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 MJC Common Ground Project 

Project Summary 1 
 

The Search for Common Ground: Culture in California’s Central Valley 

Modesto Junior College (MJC), an Hispanic-Serving Institution, proposes a two-year project for 

faculty in English, philosophy, history, anthropology, and humanities to study cultural identity 

issues of California’s Central Valley, and develop curricula grounded in the rich cultural 

background of its students. The Search for Common Ground project provides a unique 

opportunity to examine as a whole the practices, artifacts, art, and traditions of a multi-cultural 

community and enrich community college humanities content to reflect the lives of its students. 

 

The aim of this project is to foster discussion that critically explores the rich cultural heritage, 

daily life, and struggles of those who live in California’s Central Valley—particularly migrant, 

refugee and low-income workers who have come here from all over the world.  Interdisciplinary 

classroom content will be developed based on the poetics of local cultural heritages and 

regionally-lived experiences, making the humanities more relevant to community college 

students. Curriculum that reflects students’ experience will move them to discover how the 

humanities can serve as an avenue for expressing, discussing and understanding themselves and 

the cultural context for their lives in California’s Central Valley.  

 

The Common Ground project will unfold in three phases over a two-year period: 

 

Phase I: January 2015 – May 2016.   Interdisciplinary Study  

A) Faculty cohort exploration of local cultural resources (universities, museums, events) 

B) Seven Seminars (readings, lectures, discussions, cultural visits – Visiting scholars, 

authors, artists, and experts will lead discussions with humanities faculty) 

C) Development of twenty-five Common Ground curricular modules 

Phase II: September 2015 – August 2016.  Development and Deeper Engagement  

A) Seminars and curricular development continue 

B) Ten Cross-disciplinary course lectures and cross-course dialogue 

C) Symposium planning and website development 

Phase III: August 2016 – December 2016. Dissemination of the Model  

A) Five outside conference presentations by Common Ground Faculty Cohort (CGFC) 

members in their respective disciplines at conferences across the United States 

B) Common Ground Symposium (14 regional two-and four-year colleges participating) 

C) Curriculum in fifteen courses is revised to incorporate instructional modules  

Seven identified topics will frame seminars, cultural visits and discussions, including: Concepts 

of Home and Identity in the Central Valley; Multiculturalism, Examining the Politics of 

Recognition; How Food Shapes Culture; Hispanic Immigration and Assimilation; Local Arts and 

Film of the Valley; Working Class Culture in the Valley; and Using Visual Anthropology: 

Exploring Valley Memories. Each seminar will be led by an eminent scholar with particular 

expertise and includes readings, cultural visits, discussion, and the development of curricular 

modules. The Search for Common Ground project will produce seminar outlines, reading lists, 

curriculum, and resource material that can be shared with community college and university 

Humanities faculty.  
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The Search for Common Ground: Culture in California’s Central Valley 

 

Intellectual Rationale 

Modesto Junior College (MJC), a two-year Hispanic-Serving Institution, proposes a twenty-four 

month program to improve the capacity to teach for faculty in English, philosophy, history, 

anthropology, and humanities. Humanities professors will study cultural identity issues of 

California’s Central Valley, develop twenty-five course modules grounded in the rich cultural 

background of our students, integrate them into the classrooms in each of these disciplines, and 

develop a GE Pathway/Minor Agreement with nearby California State University, Stanislaus. 

The Search for Common Ground project provides a unique opportunity to bridge local cultures 

by examining the artifacts, art, and traditions of our multi-cultural community and enriching 

community college humanities content to reflect the lives of its diverse student populations. 

Central Issue: Our aim is to foster discussion informed by the latest scholarship that 

critically explores the rich cultural heritage, daily life, and struggles of those who live in 

California’s Central Valley—particularly migrant, refugee and low-income workers who have 

come here from all over the world.  By grounding interdisciplinary classroom content in the 

poetics of local cultural heritages and regionally-lived experiences the humanities will be more 

relevant to our students, moving them to discover avenues for expressing, discussing and 

understanding themselves and the cultural context for their lives in California’s Central Valley.  

  While thousands migrate to this part of the state, outsiders have often assessed life here in 

a different way. Forbes recently ranked two Central Valley cities—Modesto and Stockton—

among the top ten most miserable places to live in America (Forbes Miserable Cities 2014 List). 

