mom when | am done. | can’t imagine the feeling of
loss that she has losing her partner after 47 years of marriage....

My situation and loss are nothing like that of Lewis, other than the fact of a loss
itself. The loss of a parent that you have lived away from and the loss of your
partner that is your life are two definite different losses. However, grief over
losing someone close to you is pain no matter which way it comes to you. | never
felt the anger that Lewis did towards God, but it was comforting to see someone
else question God in similar ways that | had. | have carried a slight guilt in the
questions that would pop up in mind seemingly all on their own. | am also able to
get a better idea of what my mother has been going through the last eleven
months by seeing some of the feeling Lewis describes. She shares with me a lot,
but some things, I’m sure, are beyond words.

In the first chapter Lewis describes how grief feels, stating, “There is a sort of
invisible blanket between me and the world.” That is exactly how | felt but didn’t
have the words to describe it so perfectly. | walked around feeling like I was in a
fog. Similarly to Lewis’ feeling of embarrassment, the condolences from
everyone just made me feel like screaming, until someone I barely knew giving
the usual “I’m so sorry for your loss,” follows with “I know how hard it was when
my Mom died.” The fog seemed to lift slightly, if only briefly, and in talking to
someone that had also been through it I felt a little like it would eventually be
okay. | got a similar feeling from Lewis’ book, a comfort from hearing from
someone else.

Lewis later speaks of how appalled he is when standing outside his church he sees
a man with a hoe and a watering can going to care for his mother’s grave. The
appalling part was that he referred to the grave as Mum, like it was his Mum and
not just the grave where she is buried. After Joy had died, he questions if this is in
one way better a link than one just preserved in his memory. I have to agree with
the man calling the gravesite Mum. My Father was cremated and stayed in the
temporary plastic container provided to us from the funeral home for the first
couple months. Mom would walk by it and yell at it for leaving her like my Dad’s
ashes would some how apologize. It finally became clear he would not go to a
mausoleum until my Mother went with him. Therefore, my sister and | purchased
a very proper and fitting urn to permanently place his ashes in, a beautiful golf
bag, complete with clubs, a towel, and an umbrella leaning against its side [proper
and fitting since he used to play golf five to six times a week]. It looks like a
statue on the fireplace but we all speak to it and call it George. | wonder what
Lewis would have to say to that. Knowing that it has brought healing tears and
laughter to our family and close friends I think he would approve.
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| worried about my Dad’s fate and often thought about asking him of his

relationship with Jesus, but never did. While | watched the fight for his life from

outside the ICU room, I pleaded with God over and over to get him through this
and | would buck up and have the conversation | had put off. A voice in my head
told me “don’t worry, he is with me.” In the days after his death | agonized about
this, was it truly God letting me know He had my father, or just my very
overactive imagination saying what | wanted to hear? At the end of the book

Lewis speaks of laying the questions before God and not that there is no answer

but a silent waiving of the question. “Peace, child; you don’t understand.” This is

in a small way comforting to me. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

The Lord of the Rings. Before she even officially signed up for the course, Joy
obtained the reading assignments from the Independent Study Web site and began to read
them:

[While] waiting for my packets to come in | started reading [The Lord of the

Rings] and was just taken over; | loved it. It just opened up a different genre that |

would have never otherwise looked at. (personal communication, October 13,

2007)

She became involved in the book and in the lives of the characters. She expressed her
feelings this way, “When | finished The Lord of the Rings the first time | just felt lost; |
felt like my best friends had all just left me” (personal communication, October 13,
2007).

Because Joy completed the Bible as Literature course before she began the
Christian Fantasy Literature course, she found that she needed to go back and read 7The
Lord of the Rings again when she took the course. However, she found that reading it
while taking the course helped her learn and appreciate it even more:

| thought that | better re-read [The Lord of the Rings] so | can remember it. | read

it again and got even more out of it and | liked it even more, and | never re-read a

book. Once | have read it | am done. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

She recalled how compelling the story was:

www.manaraa.com



95

Picking up a book and reading for enjoyment is like a mini vacation, I love to get
involved in the story like I am part of it and with The Lord of the Rings it was just
so easy to fall into that. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
Some of the things in The Lord of the Rings that really impressed Joy were seeing the
battle between good and evil and the Christian undertones of the novel (Christian
symbolism, themes, etc.).
Another element of The Lord of the Rings that Joy appreciated was the
characters:
When you read them and you get involved in their life and their travels and
what’s happening to them and how they handle things, it’s almost as a role model
as to how you want to be seen and you want to behave. (personal communication,
October 17, 2007)
One of the things she appreciated about the characters was the sacrifice that many of
them made to stand up against evil and help their friends. She cited some specific
examples:
Boromir [being] willing to give his life to save Pippin and Merry, Aragon giving
up what could be a very luxurious life as a king to roam the countryside and fight
back, Frodo and the rest of the Hobbits leaving the Shire to travel in very scary
places ... just because the love of their friends and just right there shows a
testament to friendship. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
She said that the examples of the characters helped strengthen some ideals that she
already held regarding “the importance of strong friendships” (personal communication,
October 13, 2007).
Joy also explained another way the characters in The Lord of the Rings helped
inspire her:
With The Lord of the Rings, just how all of the hard decisions they had to face,
the fights that they had to fight, the things that they had to give up that were dear

