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The Event:  The Civility Team was pleased to be able to sponsor its second annual civility event on March 11 in the Solar Lounge.  The event began with impromptu performances by Ocean County College’s Theater and Drama Club (advisor, Dr. Beth Brierley) that dramatized several possible examples of incivility in various campus encounters (student-student, faculty-student, student-faculty, employee-employee).  Presented with humor and tact, the performances nonetheless illustrated sources for uncivil behavior and set the tone for the afternoon, relaxed, but issue-oriented.  Each of the five roundtable discussions had a specific topic (see below) and a series of discussion prompts to get the talk flowing.  Participants were encouraged to change tables whenever they wished and to take part in as many discussions as time permitted.  The discussions were lively, wide-ranging, honest, and often insightful.  What follows here is the collected wisdom of each group taken from the notes recorded by the facilitator at each table:

[image: image2.wmf]
                  Table #1:  The Origins of Incivility (Facilitator, Kathleen Bombery)                                
Participants in this group concluded that there were many reasons or causes for uncivil behavior—to get attention, to exercise an ego need, to cope with anger or frustration, to blame others rather than to look inside oneself, to practice behavior that is considered a form of entitlement (“I can be rude to you if I want to”), to deflect responsibilities, to reach a desired end (bringing attention to a cause), or to be the “squeaky wheel” that gets fixed.

The group thought that the causes for civility were very obvious.  They cited “the golden rule,” the expectation of civil treatment in the maxim “do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  The discussion also identified the social contract in which members of a society agree to behave well in the expectation of the maintenance of social order.  We behave civilly and expect others to do so in order to achieve the social order needed for us to survive and flourish as a group.  “No man is an island.”

The group also felt that culture often influenced definitions of civility.  What might be a norm to one group—like loud talking or vocal disagreements—might be considered “rude” in another, so the borders of civility and incivility are not always clearly drawn.

While there was agreement that there is never a good reason for incivility, all agreed that sometimes it happens due to personal discord.  One might also note the theory of “civil disobedience” in which members of a group challenge a rule that governs the group by purposeful, peaceful or “civil” protest.
With regard to the climate at Ocean County College, most of the discussion participants believed that there was a sense of community at OCC, a personal atmosphere to which they felt a connection.  Some, however, felt that there was sense of neutrality or even impersonality at the college due to the nature of the commuter environment.  But it was clear to all that to create a civil environment one has to be civil oneself, one has to be empathetic, and one has to think before acting or reacting.  Often, using a third person or neutral party can help resolve uncivil exchanges between two people or two campus groups. 
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   Table #2:  Parental Incivility (Facilitator, Bridget Root)
Participants in this group felt that often parents have not allowed students to be appropriately responsible for their own matriculation into college.  The mentality is often, “I’m paying the bill; therefore, I’m in charge here” or, simply, that the student is still a “child” who needs parental support.  Frequently, because the enrollment process has many parts, parents find themselves having to talk to a number of different college staffers and this can be frustrating for them.  Often there are problems within a family in which the parents are angry with each other but direct that anger toward the college staffer with whom they are working.

As a commonplace event in contemporary student experience, cell phone calls to parents during the enrollment or registration process tend to add another layer of frustration as college staffers try to make complicated explanations to students who, in turn, try to relay these to confused parents on the other end of a cell phone call.  

Frequently, parents who are not familiar with OCC enrollment procedures jump to conclusions and try to take action before obtaining all the necessary information.  This tends to require a reduplication of effort, also a source of parental frustration and, then, anger.  

The participants in this discussion concluded that parents can be valuable resources and should be involved, but only after campus resources are exhausted.  The college is staffed to serve the needs of the students and in most cases of “business as usual,” parental oversight is not needed.    
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Table #3:  Student Incivility (Facilitator, Carey Trevisan)
While student-student incivility was acknowledged, the participants also agreed that students are unwilling to confront other students about this issue—or at least reticent about doing so.  Students who attempt to tell others how to behave will just be the targets of further incivility, so there seems no point in exerting peer pressure to be civil.  It was agreed that student-student incivility in the classroom tends to take place in larger, elementary-level than in classes composed mostly of sophomores.  There was also a feeling that there is more incivility now than in years past, but that this is a general societal phenomenon, not restricted to OCC.  

Students felt that as education gets more costly, over the years and within one’s own educational cycle, the level of civility should increase (just as respect for the learning environment should follow) but, they observed, it has not.  Participants re-iterated that self-discipline seems to be lacking more today than in years past, possibly a product of home life and “society.”  

