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From the Editors
Class Notes is an open forum in which students, faculty, and administrators can constructively 

discuss the various aspects of undergraduate education at Columbia. All of its content will address the whole 
university, with all of the University’s constituents in mind. The journal is a tool for students to engage with 
their experience at Columbia and to take ownership of it. The ideas on which Class Notes is founded already 
exist on campus, but at present, there is no suitable outlet for their expression.

Class Notes addresses the concern that good ideas relevant to academic life at Columbia lack 
appropriate means for their expression and circulation. The scope of Class Notes can be illustrated by citing 
a few examples from the upcoming inaugural issue: a proposal that argues for a revision of the University’s 
Beginning Math Courses; an essay that advocates the introduction of a program used by other American 
universities called the Teaching & Learning Initiative, in which a small number of undergraduates work 
with individual professors on continuously refining pedagogical technique; and an essay that lays out the 
framework for a new, globally connected Melodrama Class as a part of the Global Core, authored by a 
postdoctoral fellow in the Institute for Comparative Literature and Society. While some may argue that there 
already exist outlets for such ideas, in the following editorial we seek to demonstrate why the present means 
of publication are inadequate and why Class Notes is necessary.

Class Notes will be public, flexible, nonpartisan, and progressive-minded: 
1)  A public forum will be accessible to the entire University community and not restricted to it. It will 

be open to responses from all members of the Columbia community so that all ideas are given a chance to 
make an impact, foster dialogue, and perhaps effect change. With very few exceptions for unusual sensitivity, 
participants will sign their work to ground this exchange of ideas in respect and honesty. 

2)  A flexible forum will give each contributor sufficient time and space to express their views with 
the degree of complexity and sensitivity required by the topic at hand while simultaneously encouraging 
conciseness. The editors will pace the submission and publication process in such a way that all contributors 
may be confident that their positions are never misrepresented. 

3)  A nonpartisan publication is one that neither implicitly nor explicitly self-identifies as any kind of 
oversight mechanism or watchdog group. The posture of Class Notes is emphatically anti-factional. Although 
it is a student-run journal, the board strives to represent views from faculty, administration, and students. 
The journal’s aim is to encourage productive change through insight and persuasion rather than ad hominem 
attacks and embarrassment. The board therefore has no reservation about working or affiliating with the 
University provided that the board retains the freedom to publish constructive criticism. 

4)  A progressive-minded journal views the quality of a Columbia education not as a constant but as a 
variable outcome that depends on continuously changing input from students, faculty, and administrators. 
The board assumes that there is room to improve every aspect of a Columbia education.

The currently available outlets in which such discussions may be had all lack one or more of the 
aforementioned characteristics. Such flaws effectively place constraints on any discussion that prevent it from 
reaching and being understood by the appropriate audience in such a way that it might foster productive 
dialogue and consequential action. A brief survey of the current media outlets will reveal not that they are 
lacking in quality or value but that their aims are fundamentally different.

CULPA (Columbia Underground Listing of Professor Ability) is the most popular website for student 
feedback about undergraduate education at Columbia. Course reviews on CULPA address only one course and 
one professor, rather than taking a broader view of Columbia education. CULPA’s stated mission is to serve as a 
guide for students to choose their classes: it thus assumes that each course and professor operates at a fixed level 
of quality and addresses, in student-authored reviews, only whether other students might find those courses and/
or professors appealing. The explicitly “underground” nature of the website and the anonymity of submissions 
allows content to range from reasoned and well-structured to emotional and lacking in sound reasoning. CULPA, 
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therefore, is not truly public, nonpartisan, or progressive-minded.
As a daily newspaper with a focus on all things newsworthy at Columbia and in the Morningside 

Heights neighborhood, the attention and space the Columbia Daily Spectator can devote to any single 
topic is limited. As a student-run organization, articles are typically written by students. Consequently, the 
Spectator, while not officially assuming a partisan stance, is a de facto outlet for students to take positions 
usually in opposition to the administration. The desire in the journalism industry to publish popular, 
and thus occasionally inflammatory, articles means that the newspaper’s published content is not always 
constructive but rather critical merely for the sake of taking an opposing side. The Spectator is therefore 
not flexible or nonpartisan and is usually not progressive-minded.

Outside of printed or online media available for all to read, Columbia asks for students to submit 
course evaluations at the end of each semester. The problems inherent to course evaluations are readily 
apparent: they are anonymous, confidential, and usually seen as an obligation rather than an opportunity. 
Conferences on particular aspects of academic life between students and faculty usually discuss curricular 
topics, but are very poorly attended. Furthermore, attending these conferences often requires students to 
submit applications or enter a lottery for tickets. While the conversations that take place at such conferences 
are generally interesting and valuable, their poor attendance rate and lack of publicity render them less 
useful than they might otherwise be.

Having addressed the reasons that currently available outlets are insufficient, this editorial now 
turns to the question of how Class Notes will satisfy the four requirements previously discussed: 

1)  Public: The content published in Class Notes will be freely accessible online and widely distributed 
(free of charge) in print editions around campus. The board will accept submissions and responses from 
students, faculty members, administrators, as well as readers outside of Columbia. The board will insist 
that in all but the most extreme cases, contributors sign their work. 