to them, the struggles that they had to come out on the side of good. (personal
communication, October 17, 2007)
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She mentioned that this helped remind her of what may be required in standing up for
what is right:
It is not always easy to do the right thing and be on the rights side. Sometimes it is
easier to fall and be on the wrong side. Just to see everything that they gave up for
the good it would be strengthening my own thoughts that it is not always easy and
sometimes it does takes sacrifice to be on the side of good. (personal
communication, October 13, 2007)
She further elaborated, “I don’t plan on fighting Trolls or anything, but I don’t know,
there are some people in the world that you could probably consider Trolls” (personal
communication, October 17, 2007).
Reflections on Her Relationship with Dr. Walker
Joy signed up for both courses but began the Bible as Literature course first. She
was getting ready for the final exam in that course when she began working on the
Christian Fantasy Literature course. Because she had already built a relationship with Dr.
Walker, she related well with him. As she began the Christian Fantasy course, she sent in
a self-introduction (because she had not done that during the Bible as Literature course)
and included a question about the final exam for the Bible as Literature course. She
wanted to know if it were possible to take the Bible with her into the final exam. Dr.
Walker wrote back with a humorous rely:
Great to have you back in action. You’re doing your usual fine work. Thanks for
filling me in on your personal side. I miss that with these mail classes.
Unfortunately, the Bible test isn’t open book, as you surmised. Independent Study
IS so tight about what they allow into the testing center, I’m surprised they allow
students. (personal communication, October 17, 2007)
Joy explained, “I really like Dr. Walker and | really felt somewhat of a bond with

him just from comments that he would make on my papers because | really never had any

[other] correspondence with him” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). Some of
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the comments she appreciated most were simple. She recalled, “He wrote, ‘I love how
openly and honestly you write.” Just little comments like that off to the side, “Well
analyzed, [Joy].”... At the bottom of one of my essays he just wrote “‘Superb!”” (personal
communication, October 17, 2007).

Through the course and from the feedback from Dr. Walker, she said, “I really
felt like 1 knew him personally by the time | was done with both of those classes”
(personal communication, October 13, 2007). She shared the effects of her relationship
with Dr. Walker on her work on the assignments in the course:

| guess that | was just giving so much of myself and | don’t think | would have

given so much of myself if I hadn’t done the Bible as Lit. class as well. Because |

think that was probably a little more personal because my core beliefs are in [the

Bible]. (personal communication, October 17, 2007)

Despite her appreciation for his comments, she could not communicate much with
Dr. Walker. She reported, “I really would have liked to have heard his opinion and |
really wasn’t able to get that” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). There were
times when it was difficult to take the courses on her own, and there were times when she
was not sure of what Dr. Walker was really asking and would have liked to have been
able to have closer contact with him.

She was particularly impressed that Dr. Walker did not force any particular
religious point of view or his own personal opinions on the students:

Especially coming from a university that has a specific religious background.... It

didn’t preach anything out of that specific religion.... It wasn’t trying to make me

think one way or the other. It was all up to your own thought process and it was
just the literature. (personal communication, October 17, 2007)
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Leia
Leia was a young newlywed who put her education on hold so she could work to
help support her family while her husband pursued his education:
Originally I went to college for a secondary Education degree in English
education. | did not finish my degree because | got married instead but it is
something that | would like to pursue in the future if the opportunity ever arises

again, it is something that | would like to do. (personal communication, October
13, 2007)

In addition to previously pursuing an English degree, Leia grew up with a love for books,
especially for fantasy and science fiction. This was one reason she was interested in
taking the Christian Fantasy Literature course:
| grew up around a lot of books, | had an older brother that read a ton and so | got
that habit from him I guess and it is something that | do a lot.... My dad really
enjoyed science fiction and fantasy; | grew up watching Star Wars, Star Trek,
Lord of the Rings old cartoons, and things like that so | have always had a
predisposition towards fantasy, science fiction, and that type of a thing. (personal
communication, October 13, 2007)
She learned about the course from one of her friends who knew about her
“predisposition” for fantasy, which is how she ended up taking it.
Approach to the Course
Leia, however, did not take the course to complete a degree or fulfill a
requirement; it was more to have something to do and for personal enrichment:
| actually took it more for fun than I did for a course requirement.... | had time, |
was working a job where | sit in my office and answer a phone and when your
phone only rings three or four times a day that is a lot of time to fill. I kind of saw
it as an opportunity to read the fantasy literature that I like but also gain a little bit

more of an understanding of the Christian aspects. (personal communication,
October 13, 2007)
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Although she did most of the course work while at her job, she clarified, “there were
sometimes when | did stuff at home but not usually” (personal communication, October
13, 2007).

