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Columbia College Chicago is justly famous for its small 
class sizes – the average is fewer than 20 students. My writing 
courses are capped at 15. However, in 2015 when we announced 
the “Big Chicago” suite of freshman courses, to be taught in 
auditoriums to class sizes of 100 – I was eager for the challenge. 
My topic: “50 Years of Civil Rights in Chicago.” 

 
Twenty years earlier I’d been invited by the provost to participate 
with other faculty innovators to jump-start online courses at Columbia, and 
begin to identify best practices. For my part, the principal tenets were (and 
are) that online courses should deliver the same learning outcomes as the 
classroom versions, and the online students’ experience should approximate 
the student experience in the classroom. Auditorium classes, like online 
classes, may play a key role in the financial challenges facing higher ed. But 
we don’t have to abandon the tactics and techniques of small size classes as 
we upscale to large class sizes. Students learn from students, if you let them. 
 

What is the small class version of my “Big Chicago”? 
• Each student is assigned for the semester to a collaboration 

group, and receives a personalized name tag, color-coded for 
each tag-team. That is, there’s a total of ten teams of ten 
students each (Reds, Blues, etc.) for each class of 100 students, 
scaled up or down, with tweaks when necessary. 

• Students are on a first-name basis with at least nine of their 
peers beginning with the very first class meeting. 

• They are assigned seats in three-row clusters, 3-4-3 (or for some aisle seats, 4-2-4) 

• Break-out sessions pull them into working discussion 
groups, rather than push them toward the vending 
machines. Each cluster of students lean forward or swivel 
back, so they can caucus without leaving their seats. 

• The 3-hour session typically includes at two such 
breakouts, usually followed by team reports presented 
onstage by a spokesperson, or by the whole tag team. 

(Keep in mind, “Big Chicago” students are all freshmen) 

• Each 10-student team consists of the same proportion of race and gender, gleaned from  
college data. A typical class is 2/5 Black, 2/5 White, and 1/5 Other. This affirmative design 
process, using data provided by census spreadsheets, is my second most labor-intensive chore. 
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For each class, as students enter the auditorium, they pick up their name 
tag with lanyard (spread out on the edge of the Hokin stage) and take their assigned 
seat. About ten minutes after class begins, while students are completing a short 
quiz, my TA collects any tags remaining on the floor – those are the students that the 
TA marks absent, or tardy if they show up late and ask the TA for their tag. 

The most labor-intensive chore? Crafting each name tag. My project 
benefited from a throwback to early 19th century child labor practices. Nina, my 
eight-year old, considers herself a Teacher's Aide, and the truth is that she did a 
more careful job of cutting & stuffing than any other TA. This aspect of my project 
(name tags, not child labor) calls for a pause to consider: quality control depends 
upon some diligent craft work. First creating the software template for 80-100 name 
tags; then adding the right color into each; 
then cutting & pasting to copy each student's 
name onto a colored tag; finally color coding 
a seating chart to match tag assignments. 
For the first run back in 2015, I found that I 
had to do it myself if I wanted it done right. I 
thought I would be able to delegate this chore, 
but the results were unacceptable. If the tags 
are not carefully cut and “professional 
looking,” a student is bound to recognize a 
shabby lack of style and assume a standard of 
“good enough.” The college is not likely to be able to afford the handicraft skills of a 
Nina, so you probably should not commit to this project if you are not willing to 
spend a few hours doing the hands-on craft work called for. There's no quick and 
easy substitute for this phase of the work.  

Assignments and quizzes include short essays 
and multiple choice testing based on readings,  
lectures, videos and discussion group reports –  
in other words, the same content students might  
expect in any other freshman course, with a  
combination of individual and collaborative work. 

Finally, the tags help my students  
“explore Chicago.” In the Michigan Avenue  
walk and neighborhood forays, the tag functions  
as a credential, signaling the presence of a group 
with safety in numbers, and so raises students’ 
comfort level to wear that badge.  