2)  Flexible: The journal will begin its run by publishing once per semester to ensure that there is 
sufficient time for all necessary and productive correspondence between contributors and editors. The board 
will remain aware of contributors’ time and space requirements, ensuring that no pieces are published that 
ask contributors to sacrifice clarity, specificity, substantiated argumentation, or authenticity. The board favors 
thorough, concise explication over hasty assertion in all cases but will not shy away from lengthy articles. 

3)  Nonpartisan: The vastness and complexity of an institution like Columbia can lead individual 
members to think of the University as an alien entity and form a conception of academic life as a three-way 
struggle between students, faculty, and administrators. Columbia’s rich history of student protests does 
little to disabuse the community of such notions. The Class Notes board believes that a confrontational 
approach to academic matters is unproductive and needlessly encourages hostility. The board therefore 
welcomes and encourages submissions from students, faculty, and administrators alike in the hope that all 
the distinct interest groups at Columbia can engage respectfully and productively with each other. 

4) Progressive-minded: While there can be no explicit rules that guarantee a publication’s 
progressive-mindedness, the chief concern of Class Notes’ board members and editors is that articles not 
only point out what is wrong, but what actions might be taken to address an issue. At the very least, the 
board will insist that contributors raise questions in their submissions rather than merely point fingers. 
The goal of being progressive-minded is one towards which the current and future editors of Class Notes 
must continually strive.

The stated purpose of Class Notes is to embody these four characteristics. We are therefore proud 
to present the inaugural issue of Class Notes. 

FROM THE EDITORS
continued from page 2
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Organizing Math Courses
by aaroN liskov

 In the Calculus Help Room 
on November 3rd 2010, I looked up 
from the textbook and saw a small 
group of students rushing to finish 
their homework before the mid-
night deadline. When a tough prob-
lem came, one striking comment 
emerged from them with full assent. 
They all wished their professor used 
harder examples in the lecture to pre-
pare them for the homework. From 
this remark alone, the more frustrat-
ed students in the group concluded 
that their professor was an incom-
petent teacher. Though hard math 
problems cause all levels of frus-
tration, I find this  unfair. First, the 
criticism actually suggests that this 
professor’s lectures were clear and 
accessible - perhaps too accessible.  
And if that is the case, the criticism 
actually suggests an instructional gap 
elsewhere in the course, namely, the 
link between concepts introduced 
clearly in lectures and the challenge 
of applying them in homework and 
test problems. The release of respon-
sibility from teacher to student is 
the educational threshold. In what 
follows, I lay out a reform to the in-
struction of Calculus I at Columbia 
that proposes to cross this threshold 
in two ways: first, by extending such 
accessible lecturing to more stu-
dents, and second, by giving students 
a more organized structure through 
which to take on the challenge of do-
ing math themselves. 
 640 students enrolled in Cal-
culus I in the fall of 2010. This made 
it one of the most “popular” courses 
at Columbia, placing large teaching 
burdens on the Math Department. 
And the foundational role of Calcu-

lus in several other disciplines raises 
the stakes for how well the class is 
managed even further. Calculus I is 
required for majors in Chemistry, Bi-
ology, Physics, and Economics, and 
for all Pre-Medical students. Consid-
ered with the College’s requirement 
that every student take at least one 
quantitative reasoning course, which 
many students use Calculus I to sat-
isfy, these connections suggest that 
many of the 640 students had no spe-
cial love or ambition in math. Many 
likely came from that “SAT Verbal” 
tribe with strong, but sad, beliefs in 
their innate unfitness for math. In 
these conditions, an efficient and 
strategic allocation of teaching re-
sources is vital.
 The 640 students enrolled in 
12 sections, making the average class 
size for Calculus I roughly 53 students. 
But that average is unrepresentative 
because only one of the twelve sections 
had between 50 and 60 students. Five 
sections had thirty students or less, and 
six had between 60 and 98. A crucial 
implication of this statistic is that it is 
possible to teach introductory calculus 
to a room of 98 students by means of 
one professor lecturing and the supple-
ments of a professor’s weekly office 
hours, a textbook, and a homework 
help room staffed each weekday by 
teaching assistants. The conventional 
bias against large classes may find here 
an easy target, but to the contrary, that 
line of critique would be positively 
unhelpful for Calculus at Columbia. 
The first step, I believe, to crossing the 
educational threshold for Calculus is to 
go in the opposite direction from the 
“small class size” conventional think-
ing. Rather, Calculus I should be re-