Leia completed the course in a relatively short period of time (she reported that it
took her between four to five months to complete the course). Despite her efficient work,
her approach was not consistent day to day. Leia described her work on the course as
“kind of in spurts” (personal communication, October 13, 2007):

| would sit down and [work on course for] two or three days then take a few days
off then do a few more days, it was never a consistent thing. It depended on my
work load and some days | would get there and | wouldn’t want to do it, and | am
the type of person that if I don’t want to do it then | don’t. So it was very
spontaneous for me. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Her husband had previously read The Lord of the Rings, S0 while she took the
course she shared what she was learning with her husband:

That was a lot of fun because ... | would actually read through the content and
quizzes and things like that, | would find things that | never have really thought
about before and I could come home and show him. He is very deep and he likes
to think about things like that so it was fun for him too because he kind of took
the course along with me, just informally. (personal communication, October 13,
2007)

Leia mentioned that because it was hard not getting to interact with other students
in an Independent Study course, the interaction with her husband was very helpful and
extended her own thinking about the course:

You don’t get to bounce your ideas off of people and hear what they have to say
and different insights like that. So it definitely enriched the course for me because
| could go home to him and say, “Hey this is what | read and this is what the
course material said,” and he would say “have you ever thought of it this way,” so
it definitely made the course better and brought into it for me that interaction; the
ability to listen to other people’s perspectives.... | think everybody is different
when they read literature and everybody learns differently and so for me to be
able to bounce that off of him and have him bring his own perspective into it was
really interesting. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
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On one occasion, they discussed Letter 11 of The Screwtape Letters about how the
devil’s servants try to get people at church to fault find with those with whom they
worship. Her husband, who served as a missionary for the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, shared with her experiences in which he saw things like that in some of
the congregations he was in during his missionary service. Some people they were
teaching would find fault with church members or leaders and in essence say “there is no
way that your church can be true” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). Talking
with her husband about experiences like that helped her *“see how things from the
literature would come to life and be an actual real-life experience” (personal
communication, October 13, 2007).

She shared another example of an insight she gained from her husband when she
was studying The Lord of the Rings. In the lesson that discusses Christian symbolism in
Lord of the Rings, she stated that she saw how Frodo and Aragorn were figures of Christ,
but then she came home from work and discussed the lesson with her husband:

He said, “Why couldn’t Gandalf be a Christ figure because in a way he dies and is

resurrected again and it is up to him to save his people which of course is the

order of the wizards and it is his mission in life to bring enlightenment to people
between good and evil?” and that is something that | never thought of prior to

that. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

She noted that having these types of discussions enriched her experience in the course.
They allowed her to get thoughts from someone else and bounce her ideas off of
someone. Additionally, she said that these discussions helped her and her husband learn
to communicate with one another:

It helped my marriage a little bit; it helped us to communicate a little better. When

| took it [we] had only been married six to seven months, so we were still in that
stage of trying to learn to communicate with each other and we are both totally
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different when it comes to that. So being able to read the stories that he had read
too and then come home and being able to discuss the ideas that | had, and the
ideas that the instructor had, and him throw in his two cents, it helped us to learn
more about each other and more about how we think. So that was definitely a very
good side effect. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Impressions of the Course
Leia enjoyed several things about the course. One aspect she enjoyed was the
topic:

| really liked that [the course] covered fantasy because even at [her former school]
there is not a course that covers fantasy literature.... | think people discredit
[fantasy] as “these people are weird they like dragons, wizards, and elves” and
that kind of a thing. So I enjoyed that it was a course that covered material that
isn’t usually studied. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Leia said that she also liked being able to work on the course at her own pace:

| [could] do it when | want and when it is convenient for me. It gave me that
freedom that if | wanted to do five chapters a day | could do five chapters a day. If
| only wanted to do one I could only do one. That freedom allowed me to do a lot
more with my other time. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Generally, she also liked how the course was written:

| really enjoyed the way that he explained things. He would...go through and
explain a character and personalities and what they were. He would tell about the
author. Like when Tolkien was writing Lord of the Rings he had this image of a
hobbit in his mind and this is how the whole thing was born or that he would tell
stories about hobbits to his children. | liked that he explained it enough so that
you could know what was going on with the characters but at the same time ... he
didn’t put so much in there that you got lost. Sometimes you go to a class and the
teacher is trying to be smart and he gets way too much into it and you go, “What
is he talking about?” But | never had that feeling with this course. | really thought
the workbook was well written ... it really followed what you were doing and it
explained a lot of what the instructor wanted you to gain from it. (personal
communication, October 13, 2007)

Although she said, “Overall I liked the experience, | liked the course material and
| liked the way that it was structured” (personal communication, October 13, 2007), there

were parts of the of the course structure she did not like as well. She felt that it covered
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too much of The Lord of the Rings at once, addressing “very large chapters and very large
sections at a time” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). When she tried to
respond to the questions in the course, she would say to herself, “Oh, I don’t remember
that,” and she had to go back through the books to refresh her memory. She shared her
ideas about how she would have liked to approach The Lord of the Rings:

| would have liked to see it done in smaller sections so that you could cover the

more in depth type of things in each of the different sections, maybe do it by book

or by three or four chapters so it didn’t have such a rush feel to it. (personal

communication, October 13, 2007)

Additionally, although she liked that the course covered the Christian fantasy
genre, there was at least one work she read in the course she did not enjoy:

| didn’t particularly like the book Mere Christianity. We had to read Mere

Christianity by C.S. Lewis. It wasn’t my favorite work, it was difficult for me to

read and to understand and | think that there are better works by C. S. Lewis that

you could study. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)
Personal Growth from the Course

Leia reported that “As a child and as a teenager | was very withdrawn and | didn’t
have a lot of friends and | did do a lot of reading” (personal communication, October 13,
2007). She especially enjoyed reading fantasy and science fiction novels such as The
Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, Star Wars, and so forth. At that time, she recalled, not
many of the people she went to school with knew or appreciated these kinds of works;
“people would laugh at me for [reading these books]” (personal communication, October

13, 2007). She claimed, “my personality flaw was that | preferred these books to people”