Newsweek referred to the Central Valley as “the state’s and perhaps the nation’s economic 

ground zero” (Newsweek, Aug 2009).  This outside view seems to influence Central Valley 

residents’ own impression of their cultural geography. Students openly disparage their home and 
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have little interest in writing about it.  A quick search on Amazon lists only five books on the 

Central Valley compared to hundreds about other California regions. There are local scholars 

with expertise in many areas related to the cultural issues of this community, but their findings 

have not been collected and examined as a whole. Whether by design or indifference, the 

mainstream community has not identified or encouraged the ethnic or cultural traditions that 

exist here.  This project gives humanities faculty a more comprehensive picture of the traditions 

and expressions of our diverse community and the opportunity to enrich curricular content to 

reflect this culture so that students may see “themselves” represented in the classroom. 

  The idea of “the undiscovered country of the nearby” resonates strongly in this 

community.  MJC sits in the center of California’s great Central Valley-- a mountain-walled 

plain some 400 miles long and 75 miles wide-- home to “the richest farming region in the history 

of the world.”
1
 While southern, northern and coastal California regions are well-known 

destinations, the Central Valley is the place between. Home to the headquarters of Gallo Winery 

and Foster Farms Dairy, the Valley also houses refugees, immigrants, and migrant farm laborers, 

often living at the edges of public life.
2
  Highway 99, the main north/south route on the west 

coast for decades, runs the length of the Valley. Immigrant farm laborers traveled this route to 

find work for decades. Dust Bowl refugees, Mexican farm workers, and political and economic 

refugees migrated north along Route 99 looking for a place that would sustain them. They came, 

originally, because of the dirt. They stayed for a variety of reasons, bringing rich cultural 

identities with them. Today, in Stanislaus County, Anglo, Hispanic, Italian and Portuguese 

cultural traditions co-exist with Chinese, Basque, Sikh, Swede, Assyrian, Armenian, Russian, 

                                                           
1 Gerald Haslam. The Other California: The Great Central Valley in Life and Letters. Reno: U of Nevada P, 1994, 3. 

 
2 Fujimoto, Isao.  Dynamic Mosaic:  California Central Valley Partnership’s Collaborative Multiethnic Approach to Organizing 

Immigrant Communities. Cornell University Doctoral Dissertation, February 2010. 
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Hmong, Laotian, Miwok and Yokuts indigenous groups, among others. The Common Ground 

project will help faculty understand the unique cultures of the people who live among us yet have 

remained largely “undiscovered” and unrepresented in the classroom and didactic content. 

Intended Audience: The primary audience for this project is Humanities’ faculty at MJC and 

surrounding institutions (see list in Appendix I).  A core group of faculty from humanities, 

literature, history, and philosophy form the Common Ground Faculty Cohort (CGFC) that will 

facilitate visits, readings and seminars to examine cultural identity issues related to our ethno-

cultural and economic diversities. More than thirty additional faculty members will attend 

Common Ground seminars and work in teams to develop curricular modules. 

  MJC humanities faculty members are housed in three distinct divisions at the college. 

Multiple organizational changes and heavy teaching loads have hindered opportunities for 

substantial interdisciplinary subject matter discussion among colleagues. This lack of interaction 

especially challenges our history, English, philosophy, anthropology, and humanities faculty who 

seek to relate courses to our diverse students but who lack a deep understanding of who these 

very students are. In addition, classroom content often exclusively focuses on European and 

major world cultures – as survey textbooks typically emphasize these traditions - while a vast 

majority of our students are from lesser-known groups or communities. The Common Ground 

Faculty Cohort came together to specifically address these two issues. This project offers an 

opportunity to draw from the rich cultural backgrounds of the neighborhoods in our community, 

examine existing writings and the expressive arts about cultural identities, and share 

interdisciplinary insights to improve the content of our teaching. How much richer our 

humanities classrooms will be if we incorporate the customs and cultures of the students we 

teach in our curriculum. 
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Improving the Quality of Humanities Teaching and Learning: The Common Ground project 

will improve the quality of teaching and learning in two significant ways: 1) each seminar 

participant will gain a better understanding of their own discipline by examining other 

humanities content and viewpoints; 2) faculty will be able to enrich content that relates to the 

cultural backgrounds of the diverse student population in their classrooms. Eminent visiting 

scholars will lead seminars that look at the stories, traditions, art, and artifacts that create cultural 

identities in the Central Valley. Particular care will be taken to give voice to those that have been 

omitted from typical representations in our community--immigrant and refugee populations from 

a stunning array of ethno-cultural backgrounds. Visits to local university centers, museums, and 

ethno-cultural events combined with readings and seminars will enable faculty to enhance the 

content of their courses in thoughtful and meaningful ways. Students will benefit from “cross-

pollination” lectures of visiting colleagues in the Common Ground Faculty Cohort. An explicit 

intent of the Common Ground project is to develop community college professors as local 

scholars who are curious about the cultural richness of their community. 