structured into the fewest number of 
the largest sections possible. Once we 
have 98 students in a room, the quality 
of a lecture will not suffer from an ad-
ditional hundred or so.  
 How can this be helpful? I 
propose that the Math Department 
select one or two professors for their 
outstanding abilities as introduc-
tory Calculus lecturers. Instead of 
offering twelve moderately sized sec-
tions of Calculus I with lecturers of 
varying ability, the specially selected 
teacher(s) should run one or two 
large lecture sections to accommo-
date all enrolled students. The lec-
tures can be given in one of the larger 
auditoriums on campus, which seat 
over 300 students. They can be filmed 
and webcasted for students to review 
and for convenience. A crucial side 
impact of this change is that as per 
standard practice in lecture courses 
at Columbia, the surplus faculty and 
teaching assistants to be gained from 
consolidating can run weekly small 
group discussions. By targeting areas 
of difficulty for students, these sec-
tions would maximize the effective-
ness of instructors for whom lectur-
ing is not a particular strength and 
channel information about student 
performance to the lecturers in a way 
that the current setup does not allow. 
This innovation can cement the link 
between good lectures and student 
achievement, between teacher and 
student responsibility. 
 The proposal has numerous 
advantages. The first is that it guaran-
tees every student taking Calculus I 
the most competent lecturers. We of-
ten think college students may be ex-

continued on page 9
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Teaching and Learning Initiative
by stepheN saCChetti 

 Taking undergraduate cours-
es in education is a rich experience 
which exposes students to numerous 
theories and policies in the field of 
education.  Some courses may even 
have students observe classes in lo-
cal schools so as to expose them to 
the more practical element of the 
field.  However, these visits often do 
not include discussions with teachers 
about how and why they are choos-
ing particular methods for teaching 
specific classes.  Furthermore, they 
do not allow undergraduate stu-
dents to voice opinions or critiques 
to which the teachers can respond.  
As a result, students can graduate 
from college intending to teach, but 
have no idea how to design lessons or 
communicate them effectively.   Ad-
ditional education programs, such as 
the Teaching and Learning Initiative, 
are necessary in order to prepare stu-
dents for the difficulties of teaching.  
 The Teaching and Learning 
Initiative is a multifaceted program 
created by the Haverford and Bryn 
Mawr (the Bi-College, or Bi-Co) 
education faculty.  Its goal, accord-
ing to the program’s website, http://
brynmawr.edu/tli/, is to “build com-
munity through fostering faculty, 
staff, and student collaborations 
in various experiences of and dia-
logues about teaching and learning.” 
One of its eight branches involves 
pairing Bi-Co professors with Bi-Co 
student consultants. These consul-
tants observe in a professor’s class 
at least once a week and meet with 
the professor outside of the class-
room to discuss how class went and 
how to make it better both in terms 
of teaching style as well as content. 

These activities provide both the 
student and professor with learning 
opportunities and foster an environ-
ment in which students and profes-
sors can openly share their thoughts 
on aspects of the classroom experi-
ence that go beyond the content of 
the lesson. 
 During in class observa-
tions, student consultants usually 
take notes in a three-column format.  
One column describes the event 
that is taking place, another records 
the time at which the event is tak-
ing place, and the final column is for 
thoughts and reactions to the event.  
Generally students are advised to 
complete the event and time col-
umns during the class and go back 
to fill in the reactions after the class 
has finished.  That way, consultants 
can maximize what they are able to 
observe and record during the class, 
rather than take up time to think 
and write reactions.  Shortly after 
class, consultants usually are asked 
to type up their notes so that they 
are both legible and accessible to the 
professors.  
 The consultants also meet 
with their professors once a week 
to discuss the class and the observa-
tions made.  During this hour, con-
sultants go over the observations 
with their professors and discuss 
possible ways in which to make im-
provements.  Consultants also have 
questions for their professor (i.e. 
“why did you spend 30 minutes cov-
ering this seemingly minor topic?” 
or “how are you going to transition 
into your next topic?”) clarified 
which give them greater insight into 
what it means to plan and execute 

lessons. This meeting generates mu-
tually beneficial knowledge for both 
the consultant and professor.  
 In addition to meeting with 
their professors once a week, con-
sultants also meet with each other as 
well as an overall TLI facilitator for 
an hour every week.  During these 
meetings, consultants can discuss 
common themes, achievements, 
and problems across their various 
partnerships.  This creates a space in 
which students learn from each oth-
er and devise new ways to handle 
difficult challenges, such as telling a 
professor that his teaching may not 
be that effective.  The meetings are 
also guided by an experienced facul-
ty member, which proves invaluable 
when students are either at a loss for 
what to do next, or perhaps a bit shy 
about raising a concern in front of a 
group of peers.  The professors also 
have a similar weekly meeting with 
the TLI facilitator, but having nev-
er been to one, I cannot say much 
more about them.
 One final duty of the student 
consultant is to orchestrate mid-
semester feedback from students 
in the observed class. Consultants 
draft a list of questions (possibly in 
conjunction with the professor) for 
the enrolled students to answer in 
class. They also hold an in-class dis-
cussion without the professor in the 
room for approximately ten minutes 
in case anyone wishes to say some-
thing rather than write it down.  Af-
ter this discussion, the consultant 
collects all of the responses and 
compiles them into a document for 
the professor to see. The consultant 
and professor go over the feedback 