(personal communication, October 13, 2007).
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However, as Tolkien has gained in popularity and especially now that she has
taken this course and grown in her understanding of the works and of fantasy, she became
more confident in recommending books to people and talking to them:

I never really knew how to bridge the gap between [her appreciation for literature
and talking to people about it] and this course definitely showed me how to take
[the literature] and discuss it with people. It helped with the interaction with
people and now | can walk up to someone in a bookstore that | don’t know and
say, “that is a good book” and they ask why and I can tell them about it. So it did
give me more confidence in content and things like that. (personal
communication, October 13, 2007)

She had an interesting experience when she was in line for the release of the
seventh Harry Potter volume at a bookstore:

Probably one of the best experiences that I had is that | went to the midnight

selling of Harry Potter seven. | was standing behind a gal and she was probably

in her 40’s ... and as we were walking through the store and they had us lined up
and down the isles because there were 500-600 people there. As we were walking
through the isles she would pick up a book and I could say, “Oh I have read that
book that is a really good book,” and then we would talk about it and that would
open doors and other avenues. This course and being able to take it and learn
about things that I haven’t thought about before, it kind of made me more
confident in recommending books and talking to people about books because it
definitely opened an avenue of communication about what | read and what | can
talk to other people about. So it did change me in that way. (personal

communication, October 13, 2007)

Before she gained confidence through the course, she said she would have been much
more reluctant to strike up a conversation with people she did not know.

Even though she was previously an avid reader of fantasy, she commented that
the course helped her “to read some fantasy literature that | haven’t read before”
(personal communication, October 13, 2007). For example, she mentioned, “I like to read
things more far out than Screwtape Letters which is fantasy but not the type that |1 would

usually read. But it gave me that perspective of what other types of fantasies are out
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there” (personal communication, October 13, 2007). Leia further reflected on the affect
of the course on her as a reader:

Basically what | took out of [the course] was looking at things in a different way.
A lot of the time I think people just read and take it as a straight story but [the
course] ... helped me to think of it in a different way and ... [to] look at it from a
Christian perspective. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

She further clarified how the course has affected her approach to reading:

When | open a book it is not just a story there are other elements to it, it definitely
has changed my life as a reader and a reader of the fantasy genre. It definitely has
helped me to think beyond the book; to research more. Even now when | pick up
the book | get on Wikipedia and look up the author and see what life experiences
they have had and it gives me a better idea of where the author is coming from.
Like ... Harry Potter ... you think it is a child’s book but when you read J. K.
Rowling’s life history or you listen to interviews with her you learn that is not just
a child’s story but it is about the author in certain ways and it is about the human
experience, really, and that is kind of the way | think about things now ... | never
thought of Lord of the Rings as a Christian piece of literature, | just always
considered it a fantasy thing. Like Chronicles of Narnia, we didn’t read it in the
course, but 1 did read it and | read about C. S. Lewis and it kind of made me think
a lot more about his experience as a person and as a writer. It definitely changed
my perspective on reading and researching. (personal communication, October
13, 2007)

Leia also mentioned that the course influenced her as a writer:

| like to write too and I like to see different writing styles and it helped me to see

how these kinds of writers put their lives and religion into their writing and their

characters and their stories. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Leia had an experience at work with a young woman that the course helped her to
deal with in a more understanding way:

| used to work at a place and I worked with a little gal ... and she would come to

me a lot with ... problems of immorality or drinking and things that I have been

taught my whole life to avoid. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

She felt that this young woman was bringing these problems upon herself, so she should

just stop doing these things and her problems would disappear:
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It was very irritating for me at first because it was like, “Well just quit being
stupid!” But at the same time | kind of had to take a step back and realize her life
experiences have been completely different than mine, she hasn’t been taught
these things and these life struggles that she is going through right now could be
something like getting married or having a child that would be large decisions for
me. These are large decisions for her and so it helped me to step back and say,
“How can I, as a totally different minded person, help this person who may not
understand [things the way | do].” | talked with her for quite awhile about her life
experiences and to learn more about her, about where she was coming from, what
type of person she was, what kind of childhood she had and it was just very eye
opening. It helped me to look outside [my own perspective] and see things as
most people live. (personal communication, October 13, 2007)

Even though Leia believed that the young woman needed to change her behavior, Leia
was able to take the time to better understand her as a person instead of instantly
prescribing solutions to her problems. Just having someone to listen to her problems was
a helpful service to this young woman.

In speaking of the influence of the course on her experience with this young
woman, she shared that seeing different perspectives and seeing value in them helped her
to be more open to others’ views:

Just studying the authors ... Tolkien and C. S. Lewis and were not [of the same
denomination as she was] but in reading their literature and their life stories and
experiences that brought them about writing these books, it kind of made me
realize that people who are not of our faith or not of our same mind, they have the
potential to be spectacular, to do great things, to put things together in
extraordinary ways and that made me think about this girl that | am talking to,
with her life experience she is going to do something fantastic. She may or may
not change the world with it but because she is different, we are all different, each
of our experiences are different, we each can create something out of that. That is
kind of what I thought about when I read Tolkien and C. S. Lewis, that even
though they have a lot of [similar] ideas they weren’t raised [the same as | was]
and their lifestyle was not [the same as mine]. And even though they might not be
the most perfect people they have still created the best of what they could with
what they had and that made me realize that people are like that too. (personal
communication, October 13, 2007)
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Pam