Content and Design  

The Common Ground Project has four distinct elements: 

 

1) Seminars hosted by eminent scholars to foster discussion across the humanities, examining 

the rich cultural heritage and daily living practices of California’s Central Valley populations 

2) The development of  25 Common Ground curricular modules and  Humanities special topics 

course: “Know Your Place” that is grounded in the social, cultural, historic and aesthetic context 

of California’s Central Valley. 

3) A regional symposium with a keynote speaker, multi-cultural curriculum workshops, the 

Steinbeck Visiting Exhibit, and dissemination of the Common Ground interdisciplinary model.  

4) A digital repository for resources and content that community college faculty and other 

scholars can access and Common Ground faculty can present at national conferences. 
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SEMINARS: Seven seminars will occur over an eighteen month period. Each seminar focuses 

on a specific humanities topic relevant to the culture of the Central Valley and includes several 

activities spanning approximately four weeks. Activities include: readings sent to seminar 

participants; lectures by eminent scholars; discussions led by cohort facilitators; visits to 

museums and centers, films, and the development of learning modules to integrate into existing 

humanities curriculum. Seminars will be open to all faculty members from MJC and other 

colleges in the area.  Seven topics have been identified, along with commitments from visiting 

scholars that will introduce each topic with a lecture. Additional detail is found in Appendix I. 

Common Ground Topics of Study 

Seminar Topic Scholar Faculty Lead Principle Illustrative Texts 

1) Know Your 

Place: Concepts 

of Home and 

Identity in the 

Central Valley 

Jim Tuedio, 

Professor of 

Philosophy, 

California State 

University, 

Stanislaus 

Eva Mo, 

History 

Jan-Feb 2015 

Stephen Johnson, The Great Central 

Valley: California’s Heartland; Stan 

Yogi, Highway 99: A Literary Journey 

Through California’s Great Central 

Valley; Heath Massey Schenker, 

Picturing California’s Other 

Landscape: The Great Central Valley. 

2) Multiculturalism: 

the Politics of 

Recognition & 

Political 

Philosophy 

Andrew Fiala, 

Professor of 

Philosophy, 

Fresno State 

University  

Bill Anelli, 

Philosophy 

Mar-Apr 2015 

Will Kymlicka’s Contemporary 

Political Philosophy 

3) Eating in the 

Central Valley: 

How Food 

Shapes Culture 

Mario  Sifuentez, 

Asst. Professor 

of History, UC 

Merced  

Eva Mo, 

History 

Sep-Oct 2015 

David R. Montgomery, Dirt: The 

Erosion of Civilizations; Joyce 

GoldStein, Inside the California Food 

Revolution 

4) Cultural 

Clashes: 

Hispanic 

Immigration & 

Assimilation 

Alex Sarargoza,  

Professor of 

History,  

UC Berkeley 

Chad Redwing, 

Ph.D., 

Humanities 

Oct-Nov 2015 

Hans P. Johnson and Joseph Hayes, 

The Central Valley at the Crossroads; 

Edward E. Telles and Vilma Ortiz. 

Generations of Exclusion: Mexican 

Americans, Assimilation, and Race; 

William V. Flores (ed). Latino 

Cultural Citizenship: Claiming 

Identity, Space, and Rights; Film: 

Rape in the Fields; Luis Valdez. Zoot 

Suit. 
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5) Visions of 

Central Valley 

Culture: Local 

Arts and Film  

Jessica Gomola, 

CSU Stanislaus; 

Jack Souza, 

Prospect Theater 

Flora Carter, 

Humanities 

Jan-Feb 2016 

Terence Wright’s Visual Impact: 

Culture and the Meaning of Images 

6) Working 

Class Culture 

in the Central 

Valley 

Jan Goggans 

Assoc. Prof of 

Engl., UC Merced  

Ma Vang, UC 

President’s 

Postdoctoral 

Fellow, Asst 

Prof, UC Merced 

Chad Redwing, 

Ph.D., 

Humanities 

Mar-Apr, 2016 

Hans P. Johnson and Joseph Hayes, The 

Central Valley at the Crossroads; Jan 
Goggans’, California on the Breadlines: 

Dorothea Lange, Paul Taylor, and the 

Making of a New Deal Narrative. 