and discuss what changes would be 
both feasible and helpful.  Similar-
ly, at the end of the semester, con-
sultants collect and compile final 
course feedback through the same 
process.  The purpose here is main-
ly to help the professor with future 
classes, as he/she will no longer be 
able to make changes to the current 
class.  
 Although some have been 
mentioned above, the student con-
sultant program affords many ben-
efits to the consultants, professors, 
and general students.  Recently, I 
polled several consultants, asking 
them for the benefits of the program 
and for what they personally have 
gained. According to this survey,  
the student consultant program…
“creates a bridge between students 
in a classroom and professors teach-
ing the classroom by creating a con-
tinuous dialogue that is construc-
tive, honest and productive.”
“explores the space between teach-
ers and learners, to informalize 
and fortify ongoing pedagogical 
relationships, to create meaningful 
relationships between faculty and 
students.”
“breaks traditional barriers be-
tween teachers and students and 
fosters better engagement between 
stakeholders” who “analyze teach-
ing and learning procedures and 
think critically about the why and 
how of education.”
“creates space for conversations and 
ideas and relationships that don’t 
often have a place in the rush and 
structure of academia.”
 What have you gained from 
the program?
 The communication “across 
generations/roles” has exposed me 
to new modes of thought which ul-
timately make me a “more reflective 

student.”
 I now “feel part of the com-
munity and reduced frustration and 
anxiety in classes,” because I have “a 
space to reflect and a greater under-
standing of professors.”
 I now feel as though I am 
“prepared for teaching,” as well as a 
greater “confidence in interactions 
with professors.”
 In my opinion, the student 
consultant program fosters a com-

munity within a community for re-
flective and collaborative processes.  
It also empowers the students in the 
class by giving them a peer mediat-
ing between themselves and their 
professor so as to make interactions 
across roles less intimidating.  This 
carries over to future classes as well 
since students are given the un-
derstanding that professors desire 
their input and want to help, mak-
ing them seem more approachable.  
Furthermore, it gives confidence to 
the professor that he is communi-
cating well with the students, which 
is invaluable for the future students 
of hers.  In addition, it gives the con-
sultant some understanding as to 
what the classroom is like from the 
other side; that is, it gives insights 
into lesson planning, what could go 

wrong, time management, and oth-
er basic instructional challenges.
 When asked if they thought 
this program could extend to larger 
schools, every consultant in my sur-
vey said yes. Most felt that there are 
“always faculty members who want 
to hear more from students and stu-
dents who are willing to engage in 
this dialogue.”   It could also work 
on a practical level, as explained by 
one consultant: “It could generalize, 
but that necessitates a good facilita-
tor who helps bring together frayed 
ideas, a good communicator.”  A 
sense of investment among partici-
pants and a safe space that allows 
for their empowerment would be 
crucial.
 I believe this easily general-
izes to larger schools because the TLI 
program creates its own small com-
munity within the larger setting, so 
regardless of the school size, the TLI 
can work.  As mentioned above, it 
would need a strong facilitator and 
dedicated participants, but it should 
be able to work just as well in any 
setting.  In fact, there are currently 
models at much larger institutions 
such as Brigham Young University, 
Elon University, Widener, Commu-
nity College of Philadelphia, and 
Ursinus.  
 
If you are interested in learning more 
about the TLI program, a list of cur-
rent publications on it are available at 
http://brynmawr.edu/tli/Resources.
html.   

“TLI creates a 
space in which 
students learn from 
each other and 
devise new
ways to handle 
difficult challenges.”
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Teaching Melodrama, 
Making Global Connections
by ChuNjie ZhaNg

 Let me start with a conclu-
sion. I had the great opportunity to 
teach Transnational Melodrama in 
Columbia’s Global Core Curriculum 
in Spring 2011. We concluded our 
seminar with Where Europe Begins, 
an essay by Japanese-German writer 
Yoko Tawada. In this essay, Tawada 
emphasizes water as the medium 
that connects lands, peoples, bodies, 
cultures, languages, and nature. She 
writes: 
When I was a little girl, I never be-
lieved there was such a thing as for-
eign water, for I had always thought 
of the globe as a sphere of water with 
all sorts of small and large islands 
swimming on it. Water had to be 
the same everywhere. Sometimes in 
sleep I heard the murmur of the wa-
ter that flowed beneath the main is-
land of Japan. The border surround-
ing the island was also made of water 
that ceaselessly beat against the shore 
in waves. How can one say where the 
place of foreign water begins when 
the border itself is water? 
Instead of marking differences, 
Tawada uses water to illustrate global 
connections between nations, cul-
tures, and geographical locations. 
She questions the idea of boundaries 
by highlighting the transparent and 
fluid nature of borderlines. Hence 
fixed oppositions between self and 
other, native and foreign become vi-
sually transparent and ideally tran-
scended through the metaphor of 
water. In another essay, Bath, Tawada 
stresses the aquatic nature of the hu-
man body (80% of our body is wa-