Pam attended BYU for four years working on a degree in English. At the
beginning of her senior year she met her husband, who was ready to graduate and had
been accepted to optometry school. After they got married, she left school to work so he
could continue his professional preparation. She explained, “While he was going to
Optometry school, I worked full time. That’s when | started the Independent Study
program” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

She felt fortunate, given her situation, that she had been an English major, “I was
kind of lucky that English was my degree because there are tons of Independent Study
classes for English” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). She registered for the
Christian Fantasy course because it was one of the electives she could take to finish her
degree. She shared, “My favorite author is C. S. Lewis, so when he was listed as one of
the authors we would study | was pumped.... | was pretty excited about [taking the
course]” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). She decided to save this class until
the end of her program to give herself something to look forward to. She explained, “This
was one of the classes that | had intentionally saved for the end because I knew it would
be like a treat for me” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Unfortunately, the end didn’t come as quickly as Pam anticipated. It took her
another four years to complete the remaining nine or ten courses she needed to graduate.
At one time she took off eight months to teach an early morning religion class for
teenagers in her area. She also had her first child. Very soon after the birth of her son, she
and her husband had a more serious setback: “[That] year my husband was diagnosed

with cancer. So | took off probably six or seven months while he was going through
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treatment” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). It was after her husband finished
his treatments and was doing much better that she began the Christian Fantasy course.
Approach to the Course

Pam’s approach to the course was fairly focused. She mentioned that she used a
goal sheet that BYU Independent Study provided to set weekly goals and keep her on
track, “So I usually would just kind of set weekly goals to finish the book and write a
paper, finish a book one week and write a paper the next week” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007). She found the goal sheet helpful in her efforts to stay
on track and finish the course.

Pam reported that another factor that helped her stay on course was that she taking
her last couple of classes before she was ready to graduate:

| kind of just approached it from the standpoint that | was ready to be graduated.

When | took the class | was pretty excited about it, but the reality was that I

needed to graduate too. Eight years to finish a Bachelors degree is a long time. So

| was pretty motivated to stay on course and get things done. (personal

communication, October 2, 2007)
Despite her focus to finish so she could graduate, she also had the challenge of working
around her one-year-old son: “I was at home with him and | would pretty much would try
to read during his nap time and then | would work on paperwork or whatever” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007). She mentioned, “I did most of my reading in my
bedroom and most of my writing in the computer room and most of my course work 1
just closed myself off” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

At the time she was taking this course she was also working on another English

course. Between the two courses, she estimated, “I don’t think that on average I spent

more than two to three hours a day. That would be my average guess of time
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involvement” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). Pam took approximately nine
months to complete the two courses she was working on.

Pam used resources beyond those the course offered. She said, “I did a lot of
reading actually. I’ve always liked C. S. Lewis so | did a lot more reading into his
personal life” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Pam also talked to family members about what she was reading. She mentioned,
“I might have enjoyed having classroom discussion about some of these books, and
having some other people around” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). However,
to make up for that she reported, “I imposed that on my family, so, I got some discussion.
| had my family read some of the books | was reading ... because | enjoyed [the books]
so much” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). Pam enlisted the help of her
husband, mother, and sister to read the works and discuss them with her. At the time,
Pam and her husband were living with her family due to her husband’s illness, which
made it more convenient to include them in the process. She reported, “It was definitely a
big topic of discussion for me. It was something | enjoyed talking about quite frequently
(personal communication, October 2, 2007). Pam felt that talking with her family was
helpful in two ways. First, “being able to talk through some of my thoughts it certainly
perpetuated more thinking about the books” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).
Second, “when | talked about [the books] 1’d want to quote things correctly. | would have
to think about it or go back and reread things a lot more” (personal communication,
October 2, 2007).

Although she thought having other students with whom she could discuss the

readings would have been helpful, she felt that there good side to working individually:
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In the same light, maybe it was kind of good. | definitely enjoyed having the time
alone to read the books, but not have the thoughts of other people. | don’t know
that in a classroom setting | would have come to some of the conclusions | came

to on my own. (personal communication, October 2, 2007)

Though she declared, “I think that J. R. R. Tolkien is an amazing writer”
(personal communication, October 2 2007), one of the conclusions Pam came to on her
own was that she didn’t enjoy The Lord of the Rings as much as she thought she might:

| have to say that | came to the conclusion that | don’t know if I liked him quite as

much as | thought | would ... I thought | would like The Lord of the Rings a little

more, | mean, the movies are my favorite. Actually, | didn’t enjoy the book quite
as much as | enjoyed the movies, surprisingly. | usually enjoy the books more.

(personal communication, October 2 2007)

She said, “I know that some people are really passionate about [Tolkien’s] writing”
(personal communication, October 2, 2007) and so being in a classroom of other students
who felt that way might have influenced her.

Pam came to another unexpected conclusion from her reading of The Great
Divorce. She learned, “The most important things we do are sometimes lost in the shuffle
of a busy life” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Reflections on the Independent Study Experience

Pam described her experience taking courses through Independent Study,
including the Christian Fantasy Literature course, this way: “I felt that my class work
done outside of campus was more beneficial than what | had done on campus” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007). She gave at least one possible reason for this:

| felt like it was harder for me at least, to apply myself because | really had to

commit to doing those and setting up my test myself and writing the papers

without a group and that kind of thing. It really came down to me doing the work
that needed to be done. (personal communication, October 2, 2007)
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Although she claimed, “Certainly if | had been around to go on campus | would have
appreciated that just as much,” she noted, “I just know that I can see a distinct difference
in the depth of learning from the time I left campus to the time that | graduated” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007).

