
VSB Student and Faculty Compact 

 

Diversity of Thought 

 
“VU is a community where respect for others must filter through every part of campus.  
In this environment, we believe in academic freedom and free speech.  We have to 
challenge one another to discover new ideas, and new techniques, and to see the world 
from many different perspectives -- but, we always need to do that through the lens of 
our Gospel values. We do not come here to be with people like ourselves.  If that’s what 
you are looking for or desire, Villanova is not the place for you. “ 

- Father Peter, University Welcome 2017 
I. At VSB, we operate under the principle of Diversity of Thought. Diversity of 

Thought has a number of dimensions. Specifically, it means students and 
faculty will:  
 

 Seek out, encourage and welcome the exchange of different ideas, 
thoughts, opinions and viewpoints, and encourage students and faculty to 
respectfully consider these viewpoints even if they differ from their own.  

 

 Follow the Augustinian tradition of Veritas, Unitas and Caritas, core values 
which seek truth, unity and caring for our community, on campus and off. The 
Augustinian core value of Veritas—truth—speaks directly to intellectual dialogue 
and academic freedom, the truth from many voices. Our search for truth occurs 
in the context of a caring community—the Caritas and Unitas of our core 
values— and highlights the need to approach our intellectual inquiries with 
civility, empathy, and respect for others. 

 

 Welcome all to its community discussions, regardless of race, color, age, 
sex, religion or creed, national/ethnic origin, veteran status, sexual orientation, 
gender (including identity and expression), or disability. As an inclusive 
institution, it celebrates diversity as enriching the educational environment for 
everyone. Our Student Handbook also includes a Non-Discrimination Policy, 
Non-Harassment Policy, and Title IX Notice. 
 

 VSB is a community of different voices.  To promote a safe, supportive 
climate for civil discourse at VSB -- both inside and outside the classroom (See 
Appendix): 

Faculty will: 

 Agree to communicate (in syllabi and on first day of classes) and abide by ground 
rules for civil discourse and engagement  

 Encourage different points of view 

 Model and encourage empathy (or empathic listening) 

 Facilitate difficult conversations with competence and confidence 

Students will: 

 Seek to understand before being understood 



 Consider new and different ideas and suggestions 

 Demonstrate empathy (walk in their shoes) 

 Agree to abide by ground rules for civil discourse 
 

 

Environment for Thoughtful Exchange 
 

“Our speech must be respectful and recognize the power of our language, actions and 
attitudes. We can build bridges or erect barriers.  This applies to every interaction we 
have with one another. No one in this community is entitled or holds a position that 
gives them the right to ignore, insult or humiliate another member of this community.  
Villanova remains extremely committed to providing a safe environment for all our 
community members.”  

- Father Peter 

 

II. The classroom at VSB is a place for thoughtful exchanges of ideas and 

information. VSB is committed to providing students and faculty with a 

welcoming and inclusive learning environment for discussion of ideas, 

thoughts, opinions and viewpoints. This means following some basic 

classroom discussion guidelines. In class, VSB Students and Faculty will:  
 

 Exercise collegiality and engage in respectful discourse with classmates and 

professors. 

 Recognize that we are all still learning (including your professor).  Mistakes 

will be made, misunderstandings may occur, but assume we are all coming from 

a place of good intentions.  Be willing to change your perspective, and make 

space for others to do the same. 

 Respect others’ rights to hold opinions and beliefs that differ from your 

own.  When you disagree, challenge the idea, not the person. 

 Listen carefully to what others are saying even when you disagree with what 

is being said.  Comments that you make should reflect that you have paid 

attention to the speaker’s comments. 

 Be courteous.  Don’t interrupt or engage in private conversations while others 

are speaking.  Use attentive, courteous body language. 

 Support your statements with evidence. Use evidence like facts, data or 

specific example, and provide a rationale for your points. 

 Share responsibility for including all voices in the discussion.  If you have 

much to say, try to hold back a bit; if you are hesitant to speak, look for 

opportunities to contribute to the discussion. 

