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TLA: Critical Thinking Co-op

The purpose of this assignment is to describe one or more pedagogical approaches to foster critical thinking in courses taught 
by members of the Critical Thinking Teaching Co-Op that we are currently implementing – or plan to implement in the Spring 
2011 semester.  Additionally, we were tasked to write a brief descriptive paragraph for inclusion into the course syllabus.

I've chosen to write about CST 271: Digital Culture, and I outline several planned approaches for fostering critical thinking by my 
students within the context of this subject area.  To begin, I've provided the course description of CST 271 from the CSUMB 
course catalog.

CST 271: Course Description

Focuses on the philosophical roots (as evidenced in literature) of contemporary digital culture. From Armageddon to the Matrix; 
from Frankenstein to Lawnmower man; from the library at Alexandria to the archives of the Internet; the world of the digital 
intelligentsia owes its vision and mythology to the resonant themes found in literature and philosophy. Explores the essence of 
humanity that defines the natural world and strives to remake it in a more perfect fashion.

Syllabus Paragraph

In this course, we will be developing critical thinking skills by through a systems-based analysis of how technology has influenced 
our relationship with the natural environment – resulting in our “digital culture.”  We will practice these critical thinking skills 
through in-class discussions of topics culled from the readings, student-contributed presentations about these discussed topics, 
a term paper, and various required and optional “student challenge” activities relevant to the course topics.

Fostering Critical Thinking in CST271 (Digital Culture), Spring 2011

General Notes About Course

• Readings assigned each week from one of three required course texts, as well as supplemental readings from various 
relevant and/or timely sources.

• The three required course texts are:

◦ Ferre (1995). The Philosophy of Technology

◦ Postman (1992). Technopoly

◦ Carse (1986). Finite and Infinite Games

• Class meets two periods per week: Wednesday and Friday.

◦ Wednesdays will be used to discuss topics from the weekly readings.

◦ Fridays will be used to present various media artifacts (visual media, websites, games, films, music) relevant to the 
topics discussed during previous Wednesday class meeting.

• Students do all readings before Wednesday meeting each week, and must prepare a series of “talking points” for the 
Wednesday Discussion.

◦ These talking points will be handed in as evidence to the instructor at the conclusion of the Wednesday class 
meeting each week.

• Depending on the number of students enrolled in the course, a certain number of Friday meetings will be set aside for 
Student Contributions to the course.
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Thinking in Systems

One of the initial readings for the course will be a chapter from Thinking in Systems (Meadows, 2008).  In this chapter, 
Meadows outlines a series of tenets for “Systems Wisdom” -- essentially a good way to approach any currently functioning 
complex system (e.g., a local ecosystem, the global economy, the bureaucracy of an organization, etc.).

Briefly, these are the tenets she outlines:

• Get the beat of the system

• Expose your mental models to the light of day

• Honor, respect, and distribute information

• Use language w/ care and enrich it with systems concepts

• Pay attention to what is important, not just what is quantifiable

• Make feedback policies for feedback systems

• Go for the good of the whole

• Listen to the wisdom of the system

• Locate responsibility within the system

• Stay humble – stay a learner

• Celebrate complexity

• Expand time horizons

• Defy the disciplines

• Expand the boundary of caring

• Don't erode the goal of goodness

Not only will these tenets serve as a foundation for each student’s approach to creating talking points for the weekly 
Wednesday discussions, but my facilitation/moderation of these discussions will also be based on the Systems Wisdom 
approach -- especially the “Stay Humble - Stay a Learner” tenet.

In case you’re curious, these tenets can be found is chapter seven of her book.

Student Contributions 

Each student will be responsible for contributing one 30-minute presentation to the class, with each presentation fostering 
continued discussion about the topics pulled from that week’s readings.  These presentations will be the culmination of a 
student’s critical approach to the chosen topic -- a critical approach that has been based on the aforementioned tenets of 
Systems Wisdom.

Ideally, these presentations will go something like this:

Student: 

“Here’s a big-picture perspective of my chosen topic based on the critical approach I took.”  

“Check out all the awesome evidence I found, and take a look at these interesting patterns I found in these data!” 

“Based on what we’ve already discussed in class, I think these patterns are pretty interesting and quite relevant, and 
here’s why...” (and so on and so forth).  
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The presentation should end with something along the lines of: “So that’s that.  X, Y, and Z, are the key points here, and now I’d 
like to know what you guys think!”