In this course, as well as in her other Independent Study courses, she felt that her
greatest challenge was “having the self-discipline to actually finish.... | always found that
to be one of the challenging parts. As much as I love the books, there was still the work
that had to be done” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). She recalled that she
had to request an extension for some of her courses to finish them (students have one year
to complete Independent Study courses). Although she struggled with the self-discipline
needed to do her assignments even with her last courses, including Christian Fantasy
Literature, Pam saw some improvement: “ | definitely was better at it than when | started,
but | can’t say that it ever came very readily for me to be very timely” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007).

Impressions of the Course

Pam said the Christian Fantasy Literature course “was my very most favorite class
whether on campus or doing Independent Study. I think [the course] was by far one of the
most influential classes that I took™ (personal communication, October 2, 2007). Pam’s
summarized her overall impression of the course, “I think | got a B+ in the class....
Although I felt like what I got out of it was A+” (personal communication, October 2,
2007).

With other classes that she took, she reported, “I don’t necessarily remember as

much. | can’t say that any class comes to mind that was quite as influential” (personal
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communication, October 2, 2007). She theorized the factors that contributed to her not
having as memorable experience in some of her other courses: “Because | kind of just
ploughed through [the other courses], they were more, ‘just get them done.’... | really
enjoyed [Christian Fantasy Literature course] though. That was a big difference”
(personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Pam reported that the course lived up to her expectations: “I don’t think there was
anything I didn’t like about that class. | really enjoyed everything about it” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007). She further explained her feelings about the course:

| loved it. You can quote me on that. It was a great class. | was impressed and

quite frankly kind of surprised because | had taken a class by [Dr. Walker]

through Independent Study and | had really enjoyed it. And so | was excited to be
taking another Independent Study class from him but | was quite surprised at how
influential it was despite the fact that the course had already been laid out, who
knows how long ago, and it’s probably not changed every year or anything.

(personal communication, October 2, 2007)

She further elaborated, “I had a great experience intellectually and spiritually, because |
mean, [the course] is definitely a co-mingling of those two ideologies, the spiritual side of
reading and the educational side of reading” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Pam explained that there was “something about [Dr. Walker’s] approach” in
writing the course that helped her get more out of the reading in the course:

Dr. Walker, 25 years ago when he wrote that class, was able to write it in a way

that really helped me feel like | could get something out of it.... | find that very

powerful and influential. (personal communication, October 2, 2007)

She explained elements of that “something about his approach.” One element was that he
effectively used excerpts from either the work she was about to read and/or from other

works to enliven the discussion materials to help her prepare for the reading. Next, she

explained, “I really liked his attitude towards the course. | think that that influenced my
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attitude towards the course too” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). She also
appreciated Dr. Walker’s writing style:

The way he wrote the curriculum was very influential to me. This was the second

class I had taken from him and so | remember in the first class | had taken from

him kind of feeling like that too, that I enjoyed his style. (personal

communication, October 2, 2007)

Part of that style, she explained, was his ability to make his writing personal:

For a piece of paper, | felt like it was a very personal piece of paper that I could

like hear him talking to me. | felt a certain closeness to the professor that in other

classes I definitely have not. Sometimes | just take the class, I guess. (personal

communication, October 2, 2007)

Of the literature she read in the course, Pam said one book stood out: “The book
that influenced me the most was The Great Divorce by C.S. Lewis” (personal
communication, October 2, 2007). She mentioned that the course provided her assistance
with the reading:

When | read [The Great Divorce], | really liked the guidance of the course. It was

just that perfect amount of intervention and his opinions of the reading, and yet

not so much so that I felt like I had to think the exact same way that he thought. |
was able to have my own ideas and opinions too. (personal communication,

October 2, 2007)

One of the elements of the course Pam enjoyed were the papers she got to write.
She explained, “I felt they were more like personal essays rather than just a typical
structured paper” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). Pam explained another
related aspect of the course that she appreciated:

| didn’t feel from the professor that | had to think the way he thought in order to

be considered a good learner or good student in that class. My own opinions were

valued just as equally even if they varied from the professor’s. (personal

communication, October 2, 2007)

She confessed that “although a lot of times | did agree [with the professor] ... Just having

that freedom to think on my own was helpful”” (personal communication, October 2,
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2007). The professor, in allowing for that freedom, “gave me a lot of encouragement as a
reader and a writer” (personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Pam shared, “One thing that | noticed about Dr. Walker was that he gave
encouraging feedback” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). However, she
clarified that he did provide corrective feedback when needed; but even in those cases, he
was positive and respectful. She contrasted his approach with some of her previous
professors, “some professors ... were negative, very confusing, not very straight forward.
But in [the Christian Fantasy Literature course] the feedback was very straightforward”
(personal communication, October 2, 2007).

