Just Say Nosich
    Would you like a quick and effective way to approach either preparing a course or an individual class session?  Have we got a tip for you.

    In his book Learning to Think Things Through, Gerald Nosich points out that any large body of knowledge has a core belief, “a fundamental and powerful concept … that can be used to explain or think out a huge body of questions, problems, information, and situations.”  Fundamental and powerful concepts (FPCs) are useful because “”They are the most central and useful ideas in the discipline” (105-6).

    FPCs help you and your students to understand your subject matter.  For instance, during our careers as professors of English, we spent over a third of the time teaching a World Lit course.  In our opening class every semester we started our students with what we considered the idea that most illuminated the course:  art reflects its culture.  The whole course, all 39 meetings, was boiled down to those four words.  We even drew on the board a book with a mirror for the cover.  Then every single class we pointed out the work being studied that day revealed something about the culture that produced it.  Pope’s “The Rape of the Lock,” for example, with its heroic couplet reinforced the Neoclassic norms of reason, balance, and symmetry.  Occasionally--as with teaching creative writing--we found we had to use more than one FPC or fudge it:  knowing how the basic Aristotelian elements (e.g., plot, character, setting) function as well as what your audience expects makes you a better writer.

    Why are such reductions important to pedagogy?  First, if you as the course instructor can create an FPC, you demonstrate your mastery of the subject.  Second, if your students receive such an FPS, they have touchstone for understanding the entire semester.  Studies show that students tend to forget the bulk of what we teach them, but if they can retain the course FPC, they have an advantage.  Moreover, the FPC is probably transferrable.  When our World Lit students took English or Am Lit, they started with the advantage of knowing that the works they studied were going to reveal English or American culture.

    So, just say Nosich.
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