ter). This links the physical existence 
of humans to the connecting and 
clear nature of water and borders.  
Yes, the boundaries between individ-
ual human beings are also by nature 
as transparent as water. 
 Inspired by Tawada’s aquatic 
view of the globe, in our seminar, 
we endeavored to forge connections 
between cultural traditions, textual 
genres, media, and historical peri-
ods through a cultural phenomenon 
that can be broadly termed melo-
drama. Indeed, melodrama provides 
an aquatic environment, in which 
emotion and compassion connect 
eighteenth-century European litera-
ture to twentieth-century Chinese 
literature and films and twenty-first-
century cultural products of im-
migration and multiculturalism; an 
environment in which we encounter 
race, gender, and class conflicts from 
various perspectives; an environment 
in which we learn to understand the 
relativity of moral standards, cultural 
values, and one’s own desire. We have 
seen that emotion and compassion, 
as is so often the case in melodra-
matic moments, are the water be-
neath our skin, the common human 
and natural element, which leaves us 
unable to tell “where the place of for-
eign water begins […].” 
 There are two reasons why I 
am interested in teaching and, at the 
same time, learning from this course 
myself: first, to explore the intercon-
nectedness of cultures through such 
a common phenomenon as “melo-
drama;” and second, to connect 

critical and abstract thinking to our 
everyday life, make sense of emotion 
and meaning, and promote respect-
ful curiosity. Hence I tried to use 
multicultural materials, involving 
different histories, geographies, reli-
gions, and political systems, in order 
to, quoting Martha Nussbaum, “cul-
tivate in students the ability to see 
themselves as members of a hetero-
geneous nation (for all modern na-
tions are heterogeneous), and a still 
more heterogeneous world, and to 
understand something of the history 
and character of the diverse groups 
that inhabit it.”  
 I use the notion of melodra-
ma in a flexible way. This malleability 
helps me to meet two challenges in 
teaching the culture of non-western 
traditions: first, if I apply the rigor-
ous categories of traditional literary 
studies in terms of genre, school, 
movement, or motive, then I run 
the risk of imposing analytical tools 
that are inadequate for the literary 
and cultural materials of that tradi-
tion, and incapable of reflecting a 
non-western culture in its own right. 
Second, if admitting the limits of the 
logic of cultural imperialism, then 
it is not sufficient to focus solely on 
the misrepresentation of other cul-
tures and its political implications, 
for this approach rigidly divides east 
and west, self and other, and treats 
cultural difference as absolute and 
insurmountable.  In our current geo-
political situation, I don’t want to lose 
an opportunity to demonstrate the 
profound meaning of transcultural 



continued on page 11
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and discursive connections while 
encouraging intellectual inquiry and 
genuine curiosity beyond the bound-
aries of nation-states. 
 Accordingly, my course 
takes melodrama as a narrative 
strategy to cut through different 
genres, historical periods, and cul-
tural traditions – differences that 
seem to separate cultures and in-
dividuals. In other words, I deem 
melodrama a two-way connector: 
first it connects the hugely diverse 
materials we have covered in class. 
For example, we worked on Mon-
tesquieu’s Persian Letters, British 
woman writer Aphra Behn’s novel 
Oronooko, German playwright Au-
gust von Kotzebue’s drama East In-
dians, Chinese woman writer Ailing 
Zhang’s novel Love in a Fallen City, 
Kaige Chen’s film Farewell, My Con-
cubine, Chinese-American writer 
Shawn Wong’s novel American 
Knees, or Turkish German director 
Fatih Akin’s film Head On. Second, 
melodrama connects students’ ev-
eryday experience and academic re-
search in film and literature and, at 
the same time, provides a transna-
tional framework, in which we can 
focus a trained-abroad gaze on our 
familiar everyday reality. In other 
words, melodrama not only con-
nects some of our everyday aesthet-
ic experience, particularly that of 
Hollywood films, to research topics; 
it also, by invoking the transnational 
context, gives us a way to see famil-
iar cultures from a distanced and 
estranged perspective. In this sense, 
we learn from melodrama one of the 
most important aspects of literature, 
which demonstrates the commonal-
ity of human imagination and emo-
tive intelligence. At the same time, 
I appreciate the benefits of more 
systematic and focused ways of pre-

senting a subject matter like melo-
drama. Hence to divide this course 
into two semesters or, for example, 
to compare melodrama and satire 
would give both students and teach-
er the opportunity to explore global 
interconnections in more depth. 
 To sum up, the idea of melo-
drama makes it possible to reach, 
or at least approach, the goals of the 
Global Core Curriculum to intro-
duce non-western cultures in rela-
tion to western traditions. It enables 
us to see interconnections among 
knowledge in a larger discourse and 
to question the established categories 
we have taken for granted in analyz-
ing literature and culture. It makes 
sense in this context to accompany 
my discussion above with the sylla-
bus for this course. 
Transnational Melodrama
Course wiki:  
http://cplsv3947-001-2011-1.wiki-
spaces.columbia.edu/
Description: 
Our common understanding of 
melodrama refers to a set of sub-
genres that remain close to the heart 
and hearth and feature a heightened 
emotionalism and moral contrast. 
This melodramatic, or excessive, nar-
rative and imagination has also been 
a prevalent mode of dealing with 
intercultural clashes and historical 
conflict. This course explores melo-
dramatic imaginations in literature, 
film, and drama mainly at three his-
torical and geopolitical moments: the 
eighteenth century, the interwar pe-
riod, and the present global era. The 
goal of this course is to investigate 
the history and imagination of global 
interrelations through melodramatic 
representation and inquiry. 
 Generally speaking, melo-
drama is first related to Hollywood 
films. Hence we will take this expe-