(Info in I. above is from the guiding principles for the Widger Law School. Bullets in II. above are 

based on content from April Barton’s Law School syllabus: Leadership and Management Skills 

for Lawyers).  

 



APPENDIX I:  Sample Ground Rules for Civil Discourse 

Parties agree to: 

 Seek to understand before being understood 

 Consider new and different ideas and suggestions 

 Agree to disagree 

 Take turns speaking and not interrupt each other 

 Not to blame, attack, or engage in put-downs 

 Ask questions of each other only for the purposes of gaining clarity and 
understanding 

 Stay away from establishing hard positions and express selves in terms of their 
personal needs and interests and the outcomes that they wish to realize 

 Listen respectfully and sincerely try to understand the other person's needs and 
interests (empathically) 

 

APPENDIX  II:  Five Practices to Move Beyond Classroom Polarization  

 Humility 
We are finite, flawed beings and are prone to making serious mistakes. We need to 
enter into discussions and arguments with this at the very front of our minds — not only 
in being comfortable with someone challenging our point of view, but also reserving the 
right to change our mind when our argument is shown to be problematic. 

 Solidarity with our conversation partner 
This involves active listening, presuming that one has something to learn, and (if 
possible) getting to know them personally beyond an abstraction. Never reduce 
another’s ideas because of their gender, race, level of privilege, sexual orientation, or 
social location. Similarly, never reduce them to what you suspect are their “secret 
personal motivations.” Instead, give your partner the courtesy of carefully responding to 
the actual idea or argument that she is offering for your consideration. 

 Avoiding binary thinking 
The issues that are seriously debated in our public sphere are almost always too 
complex to fit into simplistic categories like liberal/conservative, religious/secular, 
open/close-minded, pro-life/pro-choice, etc. Furthermore, it sets up framework in 
which taking one side automatically defines one against “the other side” — thus further 
limiting serious and open engagement. 

 Avoiding fence-building and dismissive words and phrases 
It might feel good to score these rhetorical points, but doing so is one of the major 
contributors to our polarized discourse. Let us simply stop using words and phrases like: 
radical feminist, war on women, neocon, limousine liberal, prude, heretic, tree-hugger, 
anti-science, anti-life, and so on. Instead, use language that engages and draws the 
other into a fruitful engage of ideas. 

 Leading with what you are for 
Not only is this the best way to make a convincing case for the view you currently hold, 
but this practice often reveals that we are actually after very similar things and simply 
need to be able to talk in an open and coherent way about the best plan for getting 
there. 

 

**Excerpt from an article by Charles C. Camosy, Asst. Professor of Christian ethics at Fordham 

University  



APPENDIX  III:  Engaging in and Encouraging Civil Student Discourse   

 Consider it a conversation rather than a debate 
When you reframe the debate as an inclusive discussion of varying perspectives on a single 
topic, it often becomes more palatable. Because while many of us don’t “debate” regularly, 
most of us “discuss” on a daily basis. Also, discussions can happen at school or at home -- 
even in the carpool. 

 

 Have a listening attitude -- even when you’re speaking 
Being a good listener is one way we demonstrate respect, by listening and sharing 
before casting judgement or being dismissive. Listening is an active process -- one that 
doesn’t end when you become the speaker. It involves body language (it’s not just what 
you say, but how you say it), and at its pinnacle requires empathy. 

 

 Frame up the conversation 
This may be specific -- lobbing a question to your student that requires her to make the 
case for her/his position based in evidence and not opinion. Or establishing topics so 
that conversations are issues-based and not inherently political. 
It could also mean explicitly laying out the global framework -- the purpose for having 
these difficult conversations.  

 

 Encourage and ensure participation among everyone 
To help facilitate whole group participation, consider employing a collaborative 
discussion model, such as the Harkness Method. 

 

 Cultivate a culture of respect 
If schools can cultivate a culture where students feel safe to express their ideas and 
perspectives, they may feel more willing to actively participate in the conversations 
happening around them. 
 

**Excerpt from ExploBlog by Melissa Patricio  

 

http://www.exeter.edu/admissions/109_1220.aspx