Others offered that attending a community college is often seen as just an extension of high school and, as a result, an extension of the incivilities of adolescent behaviors, even though in high school there tend to be more and deeper friendships which insulate against the incivility of other individuals or groups. 

The discussion then turned toward student-faculty civility and several ideas were explored on this topic.  Students agreed that they believe faculty should take the initiative to keep order in the classroom.  All saw this as a major faculty role because students are really not empowered to do so.  Even though students insult some faculty members by whispering rude comments about them to each other during class, professors still need to identify and repudiate uncivil behaviors on the part of students.  It was acknowledged that the more challenging the subject matter is for students and the more attention that is needed (such as in a science class), the fewer the incidents of classroom incivility that will transpire. 
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    Table #4:  Employee Incivility   (Dave Wolfe, Facilitator) 


Several causes of incivility or scenarios where uncivil behavior might be the result were discussed by the participants in this group.  Two primary examples given were lack of security or lack of janitorial services, especially at the Southern Education Center (SEC).  The reason for this level of service was explained to be insufficient staff (rather than inefficient staff), but this explanation still is not useful when a teaching/learning environment is seen to be poorly maintained or insecure.  Employees tend to vent their discontent on one another, no matter what the explanation is.

Also discussed in relation to employee incivility was the feeling some employees might have of being excluded or left out due to a variety of perceived circumstances such as lack of experience, age, and family background, ethnic, racial or religious prejudice.  Since most of these exclusionary behaviors are violations of both college policy and constitutional guarantees, it behooves the college to provide sufficient awareness of what constitutes fair and equitable treatment as well as visible sources of help for these kinds of discriminatory practices.  On the college’s web site, the Civility page (www.ocean.edu/civility.htm ) lists individuals who may be consulted by employees who need interventionist assistance. 

The conflict between professors when one schedules an activity during a time when another professor’s class meets was also mentioned.  This, too, of course, is in violation of college policy, a policy which, if enforced, would obviate this issue.

This group also veered into discussing student-faculty incivility by suggesting that a professor’s lack of “flexibility” in the attendance policy could cause frustration for students.  Again, students should read the college’s attendance policy and not expect “flexibility.”  Avoiding unrealistic expectations could eliminate the frustration that often causes uncivil exchanges.  This group continued to talk about faculty-student interactions and causes, from the students’ perspective, of frustrations that lead to incivility regarding student lateness, grammar errors in writing, the expression of opinions contrary to the professor’s, and announcements of individual test results to the whole class.  Additionally, the topic was vacated in order to further discuss hostile faculty who were sarcastic, critical, and used ridicule in class discussions.  The group concluded its discussion with a further digression about how parents fail to understand a student’s responsibilities with regard to time for school and work. 

In passing, it might be noted that this group seems to have redefined its topic and held a general gripe session.  These kinds of sessions are very useful for venting feelings in a secure setting and for trying to gain perspective with regard to expectations.  Unwittingly, this group seems to have discovered a deep source of incivility and that is the expectation that the world always works the way that serves us best.  Having realistic expectations of other people and institutional parameters would be one major way to avoid incivility stemming from frustrations resulting from petty, unrealistic or ego-centric perceptions. 
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             Table #5: Managing the Effects of Incivility (Facilitator, Al Longo)                         
The major consensus of the group with regard to coping behaviors when faced with an uncivil episode is that people should  listen, remain calm, try to empathize, be positive (even if frustrated), and  show respect for the “other,” regardless of whether or not he/she is showing respect for you.

Participants were very clear that countering uncivil behavior with equally uncivil behavior is inflammatory and will have very predictable negative consequences.  

Some noted that faculty who show awareness of a student’s situation and use patience when dealing with problems are extremely helpful as opposed to faculty who are dismissive and without empathy and as a result tend to create a hostile environment.  When asked how far faculty patience should extend to persistently delinquent or “uncivil” students, participants agreed that there was always a limit to how long unrequited civility could persist and that, sometimes, confrontation would be unavoidable.  Still, these confrontations can be de-fused and handled with tact (rather than anger) or through an arbitrator under certain circumstances.

One participant felt that responding to an aggressive or uncivil person by identifying one’s own feelings of being offended is useful.  Sometimes offensive behaviors are unknown to or unrecognized by the offender and a simple statement is enough to raise awareness and to defuse the situation.

Like participants at Table #1, participants in this discussion believed that “the golden rule” is the best plan—but if this isn’t operative, then one must try not to take the uncivil encounter to heart and ruin the day.  Also, taking deep breaths and counting to ten can still work wonders!  
Janet Hubbs, Editor
3/26/08 
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