rience as the starting point of our 
seminar. By watching a classic Hol-
lywood melodrama and reading sev-
eral critical essays, we will first focus 
on working out emotional excess and 
moral contrast as the two main fea-
tures of melodrama. Furthermore, 
we will develop the notion of melo-
dramatic narrative from a particular 
genre of film to an interpretive con-
cept which helps us also gain useful 
insights in novel and drama. 
 Before we investigate melo-
dramatic representations of trans-
nationalism, we will first observe 
melodramas with a more national 
historical trajectory in Chinese cul-
ture. We will pay attention to materi-
als from Peking Opera, Ming drama 
in the 16th century to present-day 
films and novels reflecting on Japa-
nese invasion and the Cultural Revo-
lution. Our goal, however, is not to 
separate Chinese culture from our 
transnational agenda; rather we aim 
to develop basic tools for further 
establishing connections, compar-
ing national and transnational prob-
lematics, and identifying legitimacy 
and limits of the scope of national 
literature and culture. 
 In the ensuing two sections, 
we will explore melodramatic rep-
resentations of cultural otherness. 
In eighteenth-century Europe, the 
term melodrama emerged to refer to 
a new genre celebrating human sen-
timent and problematizing the given 
moral and social order. Generally 
conceived as a time of reason, eman-
cipation, and aesthetic education, the 
eighteenth century in a global per-
spective also proves an era of capital-
ist expansion and colonialism. We 
will explore how Orientalism, slave 
trade, and the myth of noble savage 
are reflected and re-imagined in an 
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Organizing Beginning Math Courses
continued from page 7

pected to learn by independent study 
in the event of a proverbial “bad 
teacher,” but in a subject as conceptu-
ally challenging as calculus and with 
a student body of greatly varying 
abilities, this expectation is unreal-
stic. For some, the best textbook will 
only do so much.  A successful lec-
ture, however, prepares the ground 
for self-study, so that students know 
what the textbook is talking about 
when they open it themselves. A 
“live” explanation can unlock a con-
cept so that by studying and reading 
and practicing students may become 
less and not more confused. It is 
naturally difficult to substantiate this 
claim for the value of oral lecturing 
in a written essay, but the point is in 
some sense intuitive. When a written 
text says something we cannot grasp 
ourselves, we expect that there is a 
better chance of it becoming com-
prehensible to us if the author could 
explain her thinking to us out loud. 
 Why is the lecture so crucial? 
How come it allows for clearer expla-
nations than a book? The main reason 
is the ease of communication between 
two people who are in front of each 
other versus the difficulty when ex-
change is mediated by text. A lectur-
er can draw on the liberties of vocal 
speaking which are not available to 
books, such as volume, pacing, rep-
etition, incomplete sentences, tone, 
pitch, motion, hand gestures, eye 
contact, question words like “right?” 
and “ok?” that symbolically embrace 
an audience, and, lastly, comforting 
phrases that show sympathy with the 
task of learning like “stick with me,” “I 
know this is hard,” and “this is actually 
more intuitive than it seems.”  All of 

these tactics give ideas more imme-
diacy and help prevent misinterpreta-
tion. The tactics are employed some-
times consciously and sometimes 
naturally, but when they are done 
right, there is a better chance that the 
words they serve will be comprehen-
sible than if those words had merely 
been printed on anonymous paper. 
This points out a separate advantage 
of the lecture format, which is the 
emotional inspiration students derive 
from the evidence that a real person is 
committed to helping them learn. In 
a course where conceptual difficulty 
only seems to accumulate, a teacher’s 
inspiration can be decisive for anxious 
students struggling to keep going. 
 Yet it bears saying that the 
liberties available to lecturers can en-
danger clarity as much as improve it, 
which only reinforces the need for lec-
turers with a secure communicative 
facility. To be clear, the skills at issue 
here are distinct from eloquence and I 
am not saying that a good math teach-
er must extemporize great prose like 
Isaiah Berlin. The question is whether 
a lecturer’s delivery emits adequate 
sympathy for an audience that entered 
the room sharing few of her mental 
preconceptions. And on this question 
we could say that there are differences 
between the many teachers of Calcu-
lus I without intending any criticism 
of math teachers specifically. If there 
were 12 sections of any lecture course, 
variation among lecturers would be 
likely, and a similar consolidation 
might be advisable. At the same time 
it is important to note that the diffi-
culty of a subject like Calculus makes 
a good introductory lecture uniquely 
rare and valuable. 

