
If the best way to learn something is to teach it, then Drs. Ken Sroka

and E. Roger Stephenson, professors of English, are reviving a centuries-old

teaching method at Canisius College.  Referred to as “collaborative” or 

“team” learning, the practice is based on a theory that shifts the dynamics

of the classroom from the professor to the student.  Professors no longer

lecture to note-taking pupils.  Instead the students review the material,

make the inferences, shape the assigned work and transform that

information into a new communal understanding. 
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roka and Stephenson first 

introduced the collaborative

learning method into their English

classes in 1996 as a way to challenge the

traditional practice of the professor, not

the student, being the most active mem-

ber in the classroom.  When they turned

the tables, the students responded enthu-

siastically; class participation multiplied,

grades improve and the confidence level

of students surged.

“We found that there was a serious

over-reliance on lecturing and that very

often what was ‘taught’ was not what was

‘learned,’” stated Sroka. “With collabora-

tive learning, students were more equals

in the endeavor.” 

It was not until two years after Sroka

and Stephenson’s first experiment with

collaborative learning, however, that their

concept really began to take root and

grow at the college.  Their concept

formed the basis of a $4 million program

developed by the college and presented

to the McGowan Charitable Foundation.

Established by the late William G.

McGowan (founder of MCI

Telecommunications), the Foundation

places a high priority on education and

the needs of inner city youth.  The college

proposed to create the McGowan

Learning Community at Canisius College,

introduce a series of collaborative learn-

ing courses across the curriculum and

offer minority students from

Buffalo’s inner city full tuition,

room and board scholarships to

take advantage of this unique

learning experience.

“This program gives new meaning to

the Canisius motto ‘Where leaders are

made,’ ” explained Stephenson.  “The

idea behind the McGowan Learning

Community is to transform these minori-

ty students into confident communica-

tors — future leaders who can help

rebuild Buffalo from the inside out.”  

o begin this giant task, Sroka 

and Stephenson worked with 

faculty members to develop

collaborative learning classes in several

core curriculum courses.  First-year McGowan

scholars are currently required to take

team learning courses in English 101,

English 102, philosophy and religious

studies.  Over the next four years, 18
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Drs. Roger Stephenson (standing) and Ken Sroka listen as Qadriyyah

Thompson and Carla Dixon exchange ideas about a unit assignment.



more team learning courses will be devel-

oped in business, science, mathematics,

political science and education.  

The collaborative learning classes

are open to the entire student body and

enrollments are limited so that the classes

consist of half McGowan scholars and

half other students.  McGowan students

are required to complete at least 12 team

learning classes before graduation and

the workload is undoubtedly intense.

For example, to complete English 101,

students will read close to 500 pages of

assignments, prepare about 80 pages of

informal writing and compose 40-80

pages of formal essays and test essays. 

ach unit that we assign is 

designed to draw the students 

to important elements of the

assignments,” explained Sroka.  “They

first proceed individually at home with

the readings.  The students must then

write an informal response to the discus-

sion questions we give them.  So they

have done reading and informal writing

on their own.  In class, they meet in their

groups to discuss their findings.  Now

you have added speaking and listening

skills to the reading and writing.”  

Both professors admit the course

work is a “baptism by fire,” of sorts, for

McGowan freshmen but add that it forces

students to shape habits early.  

“In high school, I never learned how

to manage my time.  Now I am forced to,”

said McGowan student Summer Miller.  

“I have two team learning courses in religion

and English, so I divide my day up and

spend about three hours studying for each.”

Sroka and Stephenson have found

that unlike most students, McGowan stu-

dents show up for class early, fill in the

seats from the front row and most impor-

tantly, participate actively.  

“Before school started we had to

attend a two week Leadership Training

Camp,” explained McGowan student Lauren

Duell.  “That really prepped us for college

life.  It prepared us for working in groups,

so when school started, we were already

in the game

and com-

fortable

enough

expressing

our ideas

and opin-

ions. I

think we

participate

in more class discussions and usually

lead those discussions.” 

Those combined skills make for a

much more well-rounded student, noted

Dr. Frank Dinan, professor of chemistry

and proponent of collaborative learning.

Dinan has been using a modified version

of this learning tool in his chemistry

classes since 1993 and has conducted

research on the benefits of collaborative

learning.  

he most definitive thing I 

can tell you about collaborative

learning is the failure and

withdraw rate of students drops dramati-

cally,” said Dinan.  “I found in my research

that the long-time average failure/withdraw

rate of 20 percent dropped to about three or

four percent with collaborative learning.” 
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With an improved retention rate

comes improved performance on stan-

dardized examinations.  According to

Dinan, the bottom grades of C minus’

and Ds are often eliminated in team

learning courses because everyone moves

forward together.

e try to keep every-

one in the group on 

the same page,” said

Lawrence Jenkins, a McGowan student.

“If one person falls back, then we’ll get

together, sometimes outside of class, and

break the material down into simpler

terms for each other.  Sometimes you can

understand the work better when it’s

explained by your peers.”

The McGowan Learning Community

Program provides 20 full tuition, four-year

scholarships, full room and board and a

computer to students of color.  The appli-

cation process is competitive.  Students must

carry an 85 percent high school average,

score a minimum of 950 on the SAT and 

demonstrate

financial need.

And although

the recruitment

process for the

introductory

year began in 

December 1999,

both professors

were pleasantly

overwhelmed by

the response from students.

“We were warned that the students

weren’t going to be there.  Well, they

were,”  said Stephenson. “We were told

that because we started the recruiting

process late this year, the students might

not be very good.  Well, they were.  We

were told we wouldn’t get more than a

60 percent acceptance rate, so we offered

25 scholarships rather than 20.  We had

23 students accept.”

That made for a very diverse freshman

class of McGowan students (17 African

American, two Hispanic, two Jordanian

and two Native American).  And because

McGowan students are mainstreamed

with other students in the classroom and

in the residence halls, they become

agents of their own learning. 

Their work does not end in the class-

room, however.  Some will be chosen to

serve as proctors for next year’s incoming

class and each McGowan student must

participate in ongoing leadership training

workshops and at least one credit-

earning internship. 

Equally committed to the McGowan

Learning Community is Rev. Vincent M.

Cooke, S.J., president of Canisius College.

With the first semester of the program

barely complete, Father Cooke has already

begun to seek additional funding from other

foundations so the collaborative learning

classroom may continue long after the

McGowan funding for the program runs out.  

“I firmly believe that the McGowan

Learning Community will prepare a

cadre of young professional leaders who,

as doctors, lawyers, teachers, business

persons or political leaders, will rebuild

our city from within,” said Father Cooke. 

For now, the collaborative classroom

serves as a miniature stage of the professional

world that awaits students when they gradu-

ate.  But these team learners, having been a

part of the McGowan Learning Community,

show great promise of becoming team

players and future leaders in their profes-

sion and their community.

As one McGowan student commented

on the Summer Leadership Program eval-

uation form, “This program has shown me

my leadership role.  I believe our coming

to this school will totally change it.  It

reminds me of the students who entered

Little Rock High School in the sixties.  

We will rock this school!”  ■
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Lawrence Jenkins discusses an assignment with Dr. Sroka.