Pam also explained, “I felt like [the professor’s] expectations for me as a student
were very clear. | didn’t find that to ever be a problem, which I really appreciated and
found to be a good thing in comparison to other classes” (personal communication,
October 2, 2007). In contrast, she noted her experience in some of her other courses:

With some other professors that | had taken independent study classes from, |

found [it] very difficult to understand what the professor was trying to get me to

do out of the course. There was one course 1’d even taken and | felt like the
professor wouldn’t accept anything other than his opinion, which I differed from
on many points. | tried to call him, | tried to get in touch, to try to figure things
out so | could get a better grade in the class and that was very difficult. That was

not the case with Dr. Walker, by any means. (personal communication, October 2,

2007)

With the Christian Fantasy Literature course and another course on adolescent
literature, Pam declared, “After all the years of doing Independent Study, I definitely left
on a good note with those classes” (personal communication, October2, 2007).
Reflections on The Great Divorce

Pam shared that she was unaware of the circumstances that she would be pass

through before she took the course:
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| didn’t know the events that would transpire in my life up until that time. I had no
clue that my husband had cancer. I had no clue that we would have a newborn
baby a week before he was diagnosed. So I took this class coming away from
some very life changing experiences. (personal communication, October 2, 2007)

Despite the life-changing nature of these events, she said,
I’d have to say that | was really glad that it ended up that way because the books
that I had read, particularly by C. S. Lewis ... reading The Great Divorce, was
one that I’ll have to go back to...it was by far my most favorite book.... |
appreciated a lot of the other reading we did for that class, but nothing compared
to how that book influence me so I don’t know how to separate the two really. It

just made me reshape the way | thought about things. (personal communication,
October 2, 2007)

Impressed by the profundity of Lewis’ ideas in The Great Divorce, Pam
explained, “It helped me to think about the way I think about things (personal
communication, October 2, 2007). “It’s not all doctrinally sound, but I thought that a lot
of the points that he made about human nature and how, essentially, the plan of salvation
works were very inspiring” (personal communication, October 2, 2007). Learning how
deeply Lewis thought about things inspired her to see that there was room still for her to
grow.

Pam explained how the events in her life at the time influenced her experience
reading The Great Divorce:

What had happened in my life and reading that book, at the time | was able to

read it, coming away from seeing my husband almost die was really powerful, |

guess, in the way that I could really understand those things in a different light.

(personal communication, October 2, 2007)

Pam described a part of The Great Divorce that she related to most, given the
circumstances that she had just passed through:

| guess one of the parts of The Great Divorce that inspired me the most was the

part about the mother who had lost her son.... | can’t remember if he had been

killed, or died through an accidental death. She just obsessed over him and how
she felt she was being a good mother by obsessing over his death. She felt that
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that was a worthy thing and she couldn’t understand why that wasn’t worthy and
it was because she really loved her son more than she loved God essentially.

For myself, when my husband was diagnosed, | thought that my life was going to
end. It was horrible. | was so upset with his diagnosis that | wondered how | was
going to come to the reality that he could pass away. Statistically, it was very
likely he would have. So | was reading that part of the book I could see, kind of,
had things gone differently, had my husband passed away, how maybe | might
have reacted. | could feel the immense amount of gratitude for the fact that he had
to rise and that | needed to strengthen my faith in a much different way than |
thought | had because once you’ve had cancer you’re definitely more prone to
getting that type again or another type because of the treatment weakening your
system.

And so | just remember reading that part, something in the book along the lines
about how “that’s just a state of mind.” How did he word it? | used to have this
memorized, but ... something along those lines. And his response, the character
that C. S. Lewis voices in the book, that what God offers us is reality, that and
nothing else ...what Satan or what hell offers us is really just a state of mind, it is
just a fagade, it is only that real, which is not real at all. What C. S. Lewis was
saying is that what God offers us is tangible realities: Earth that we live on, the
life that we have, those realities come from God not from Satan, true happiness is
a reality and that comes from God. And when we are depressed or upset it comes
from the consequences of actions, the choice that God gives us basically.
(personal communication, October 2, 2007)

Her experiences with The Great Divorce and with the course in general affected
Pam in a few ways:

| think that that book, well, that class in general, helped me to make up my mind
and commit more fully to my faith. It strengthened a side of my character that |
hadn’t really tapped into before. | always felt | was a faithful person and that |
didn’t have any major gaps in my beliefs until I could compare The Great Divorce
to my recent life’s experiences. So | was impressed to have that look inside
myself and be able to see what | could do to become better. | was really glad for
that. (personal communication, October 2, 2007)

Her experience also made her reflect on how she approached her study of the scriptures:
| wanted my scriptures to become that same influence. So as | read scriptures, |
felt like 1 could understand them on a different level. It kind of enriched my

personal reading of the scriptures all around in a lot of different ways. (personal
communication, October 2, 2007)
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Other Participant Sketches and Stories

The following are brief introductions and selected stories from the remaining
participants. | offer these to augment the four highlighted students and to present stories
and perceptions referenced in subsequent chapters.

Eve

Eve was nearing the end of degree in English. She had five courses remaining,
three General Education courses and two major courses. At that point she was pregnant
with her first child, so she began taking courses through Independent Study.

She chose to take the Christian Fantasy Literature course because, she said, “it
looked interesting and looked like it wasn’t going to cause me too too many headaches
out of the English classes I could pick” (personal communication, November 6, 2007).
She was very focused on finishing her degree. This was partially because, as she
explained, “l was up against a deadline because my parents had paid for everything and
they said, “‘We’ll pay for everything until your 22°, and | was about to turn 23 so | had to
get it done” (personal communication, November 6, 2007). She also had that focus, in
part, because after so many years of schooling she felt ready to be done.