  The second benefit of the 
plan is that it would send a crucial 
symbolic message that the Math De-
partment wants to make sure begin-
ning students get effective instruc-
tion. Not only can this encourage 
anxious students in the course, but it 
can also lessen the hesitation of many 
“humanities-inclined” students to-
ward math and science at Columbia. 
The prestige of Columbia’s “pre-med” 
program creates an unfortunate per-
ception among the more “verbal” 
type that undergraduate courses in 
math and science are ferociously 
competitive and that taking them 
incurs needless academic risk. This 
is not meant to imply that the Math 
or Science Departments discourage 
humanities students, and I applaud 
at least the spirit of their alternative 
options for “non-majors,” but in a cli-
mate where competitive pressure can 
only be expected to increase, a vis-
ible step towards inclusiveness like 
the proposal here would be signifi-
cant. The extra encouragement for 
students to leave their comfort zones 
would only benefit Columbia’s com-
mitment to the liberal arts.
 Third, consolidating lectures 
would save instructional and admin-
istrative resources for Columbia. It 
would free 9-10 lecture rooms for 
140 minutes each week and allow 
more flexible scheduling of other 
classes. Relieving several faculty 
members of the preparation work for 
two weekly lectures would add time 
for them to teach other courses and 
conduct research. The gain in time 
for these instructors would remain 
even if they continued participating 
in the consolidated Calculus course 
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by running discussion sections.
 Fourth, discussion sections 
are a vital instructional benefit of the 
proposal. Would they be possible and 
how should they work? Consider the 
teaching roster for fall 2010. There 
were eight professors for twelve sec-
tions. Suppose there were only two 
instructors for four large sections of 
the course. This would save a total 
of 1,120 “lecturing” minutes for 6 in-
structors. Those 1,120 minutes would 
alone provide for 22 weekly 50-min-
ute discussion sections, and this is 
before we consider the availability of 
teaching assistants.  How could these 
discussions work? The first question is 
whether they should be mandatory. 
 Mandatory attendance 
would ensure regular opportunities 
to improve for all students, whether 
or not they proactively seek those 
chances themselves. Given the low 
mean exam scores in many Calculus 
I classes, it is quite likely that students 
who are vaguely aware of their poor 
performance neglect to address it on 
the assumption that a safenumber of 
other students will make the same 
choice and “bring down the curve.”  
In principle these students are not 
averse to learning more calculus, but 
they shrewdly recognize that the cur-
rent setup of the class does not incen-
tivize their doing so. But if a manda-
tory weekly section began with a 
sample quiz related to that week’s 
unit, which would show each student 
and the discussion leader how well 
(or not) the concepts have been un-
derstood, the remaining 40 minutes 
could eliminate these causes of con-
fusion. Several of the students would 
not have sought even this much help 
in the without a discussion section. 
 One other advantage of man-
datory attendance for discussions is 
that it would enable frequent and com-

prehensive monitoring of the class’s 
performance. If assessments in dis-
cussion were limited only to students 
who attended voluntarily, the results 
may exaggerate or underplay different 
problem areas. The discussion leaders 
could forward their observations  to 
the lecturer, who might leave time to 
review especially challenging issues. 
In this way, consolidating the lectures 
would allow more attention to student 
concerns, not less.  
 If the challenge of organizing 
discussion sections for 640 students 
proves forbidding, a smaller num-
ber of optional sections would still be 
advantageous.  The chief gain would 
be to guarantee a definite time when 
students know they can address their 
questions. The current weekday help 
room serves this function in theory, 
but the help room is not organized to 
make such a guarantee. At certain peak 
hours, the high numbers of students 
in the help room overwhelm the two 
or three tutors on call, so that students 
can wait for over an hour before a tutor 
becomes available. This happens be-
cause the help room is organized on a 
first-come first-serve basis. The tutors 
are not responsible to any set group of 
students and their only task is to help 
with whatever question comes to them 
from any student. Accordingly, some 
students complete their entire week-
ly problem set with a tutor’s help. A 
weekly section could compensate here 
by addressing the biggest challenges 
for the class as a whole. Knowing that 
every student just heard a lecture on 
a topic and completed homework re-
lated to the topic, a discussion leader 
could ask, “what part of the topic is 
giving you all the most trouble?” or 
“what were some of the most difficult 
problems for you on this week’s home-
work?”  Such questions are not practi-
cable on a group scale in the help room 

