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Partnering universities receive $100,000 grant from Ford Foundation to continue Difficult Dialogues initiative 
Project will continue to improve the learning climate on college campuses
ANCHORAGE, AK – The University of Alaska Anchorage and Alaska Pacific University are partners in an ongoing project known as Engaging Controversy, sponsored in part by the Ford Foundation’s Difficult Dialogues initiative.  They have received continuation funding from the Ford Foundation to broaden campus-wide involvement in Difficult Dialogues issues and techniques, and deepen involvement and expertise in specific issues of importance to Alaska Native faculty, students, and constituents.  
In the first year of the new grant, faculty members will develop study groups, workshops, and other learning communities around Start Talking, a handbook they created to share dialogue models and experiences in the classroom.  They will also develop a new curriculum for faculty training that focuses specifically on Alaska Native issues and concerns.  In the second year, participants in the program will develop and implement teaching units that reflect Alaska Native or other relational ways of teaching and/or engage in difficult dialogues related to Native issues in the classroom.  They will also engage in qualitative assessments of these teaching strategies, observing other colleagues’ classroom experiences and participating in interviews, focus groups, and/or peer-to-peer evaluations.  At the end of the project, a selection of these teaching modules, classroom assessments and reflections will be posted online for other faculty members to review.

Project activities will be closely linked to the universities’ 2008-09 Books of the Year efforts, based on the theme “Alaska Natives:  A Call to Understanding.”  Discussions of the Books will raise issues relevant to Alaska Native student populations on campus, and bring to light areas of misunderstanding that may motivate students and faculty to learn more about Native cultures, relational teaching strategies and other concerns.  
The overall goal of this project is to improve the learning climate on college campuses, making them more inclusive of minority ways of knowing and safer places for learning and the free exchange of ideas.  Through the project activities, faculty members will become more effective at leading discussions on controversial topics, strengthen the partnership between the two campuses, and expose more students, faculty, and staff to points of view, ways of knowing, and communication styles different from their own.  

For more information visit www.uaa.alaska.edu/cafe/difficultdialogues/index.cfm.
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