The ensuing discussion will last for the remainder of the given Friday class meeting.

It is possible that there will be a large enough enrollment that students will need to double up presentation slots (two 
presentations per Friday) or perhaps even work in collaborative teams (2+ students per 30-minute presentation).

Term Paper

The primary assignment for the course will be a 20-page term paper written on a topic of the student’s choice, selected from a 
list of prompts.  These prompts will be designed in a way to encourage a student to critically analyze some aspect of our 
current Digital Culture using a postmodernist lens.  The students will have the entire semester to work on this paper, with 
several draft versions required at key points throughout the semester – allowing for ample individual feedback from the 
instructor.

Student “Challenges”

As an additional caveat for better understanding of the course content beyond the discussion level, each student will be given 
multiple opportunities to participate in experiential “challenge” projects throughout the semester which will allow them to 
engage critically with our current Digital Culture in a way that allows him or her to analyze his or her own identity, engagement, 
and alignment with this Culture.  Some of these projects will be required of all students, but many will be optional, due to the 
nature of the projects.

Here I describe three different “challenge” activities as examples.

“Write Me a Letter...” (required)

During the first week of class, students will be asked to choose a particular 24-48 hour period, such as noon Tuesday to noon 
Wednesday, and take notes about interesting things that happen to them (socially, intellectually, etc.) – probably on an hourly 
basis.  The students will write up a cohesive review of these notes by hand on paper, make a photocopy of this original 
document, and keep the photocopy safe.  The original handwritten document will be mailed to a friend or family member that 
lives at least 20 miles from the CSUMB campus.  This letter will include a request to the recipient to document the same time 
period (in this case, noon Tuesday to noon Wednesday) in the same fashion.  The letter will also include a self-addressed, 
stamped envelope and specific instructions to the recipient as to when and how to mail the entire parcel back to the student.

These packages should be received by the students near the final week of the semester.  The conclusion of the activity will 
involve students opening the packages and reviewing the contents with a critical eye, based on the discussions we've had 
throughout the semester.  Two particular issues that will drive the class discussion that should ensue from the students' 
investigation of their package contents are:

• As we continuously document our own lives (through various media outlets) are we wasting our time?

• What’s really important in the long run?  When archaeologists of the future (say, 2000 years from now) “dig up” what 
we’ve left behind, what will they find, and what might they conclude about our culture?

The students will photocopy (or scan to digital format) all contents of the final package, including both letters and both 
envelopes with cancelled postage (including timestamped dates).  This will serve as evidence to the instructor of each student's 
completion of the assignment.
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“The Unplugged Challenge” (optional)

For this challenge activity, students will be asked to once a week spend at least three continuous hours (while awake) unplugged 
from the digital world – no phones, pagers, email, Twitter, Facebook, web surfing, video games, etc.  They will be asked to 
attempt to increase the amount of “unplugged time” on a weekly basis as they progress through the semester.  On a weekly 
basis, students that choose to participate in this challenge will log the duration of “unplugged time” they've successfully 
completed.  

Much of this student competition is geared toward the fact that Screen-Free Week1 is April 18-24, 2011 – and it's also likely that 
the Culture Jammers will again hold Digital Detox Week2 during the same time period.  Both of these campaigns are relevant 
global social events happening during the Spring 2011 semester.

“The Soundtrack Of Our Lives” (required and optional)

For this challenge activity, students will be asked to first spend an entire day without listening to any personal music device (e.g. 
iPod) or car radio (or CD player).  During this day, students will be asked to take mental notes of all the new sounds they hear as 
they walk and/or drive around and go about their daily routine.

Based on these mental notes (written down throughout the day as the student has time), two of the main questions students 
will be asked to contemplate and answer are:

• How do you perceive the world differently without the music in your ears?

• What are the different things you think about when you’re back “in the world?”

In the ensuing weeks, these students will be asked to go for increasingly longer periods of time without listening to personal 
music devices of any sort, eventually stretching the duration of their “nature-based soundtrack” to a full week!  Again, on a 
weekly basis, students that choose to participate in this challenge will log the duration of “nature-based soundtrack” they've 
successfully completed.

1 http://www.commercialfreechildhood.org/screenfreeweek/
2 http://www.adbusters.org/campaigns/digitaldetox
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