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Alumna, Professor Collaborate to Create 
Intergenerational Conversation About Feminism 
Since the early days of the Web, Bryn Mawr College faculty members have looked for innovative ways to integrate Internet technology and classroom instruction. 

This fall, a class titled "Critical Feminist Theory" has, for the first time, harnessed the Web to allow alumnae to join current students and take part in a course as it's happening. It is being taught by Anne Dalke, a Senior Lecturer in English. 

"The course was really Ann's idea," says Dalke, referring to Ann Dixon '83, who provided technical support for the course and is a co-founder of Serendip, the Web site that served as host for the course's online elements. 

"The definition of feminism, and what it means to be a feminist, has undergone so many changes from generation to generation that we thought it would be really interesting and rewarding for students to explore ideas alongside women who came of age at different points in the evolution of the movement," said Dalke.

As the concept of the course took shape, Dalke sent a message to the alumnae listserv to see who might be interested in taking part.

Early expectations that only the most tech-savvy recent grads would respond were replaced with surprise as Dalke and Dixon heard back from more than 50 alumnae whose time at Bryn Mawr spanned the last six decades. 

Of the 22 alumnae who eventually joined the 20 undergraduates registered for the course, two of the women graduated in the early 1940s; five participants are in their seventies. 

Like most Bryn Mawr English courses, "Critical Feminist Theory" requires students to do a lot of reading and writing. Texts include Virginia Woolf's Three Guineas, Hélène Cixous' "The Laugh of the Medusa," and "La conciencia de la mestiza: Towards a New Consciousness" by Gloria Anzaldúa. Students are expected to write weekly responses to what they've read and four more formal papers throughout the semester. 

However, instead of giving the papers only to Dalke, students post all the material they've written on the Serendip Web site, where the alumnae can comment and the rest of the world can read it. 

"For many students, writing is a private exchange with their professor," said Dalke.  "By posting their thinking on the Web, our students are becoming part of the larger academic debate on these topics. Their postings become windows that others can look through." 

This is not the first class in which Dalke has asked students to post their writing online for all to see, an act which she describes as part of a movement to diversify who is the "authority" on any given topic.

"This process of unsettling who counts as the authority is central to feminism," said Dalke. 

In addition to posting material on the Web, Dixon made a password-protected podcast of the in-class discussions available to alumnae participants. 

"The online discussions were going well, but alumnae still felt somewhat disconnected.  The podcasts were a way for us to try to integrate them more fully into the academic conversation," said Dixon. 

Response from students and alumnae participating in the class has been overwhelmingly positive, said Dalke. 

"Participation in the course has been wonderful, amazing, immense, exciting, challenging, thought-provoking, life-changing, clarifying, on and on," Mary Belle Frey '57 wrote online. 

"This course is the first I've ever attended that seemed actually designed to relate to my life," added Mary Clurman '63. 

Gail Chavenelle '67 was so inspired by the class that the accomplished sculptor created a piece entitled "Generous Feminism," which is now on display in English House. 

"I feel like the forum component adds a really great dimension to the class and has helped me get more involved in the in-class discussions.  The alum involvement did feel a little weird in the beginning, but has gotten better through discussion and simply over time," wrote a student to Dalke.

"The online component is excellent. I love having the alums and being able to hear each students' words, unfiltered by class discussion," wrote another.

However, some students have had trouble adjusting to the idea of sharing all their work with the outside world.

"Aren't we going to have any place for private conversation?" asked one student when podcasting was first suggested.

There have also been a few technical glitches along the way, said Dixon.

"Before we do this again, we will need to simplify navigation so it's clearer where the postings are. Logging into an account is also a mostly unnecessary step for the alums, who can post just as the general public can on Serendip," said Dixon.

Nydia Palacios '09, a mentor for the Teaching and Learning Initiative, has been monitoring the alumnae experiences and will be assessing the success of the online dimensions of the course when the semester ends.

"Learning how to incorporate the voices of the alums into our conversations has taught me a lot about the limits of my own location," said Dalke. "It's been an exhilarating experience, and I'm looking forward to re-running and refining the experiment sometime in the near future." 

More information about "Critical Feminist Studies" is available online at http://serendip.brynmawr.edu/exchange/courses/femstudies/f07 
and about Serendip at http://serendip.brynmawr.edu.

Narrowing Bryn Mawr's Digital Divide 

There wasn't much pomp and circumstance, but participants were happy with the outcome of the informal graduation exercises taking place in Guild Computing Center this week: each one left with a fully loaded used computer.

The graduates were members of the Bryn Mawr staff who had completed programs offered by Bryn Mawr's Teaching and Learning Initiative (TLI), an effort to integrate students, faculty and staff members as collaborative partners in the College's educational enterprise. 