One of the aspects of the course that Eve appreciated was its flexibility:

Well, I think that the flexibility, really, it made a world of difference ... being

able to choose when I was going to do it on my terms. Specially, having a

newborn being able to work around him.... I also was running a business at the

time so being able to dependably go to a class to make sure that I’m getting the
work done and being able to finish everything within four months there was just

absolutely no way. (personal communication, November 6, 2007)

In addition to the time flexibility, she explained, “[The course] allowed for me to pick

and choose things that I thought I might actually be interested in, rather than the lesser of

however many evils” (personal communication, November 6, 2007). She further
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explained that this flexibility allowed her to have a better experience. She said, “I think it
encouraged more growth” (personal communication, November 6, 2007). She later
elaborated on the freedom and flexibility the course provided:
I’m a Montessori teacher-in-training and one of the big deals about Montessori is
that you respect the child enough to be able to choose the things that are right for
them at that time to be working on, to be learning and for them to focus on. So if
all they want to do all day is cut and color, then that’s ok because that’s really
where their development is right now and forcing them to do other stuff is not
necessarily going to help with their development.... And so, following through on
that theory a little bit further, | felt like | was given significantly more freedom to
be able to pick and choose the stuff that | felt like 1 was going to enrich my life
the best. (personal communication, November 6, 2007)
She also enjoyed the course content. She explained that it gave her a good excuse
to read some works she wanted to read anyway:
A lot of English majors don’t actually like Classic literature, | do. So, there was
that added bonus to it, it’s not like it’s a waste of time that I’m reading this
because I’m going to get something out of it. (personal communication,
November 6, 2007)
From this, she said, “I definitely gained a greater appreciation for C. S. Lewis and his
work. Obviously that was my preferred part of the course” (personal communication,
November 6, 2007). She described how what she learned in the course affected her
rereading other works by C. S. Lewis and “really being able to see more of the Christian
symbolism” (personal communication, November 6, 2007) after she finished the course.
For example, she reread The Chronicles of Narnia: “Like | was saying ... The Chronicles
of Narnia, the seven books are all about the Creation, the Fall, the Atonement and then

the last battle.... It is just incredible ... being able to go back and see those things”

(personal communication, November 6, 2007).
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Hannah

Hannah grew up in a fairly religious home and even attended a religiously
sponsored private high school. However, when she went away to college, “I began
exploring everything that was out there” and that “turned [me] off to the religion my
mom and dad brought me up with” (personal communication, August 30, 2007). Because
of this, she said, “I was constantly looking for something, the answer, for something that
fit” (personal communication, August 30, 2007).

After completing her schoolwork at a few universities, she began a teacher
certification program at another university. The program permitted students to take
distance education courses from other universities to fulfill some of their requirements.
To fulfill an English requirement in her program, her school recommended the Christian
Fantasy Literature course from BYU because other students reported a good experience
in the course. When she found out that she would be able to study C. S. Lewis, whom she
had read before, she decided to take the course. Just prior to that time, a friend had
recommended The Screwtape Letters to her, which furthered her interest in taking the
course.

She tried to approach the course with an open mind. She shared, “Because the
course was called Christian Fantasy, | guess | was just like, ‘I’ll try to have an open mind
and | will learn a lot. It will be great’” (personal communication, August 30, 2007).

One of her most memorable experiences in the course was reading The Screwtape
Letters:

| remember reading Screwtape Letters in particular, just the version of Christian

philosophy, and learning about history. A lot of the religions that I have studied

have skeletons in the closet, some part of their history that they are not proud of.
But it all comes back to the essential philosophy of the teachings. And that kind of

www.manaraa.com



119

helped bring me back and helped me be more open-minded again to Christianity.
(personal communication, August 30, 2007)

Although she had moved away from these same ideas as a young adult, because she was
now choosing to read these ideas on her own, she felt it helped her become more open
minded. She also felt that course materials and assignments increased her understanding.

She shared that this open-mindedness toward Christianity manifested itself in her
being less judgmental toward those who call themselves Christians:

| am less apt to judge a person if they admit that they are Christian. For example,

to me being Christian has meant holding the values of a right wing conservative.

Now I don't think this way and if anything, according to Lewis, Christianity

doesn't have anything to do with whom you vote for. It has to do with compassion

and your actions. (personal communication, October 2, 2007)

Another benefit from the course and her openness to Christianity is that her
relationship with her mother has improved. Prior to taking the course, she had a difficult
time talking to her mother about religion:

| think first that that understanding and open mindedness about Christianity was a

good reflection for me. And | know something that my mom and | have never

seen [eye to eye] on.... This course helped me talk to her a lot more about

Christianity and understand where she was coming from. (personal

communication, August 30, 2007)

This openness has manifested itself with her friends as well. She and her friends take a
more liberal political position, and some of her friends slam Christianity, largely due to
the more conservative positions that many Christians hold. But since taking this course,
she found herself defending Christianity to her friends. She related, “I was actually
defending it. | was saying it is actually a really amazing philosophy when you look at it in

this light. I was able to talk about what that light was that C. S. Lewis painted” (personal

communication, August 30, 2007).
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Hannah shared some thoughts on what elements of the course helped make it a

good experience for her:

| think it was probably mainly the content, but another huge part of it was also a
lot the writing work and guided questions and essays. The questions weren’t just
about the literature but asking about