because the students present come 
from different levels of Calculus and 
from different lecture sections within 
those levels. This kind of group assess-
ment is similar to what takes place at 
the office hours of Calculus I instruc-
tors, where questions are addressed for 
all attending. The discussion section 
would offer the structured setting stu-
dents need to confidently handle math 
on their own.  
 What should happen in a dis-
cussion section? I have given some 
ideas already, but the question would 
best be left to the section leader’s dis-
cretion, since one of the benefits of 
the format is that it lets instructors 
choose a pedagogical approach which 
is congenial to them, instead of forc-
ing them to abide the constraints of a 
70 minute lecture. Instructors might 
simply go through questions as a class 
one at a time; they may give unofficial 
check-up quizzes at the start of class; 
they can encourage group work on a 
set of problems. Ideally their approach 
will include student participation, so 
that the discussions give students a 
chance to assess themselves. 
 Perhaps the chief objection to 
this proposal is administrative. Fewer 
sections mean fewer time-slots for stu-
dents to fit Calculus I into their sched-
ules. Each Calculus section in fall 2010 
had its own time slot, so students had 
12 scheduling choices. The proposal 
here would reduce the number of sec-
tions to most likely less than four. How-
ever, the loss in terms of convenience 
for students is less significant than the 
numbers suggest. Of non-core-curric-
ulum classes, only Calculus offers so 
much flexibility. Several other high de-
mand courses - Principles of Econom-
ics, General Physics, General Chem-
istry - offer two to three large sections 
each term. Once the number of sec-
tions passes this threshold of two or 
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three options, the chief consideration 
for students increasingly shifts from 
scheduling to the expected quality of 
the teacher. The reduction I have pro-
posed would go a long way to obviate 
the latter concern while still permitting 
a schedule that has proven adequate for 
other big classes. 
 If any still cling to the assump-
tion that smaller lectures are better 
than larger ones, just because they are 
smaller, they may consider the follow-
ing examples, which demonstrate the 
potential of large lectures when deliv-
ered competently. One of the most suc-
cessful courses at Harvard is Michael 
Sandel’s “Justice,” a survey of canoni-
cal texts in moral philosophy much 
like Contemporary Civilization at Co-
lumbia. The course enrolls upwards of 
a thousand students, its syllabus has 
been the basis for an anthology ed-
ited by Sandel, and it has recently been 
filmed by Boston’s public television sta-
tion. Likewise Psychology 1101 at Cor-
nell has pre-registered 813 students at 
the time of this writing for its spring 
2010 section, though this number usu-

ally reaches 1000 by the start of class. 
Its specially designed website - http://
psych1101.net/ - is powerful evidence 
of the administrative, technological, 
and class-assessment resources which 
become available when a course is con-
solidated in this way. The website refers 
to the course’s reliance on audience-
interactive technology during the lec-
tures, which could prove just as useful 
in Calculus as a means to immediately 
assess student understanding. The pro-
posal of this essay does not envision the 
enrollment extremes of either of these 
courses, yet both stand as evidence 
that the clear articulation of a difficult 
idea by one person in front of several 
hundred students can be educationally 
preferable to a less clear explanation of 
that idea in front of 50 or 60. 
 How could the lecturer(s) for 
“mega-Calculus” be chosen? Many 
different data sources can be drawn 
upon to decide. One would be a 
mix of student and faculty evalua-
tions. All students and alumni re-
cently enrolled in Calculus could be 
sent a survey that asks, “Do you feel 

your professor lectures effectively 
enough to reach a wider audience?” 
This question might be attached to 
end-of-semester course evaluations. 
The average academic outcomes in 
various courses can be compared. 
A committee of math faculty and 
students from different academic 
backgrounds might be convened to 
evaluate a group of candidates. And 
of course, the eagerness and desire of 
instructors to undertake the lecture 
challenge should be considered. 
 We might wonder if the logic 
of this proposal will materialize in 
practice. Will a larger lecture and 
access to a weekly discussion sec-
tion help students improve better 
than the current setup? Fortunately, 
this is not an all-or-nothing idea that 
would require the risk of an entire 
term’s teaching to find out. The least 
I would hope of the preceding is that 
has affirmed the desirability of an ex-
periment. A mix of classes might be 
offered, some on the current model, 
and others on the model outlined 
here. Results can decide. 

overwrought manner of love, satire, 
and indictment. By reading a former 
slave Olaudah Equiano’s memoire, 
we are not only confined by the Eu-
ropean perspective but also gain a 
view from the other side. 
 In the fourth section, we 
contrast how the West represented 
the East and vice versa mainly in 
the interwar period, a time imbued 
with intensive intercultural exchange 
and worldwide political tensions. By 
dealing with both high-brow and 

popular culture in Europe and Chi-
na, we explore modern human crises 
in melodramatic forms in different 
narrative traditions. We will also dis-
cuss differences between filmic and 
textual melodramas. 
 The fifth section of this 
course will deal with melodramatic 
expressions in present-day multicul-
tural societies. Discussing cultural 
products imbued with various im-
migrant conflicts and reflections, we 
aim to develop a critical understand-

ing of race, gender, immigration, and 
border thinking in our globalized 
world. In particular, these cultural 
products connect present experience 
with colonial past and complicate the 
image of a promising future which 
globalization would bring.
 We will conclude our semi-
nar by discussing melodrama’s trans-
cultural malleability and cultural 
specificity and contest the concept 
of melodrama as a universal form in 
world literature. 

Teaching Melodrama, 
Making Global Connections
continued from page 8