The computers were ones that had been replaced by newer models after four years of use in various administrative offices around campus. Forty-four of them are being distributed this week, most of them as presents to staff members who have acquired computing skills through the TLI over the course of the past year.

Lauren Maksym '08, a major in computer science who minors in education and has been active in the TLI since its inception, organized the distribution of the computers — a real logistical challenge. She undertook the project as part of an independent study under the supervision of Mark Colvson, the coordinator of curriculum and research support in Information Services.  

"I'm doing research on teaching and learning in the workplace as a catalyst for change," Maksym says.

Staff Education Coordinator Darla Attardi co-teaches the TLI's Computing I course with Erica Seaborne '09 and Computing II with Map Curator and Geographic Information System Coordinator Betsy Reese. Offered to staff members who don't use computers in their work, the courses meet once a week during the academic year and twice a week during the summer.

Each staff member is paired with a Bryn Mawr undergraduate who is familiar with the skills covered in the program; the students attend the classes with the staff members and meet with them once a week for an hourlong tutoring session outside of class. Staff members are granted release time for the classes, so they don't lose work hours by participating.

Many of the undergraduates involved are, like Maksym, students in the Bryn Mawr-Haverford Education Program who sharpen their teaching skills and understanding of the learning process through their work with staff members. Others are involved simply because they wanted to build connections with community members they might not otherwise meet. 

Housekeeper Beth Iushewitz, an immigrant to the United States from Scotland, took Computing I last year. 

"It taught us how to e-mail and how to use the Internet to do things like look up our paycheck online. I'm nearly 64 years old, and it was like learning a new language," Iushewitz says. "I think it's fabulous that the College wants us to be computer literate. Now I can e-mail my family overseas for the first time."

Shana Fountain, a cook in Rhoads Dining Hall, participated in the TLI's Empowering Learners Program, which pairs staff members with students for an exchange of skills. She taught her student cooking and parenting skills and learned how to browse the Internet, with an eye toward helping her teenage son with his college search.

A 17-year veteran of Dining Services, Fountain says she's been waiting for a program like the TLI for a long time. 

"It's a much-needed step toward building community in the staff. A lot of people who didn't have the opportunity to go to college are still interested in education," she says. "I'd like to see more programs like this at Bryn Mawr."

Fountain says her son will help her install her computer when she gets it home.

Ibrahim Edwards, who works in Erdman Dining Hall, already had some familiarity with basic computing, so he started in Computing II.

"I had picked up a few skills just by clicking around, through trial and error. I liked the idea of taking a class that would cover computing skills in an organized way, so that I didn't waste time clicking around and figuring things out," Edwards says.

"It was really beneficial," he says. "I can use the Power Point and Excel skills in many ways."

Edwards also formed an especially close bond with his student partner, Haverfordian Rebecca Zeldin '08. The two discovered a common interest in religion. He is Muslim, and she is Jewish. Together they have started a blog to promote interfaith dialog.

"Ibrahim really took the course and ran with it," says Attardi. "He was incredibly enthusiastic about investigating new technologies, and he taught the class — including the teachers — a lot of things we didn't know, like how to embed video in a blog." 

In past years, Information Services has donated the computers to nonprofit organizations suggested by staff members, but copyright law required that each machine be wiped clean of software, including its operating system, before it left the College's possession. 

According to Director of Computing Services Janet Scannell, the situation changed a couple of years ago when the Association of Independent Colleges and Universities of Pennsylvania negotiated a new agreement with Microsoft on behalf of its member institutions. 

The new contract allows members of the College's staff to buy certain Microsoft products for their home computers at deeply discounted prices. It enabled the College to pass on the used machines, fully loaded with newly installed Windows operating systems and the Microsoft Office 2007 package, for a fee of $80. 

Members of the Staff Association who serve on the TLI's advisory committee suggested that the computers would make excellent graduation presents for program participants, says the Association's Ann Ogle. 

Chief Administrative Officer Jerry Berenson agreed, and he arranged for the College to waive the $80 fee for TLI graduates. 

The computers come with a promise that the College will dispose of them safely if the staffers who take them home decide to discard them. In return, staff members must sign an ownership-transfer form promising that they will not dispose of them improperly — computers contain materials that become harmful if they end up in landfills. 

The new computer-distribution scheme is a two-year pilot project; upon its completion, the College will assess how well it has worked.

New Faculty: To Hell and Back 
With Classical Scholar Annette Baertschi 

The epic poetry of ancient Rome has taken Annette Baertschi to Hell and back — and she loved every minute of it. 