Raymond Winter, Hunger and 

Homelessness in California’s Central 

Valley.  

7) Exploring 

Central Valley 

Memories: 

Visual 

Anthropology  

Steve 

Arounsack, CSU 

Stanislaus  

Dimitri Keriotis, 

Lit & Language  

May, 2016 

Jay Ruby’s Picturing Culture: 

Explorations of Film and 

Anthropology 

   CURRICULAR MODULES: At the conclusion of each seminar, participants will work 

individually or in teams to develop Common Ground interdisciplinary, curricular units based on 

seminar insights. These modules will follow a general format that may include a one-page 

context statement explaining the relevancy of the module; two to five primary reading sources; 

“tools” that focus on anchor works of art, architecture, visual and performing arts, literature, 

historical artifacts and records, and philosophical perspectives; and links to other resources. In 

developing these modules, faculty will seek to address such issues as  

 How does one reflect and express understanding of a local population’s culture with 

whom one normally has little or no contact? 

 

 In what ways can instructors incorporate the multiple and complex meanings behind 

specific cultural and ethnic identities of students into humanities curriculum? 

 

 The significance of artifacts and creative expression across cultures 

 

 The formation of collective cultural identities within multi-ethnic communities and how 

dominant and subaltern cultural identities are continually revised, included and excluded  

A new Humanities special topics course, “Know Your Place” will be developed by the 

five cohort faculty members, based on the readings, seminars, and experiences of the project.  In 
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addition, a new General Education Pathway/Minor Agreement will be developed with California 

State University, Stanislaus in the area of Humanities, again based on topics studied here.  

  SYMPOSIUM: The culminating activity of this project will be the Common Ground 

Symposium, to be convened in Fall 2016. This symposium will focus on how an interdisciplinary 

humanities approach can shed light on individual course content as well as ethno-cultural, 

religious, and class diversity. It will be organized by Common Ground faculty members and will 

feature a keynote address by Luis Valdez, American playwright, actor, writer, and film director. 

Mr. Valdez is best known for his play and movie Zoot Suit, his movie La Bamba, and his 

creation of  “el Teatro Campesino” while travelling with Cesar Chavez in California’s Central 

Valley.  The symposium will include a panel discussion of seminar leaders, workshops that build 

on project seminars, and the traveling Steinbeck Exhibit. Humanities’ faculty from 14 colleges 

and universities in the Central Region will be invited. Cohort members will share reflections 

from the experience and curricular content that have been developed. Symposium attendees will 

learn about resources on the Common Ground Repository, a website to house curricular modules, 

seminar outlines, reading lists, and other resources gathered through this project.  

Project Personnel   

Dimitri Keriotis, professor of English and Literature at MJC, will serve as the Project 

co-Director for this grant. Professor Keriotis co-founded and coordinates Yosemite Community 

College District’s High Sierra Institute, a partnership with the United States Forest Service.  He 

has taught memoir writing and creative nonfiction writing at MJC since 2000. He holds an M.A. 

in English with a specialization in Literature and Environment from the University of Nevada, 

Reno; an M.F.A. with Distinction in Creative Writing from California State University, Chico. 
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 Chad Redwing, Ph.D., Professor of Humanities at MJC will serve as co-Director of this 

project with Professor Keriotis. He received his Master of Arts and Doctor of Philosophy degrees 

in the Committee on the History of Culture at the University of Chicago. Dr. Redwing spent 18 

months researching the cultural consequences of authoritarianism in Chile while on a Fulbright-

Hays Dissertation Research Abroad grant.    

Professors Keriotis and Redwing will oversee the project budget and activities. They will 

coordinate the faculty seminars, development of curricular content, guest lectures in colleague 

classes, and the capstone Common Ground Symposium. Other core members of the project are: 

 Flora Carter, Professor of Humanities at MJC, and founding instructor of MJC’s 

Humanities Program, was a participating NEH Scholar in the 2011 Summer India Institute. She 

has Master of Arts degrees in Art History (George Washington U,) and in Interdisciplinary 

Studies (California State U., Stanislaus). Prior to teaching, she was associate curator of American 

Painting and Sculpture at the Smithsonian American Museum of Art.  

