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How do we turn this group of truly wonderful people 
into skilled writers, critical thinkers, and habitually 
analytical citizens with a true understanding of the 
arts, humanities, social sciences, and sciences? 



What you see from the front of a large 
freshman classroom over a 40-year period. 

• Success 
• Failure 
• Romance 
• 10,000+ future citizens 
• Kids who will be doctors that operate on 

your own children 
• A microcosm of our evolving nation 



Mary Ann McDowell 
(from Kearney), PhD, 
Prof Biol at Notre 
Dame, UNL alum 

Mike Ferdig (from Bennington), 
PhD, Prof Biol at Notre Dame, 
UNL alum 

Sam and Georgia, their kids, getting taken to where Mike and Mary 
Ann did their research at UNL’s Cedar Point Biological Station 

Romance: 



Frequency distribution of grades in a sample of JJ’s BS101 
classes: 
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A portrait of my evolving nation as seen from the podium: 



Percentage of students recognized outside of class by the 
end of October: 

A portrait of my evolving nation as seen from the podium 
(cont’d): 
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Syllabus info sheet 



Message from the podium: 
• They’re not their parents’ freshmen. 
• Even if you give them all the questions in 

advance, their (collective) grades don’t 
change. 

• Something’s going on in this large 
auditorium setting that we don’t really 
understand. 

• My colleagues blame the information age 
culture. 



The factors at work: 
• Heterogeneity in the student population 
• Complexity of the institution 
• Information age culture 



Heterogeneity in the student 
population: 
• Economic diversity 
• Religious diversity 
• Family history 
• Employment 
• Military service 
• Major; career goals 
• Co-curricular activities 
• Ethnic background 
• Gender 
• Advice from high school 

• Appearance 
• Talents 
• Drug and alcohol use 
• Significant others 
• Sexual orientation 
• Age and maturity 
• Reading skills 
• Attention span 



Complexity of the institution: 
• Eight undergraduate colleges 
• Eight different cultures 
• Eight different governance practices 
• Eight different budgets 
• Eight different alumni engagements 
• Eight different . . . (this list goes on for a while). 



Information age culture (hourly lives of 
students): 

• iPods* 
• Podcasting* 
• Cell phones* 
• Text messages 
• Ring tones 
• WWW* 
• Blackboard* 
• Free downloads* 
• E-mail* 
• Digital images* 
• YouTube/MySpace 

• Electronic library access* 
• Sound bite reporting 
• Political stridency 
• PowerPoint* 
• Tsunami* 
• Video games 
• Classroom Response 

Systems* 

* = JJ 
uses 
regularly 



Globalization in a freshman biology class 
(languages spoken or studied for more than 
a year by my 2007 BIOS 101 students): 

• Spanish* 
• French* 
• German* 
• Tamil 
• Persian 
• Arabic 
• Norwegian 
 

• Chinese 
• Japanese 
• Lakota 
• ASL 
• Hindi 
• Gujarati 

* - JJ has studied for 
more than a year. 



Globalization in a freshman biology class 
(countries visited by my 2007 BIOS 101 
students): 

• Australia 
• Austria 
• Belgium 
• Belize 
• Bosnia 
• Brazil 
• Canada 
• Caribbean (several) 
• China 
• Costa Rica 
• Croatia 
 

• Czech Republic 
• Denmark 
• France 
• Germany 
• Greece 
• Guatemala 
• Honduras 
• Hungary 
• Iceland 
• India 
• Iran 
 



Globalization in a freshman biology class 
(countries visited – cont’d): 

• Ireland 
• Italy 
• Japan 
• Kenya 
• Lithuania 
• Lichtenstein 
• Luxemberg 
• Malta 
• Mexico 
• Monaco 
• Netherlands 
• Pakistan 
• Philipines 
 

• Poland 
• Portugal 
• Puerto Rico 
• Russia 
• Saudi Arabia 
• Spain 
• Sudan 
• Switzerland 
• Taiwan 
• Thailand 
• Turkey 
• UK 
• Venezuela 

 



Big donation to more than the athletic program 

Student 

GenEd Requirements 

The Good Stuff = my major 

Successful career, happy marriage, 
above average kids, etc. 

Ti
m

e 

My 
impression 
of the public 
impression 
of “college.” 



= Students = opportunities = interactions 
(What the flow of human 
resources actually looks 
like.) 





What we teach: 

• The nature of 
science 

• Baby biochemistry 
• Cell structure and 

function 
• Mendelian genetics 
• Evolution 
• Ecology (nutrient 

cycling) 



What they learn: 

• Time management 
• Time management 
• Time management 
• CMS use 
• Laundry techniques 
• Local establishment characteristics 
• Where the quiet places are 
• How to get certified for something 

100889 87.5 69.1 4.0 

233422 75.0 35.8 0.0 

XS2910 52.5 51.2 4.0 

234561 87.5 79.4 3.0 



What does my evolving nation need? 
• Transferable skills 
• Ability to work with diverse individuals 
• An ability to produce something 
• Flexibility, adaptability, global awareness 
• Analytical habits of mind 
• Reduced fear of the unknown (arts, science) 
• A vital interest in life-long learning 

(These attributes are independent of content or subject matter, although 
the content is the vehicle by which the attributes are “taught.”) 



How do you make this group of wonderful 
young people behave in a scholarly way? 

Treat ‘em like they’d get treated over in the athletic department? 



Grading in BIOS 101 I-08-09: 

• Hour exams; 3 @ 100 pts each 300 
• Final exam; 1 @ 160 points  160 
• Friday writings; 14 @ 10 points 140 
• Attendance     100 
TOTAL      700 
Portfolio bonus       50 



Grading in BIOS 101 I-08-09: 

• Hour exams; 3 @ 100 pts each 300 
• Final exam; 1 @ 160 points  160 
• Friday writings; 14 @ 10 points 140 
• Attendance     100 
TOTAL      700 
Portfolio bonus       50 

= Behavior modification “opportunities” 



Move your chosen tree 
to a new location on 
campus, telling: 

(1) Why you chose the 
new location; 

(2) What you hope to 
accomplish by this 
move; and, 

(3) What the long-term 
effect of this move will 
be. 





Junk food from Richards Hall vending machine 



Vocabulary words used 
regularly in the next two 
weeks of class. 

Explain this label to your 
grandparents. 



Interpret 
this picture 
in terms of 
all the eco-
system 
energy and 
carbon 
skeleton 
flow we 
have 
discussed 
in the last 
week, using 
at least 15 
different 
participants. 

Red Grooms 



Interpret 
this picture 
in terms of 
all the force 
topics and 
equations 
we have 
discussed 
in the last 
week, using 
at least 15 
different 
participants. 

Red Grooms 



Interpret this 
picture in 
terms of all 
the crystal 
structure and 
rock 
formation 
mechanisms 
we have 
discussed in 
the past two 
weeks. 

Red Grooms 



Interpret this 
picture in 
terms of all 
the chemical 
compounds 
we have 
discussed so 
far this 
semester. 

Red Grooms 





Questions, anyone? 

????? 



Questions?? 
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