Baertschi, the most recent addition to Bryn Mawr's Department of Greek, Latin and Classical Studies, is at work on (Re)interpreting the Underworld: Necyia Scenes in Neronian and Flavian Epic, a manuscript that examines necyiae, or encounters with the underworld, in classical epics. 

"In ancient epic poetry, there is a tradition in which the hero has a kind of ultimate challenge and has to get in touch with the world of the dead by either conjuring up the ghosts of the deceased (necromancy) or going down to the underworld beyond (catabasis) in order to obtain some information that he cannot get otherwise" Baertschi says. 

Such episodes are at least as old as Homer, Baertschi notes: in fact, Odysseus' encounter with the underworld is one of the most important and best-known books of the Odyssey.

"Even more famous is the catabasis episode in Vergil’s Aeneid, which is generally agreed to be one of the high points, if not the high point, of the epic. If you talk to people who aren't classicists but have read the Aeneid, they will certainly remember that scene," she says. "It's so gripping, Vergil's description of how Aeneas goes down to the underworld, what he sees there and the people he meets. In the end he meets his father, who shows him the souls of the men who will make Rome great and build its everlasting glory."

According to Baertschi, all Roman epicists after Vergil incorporated such a scene into their works; it's an enormously important tradition in classical literature. 

"Necyiae are an important occasion for the poet to impart some knowledge or 'deeper truth' on his readers as well as to convey other messages essential for the understanding of his work and his view of history and of the world in general. Moreover, since the realm of the dead unites in itself the past, the present and the future, an encounter with the underworld enables the author to include perspectives on time periods later than that represented in his epic and even on his own times."

As a Ph.D. candidate at the Humboldt University of Berlin, Baertschi was surprised and, she admits, delighted to learn that there was no comprehensive study of the necyia in the classical tradition that followed Vergil — surprised because it is so important and delighted because that made it an excellent dissertation topic. 

"It is fascinating to look at the intertextual negotiations between later poets and their Virgilian and Homeric antecedents," she says. "They may give it a political reading, as a commentary on contemporary events. They also use these scenes to position themselves as poets within the epic tradition."

The trip to the world of the dead is an apt metaphor, perhaps, for the study of the classical world as Baertschi sees it: a demanding and enlightening journey to the past that helps one understand the present and the future. That past is long gone and difficult to recover, but its perceptible traces in the present provide both an entrée and a basis of comparison. 

"To immerse oneself in the study of classical texts is to engage a culture that is related to the present, but very different, and it gives us a valuable perspective on our own times," she declares. "Understanding a classical concept can help you achieve the distance necessary to see a modern concept in a new way."

As she revises the dissertation for publication as a monograph, Baertschi is also editing a volume of essays on the history of classical scholarship in the 19th century and planning a new study on messenger figures in Seneca's tragedies and how they were interpreted in later centuries. 

The edited volume is based on two lecture series that she organized at the Humboldt. 

"In my study of the messenger scenes in Senecan drama I will investigate how Seneca adopts — following the practice of Greek tragedy — narrative strategies of epic in his messenger speeches in order to enhance their dramatic impact and emotional intensity." 

She loves her research, but she says it will never be enough to fill her academic life. She is eager to spread the word, to share her enthusiasm for classical literature with her students. 

"I want to show my students what is challenging, interesting and beautiful about classical texts," she says. 

"Watching students move through the curriculum and become excited about Latin is immensely gratifying. That's what motivated me to come to Bryn Mawr. Good teaching is appreciated here. I love the focus on individual students. 

"The fact that Bryn Mawr has a highly regarded graduate program in classics made the College even more appealing," Baertschi says. "This semester, I particularly enjoyed teaching a graduate seminar on Lucan this term, for I find his epic poem on the civil war between Caesar and Pompey simply fascinating and additionally had the pleasure of teaching an exceptionally good-humored and articulate group. 

"In the next term I will be teaching, in addition to elementary Latin, an undergraduate course on the Aeneid and one on ancient heroes and heroines. Both will give me a chance to read some more epic poetry and get my students excited about it," Baertschi notes. 

Baertschi, who earned the equivalent of a master's degree at the University of Zurich, has studied at the University of Oxford and was introduced to the American liberal-arts system when she spent some time doing research at Columbia University. A research collaboration with a Shakespeare scholar at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich sparked an interest in reception studies that is reflected in her Seneca project. 

"I was very attracted to the liberal-arts approach," she says, "not only because of the small class sizes and emphasis on teaching, but because a small academic community that aims at a very broad and general liberal-arts education for its students tends to be open-minded about cross-departmental collaboration and exchange. That's so fruitful, and it's very interesting."

 