Bill Anelli is a Professor of Philosophy at MJC.  He completed his undergraduate work in 

social sciences pre-medicine from the USAF Academy and U.C. Berkeley and received his M.A. 

in philosophy from San Francisco State University with a focus on continental political 

philosophy. He serves as a board member of the American Association of Philosophy Teachers.  

Eva Mo is a Professor of History at MJC. She holds an MA from San Francisco State 

University in history with an emphasis is Modern European History and the history of the 

Americas. Professor Mo coordinates the Honors program at the college. She teaches classes in 

U.S. and women’s history and in women’s studies. She was co-Coordinator of the Faces of 

Stanislaus photographic and oral history project. Thirty-two additional faculty members will 

engage in Common Ground Seminars and develop curricular modules (see list in Appendix I). 
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Institutional Context  
The Common Ground project directly supports the mission of the college: “MJC is 

committed to transforming lives through programs and services informed by the latest 

scholarship of teaching and learning. We provide a dynamic, innovative educational 

environment for the ever-changing populations of our regional community. We support the 

development of intellect, creativity, character, and abilities which shape students into thoughtful, 

culturally aware, engaged citizens.” The college president, vice presidents, and relevant deans 

all support this project. The process of learning and discussing the cultural issues of our 

community will not only impact humanities course content, but will influence how students see 

themselves in our community and classrooms.  

   Humanities classes at MJC can be applied to either: 1) a General Education Associates 

Degree with a concentration in the Humanities, or 2) a concentration in the Humanities as a 

University Preparation Emphasis. One effort of this project will be to establish a GE Pathways/ 

Minor Agreement with our local university, CSU, Stanislaus, so that students may take four or 

five courses within their path and upon transfer to the university qualify for a minor in that area.   

  The Humanities Program at MJC was established in 2001 and the program currently has 

two full-time, tenured professors of humanities, and five adjunct instructors who teach 

humanities to over 2000 students per year. There are two philosophy, three anthropology, five 

history, and twenty-six English and Literature faculty, many of which are interested in 

participating in this project. 

Follow-up and Dissemination  

The strength of this project lies in increased interdisciplinary awareness and the ease with 

which it can be replicated by other community college humanities faculty. California community 

colleges as well as those in other areas of the nation serve diverse student populations with 
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unique needs. Community college students do not typically enter college with strong cultural 

literacy, making relevant content critical to success. The exploration and discussion model can 

impact humanities programs throughout the country. The following products will be developed 

and shared as the Common Ground model:  1) seminar topic outlines and reading lists,  

2) curricular units related to local ethno-cultural issues, 3) symposium content and discussion 

summaries. The CGFC members will each present the Common Ground model at national 

conferences in their disciplines and will jointly present at the Common Ground Symposium to 

humanities faculty from 14 colleges in the California Central Valley. 

Evaluation  

Dr. Chad Redwing and Dimitri Keriotis, Project co-Directors, will ensure seminar activities are 

evaluated by the cohort during each phase, leading to adjustment and refinement as needed. The 

CGFC will discuss and record new understanding gained from each seminar to be integrated into 

the “Know Your Place” course, and other Humanities curriculum. New curriculum will be 

completed and submitted to the college curriculum committee for approval during the course of 

the grant. Specific outcomes will be measured by co-Directors and cohort faculty:  

Outcome Measure Tool 

GE Pathway/Minor Agreement w/ CSU 

Stanislaus 

Minor agreement approved & 

published 

CSU & MJC 

records 

Ten cross-discipline lectures delivered in 

colleague’s classes 

300 students learn about local culture 

from a unique disciplinary perspective 

Student 

surveys 

Twenty-five content modules developed 

and integrated into humanities curriculum 

20 instructors teach new content in 

their courses 

Faculty 

surveys 

Humanities Special Topics course 

developed: “Know Your Place” 

Curriculum Committee Approval Meeting 

minutes 

 

Statement of Eligibility 

 Modesto Junior College is a Hispanic-Serving Institution, as determined by the Department of 

Education and the data on file with the National Center for Education Statistics”. 
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