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There’s a reason the classes of 
Associate Professor Joseph Fracchia are 
standing room only. Fracchia’s Visions 
of Freedom courses make history current 
and compelling for the undergraduates 
he teaches in the UO’s Clark Honors 
College. Each of the courses, which 
Fracchia describes as “variations on a 
theme,” examines the concept of freedom 

through a specific lens, such as socialist worldview, the constraints of race and 
class, or utopian thinking. 

It’s all a bit heady for freshman students tackling these graduate-level 
concepts, but Fracchia believes in elevating his students to the level of the 
material, not the other way around. “Students get really excited talking about 
these kinds of issues,” says Fracchia. “It’s going to get discussion going, and 
that makes for a successful class.” 

Fracchia actively collaborates with his students, entrusting them 
with leading class discussion and posing questions to visiting experts. His 
teaching approach incorporates two key guidelines: “Respect the students by 
challenging them,” and “translate the material into terms the students can 
understand, without diluting the content.” 

And his students seem to respond. “I am a psychology major, so taking 
history classes from Professor Fracchia meant that I was completely out of 
my element and comfort zone,” says recent graduate Katie Spaventa ’07. “He 
was challenging me because he knew that I could actually do it, and when 
someone has that kind of confidence in you it makes all the difference in  
the world.”

Fracchia credits his students with keeping his job interesting, citing as an 
example a biology major who, on his own initiative, penned a thirty-seven-
page essay replicating the style of a nineteenth-century novelist, when the 
assignment called for only eight pages in modern English.

“I never get bored,” says Fracchia. “I never find it tedious to teach the 
same material. No two classes have the same students, so it is impossible to 
teach the same class twice.”

Name: Joseph Fracchia
Education: B.A. ’72 and Ph.D. ’85 in history, U.C.–Davis; M.A. in history,  
U.C.–Santa Barbara, 1975
Teaching experience: More than twenty years at Oregon, teaching 
undergraduate and graduate courses in history and sociology.
Awards: Numerous, including the Ersted Award for Distinguished Teaching 
(1988), the Sherl K. Coleman and Margaret E. Guitteau Professorship in 
the Humanities (1992–93), and the Evelyn Nelson Wulf Professorship in 
the Humanities (1998–99). Most recently, the Thomas F. Herman Faculty 
Achievement Award for Distinguished Teaching (2007).
Off campus: Fracchia enjoys cooking Italian cuisine, as well as skiing and 
kayaking. Also, he reports, “I’m very good at doing nothing.”
Last word: “Fifty percent of the responsibility for the class is mine as the 
teacher. The other fifty percent is yours as the student.”

—Aaron Ragan-Fore 

Profile  
JOSEPH FRACCHIA

Ti
m

 J
or

da
n

Each year, hundreds of union members 
attend LERC classes that address an array 
of issues, from how to handle workplace 
bullying to public speaking. Its collec-
tive bargaining institute has achieved 
statewide renown. Summer schools bring 
together groups such as organizers and 
labor-relations professionals to catch up 
on current developments, learn new strat-
egies, and network. 

“By no means are we an ivory tower 
crowd,” says LERC staffer and Univer-
sity of Oregon associate professor Marcus 
Widenor. 

Following World War II, unions 
increasingly looked to public universi-
ties to help educate workers about labor 
organizations and to research labor issues, 
says LERC director Bob Bussel. In Ore-
gon, public sector unionism grew during 
the 1960s and acquired “a new sense of 
legitimacy” when, in 1973, the legislature 
passed a bill giving public employees the 
right to collective bargaining. 

Four years later, the state legislature 
approved the establishment of LERC. 
During the center’s first fifteen years, 
Oregon’s economy withered, first under a 
national recession and then as a result of 
the collapse of the timber industry. Mem-
bership in manufacturing unions fell and 
the numbers of workers in service indus-
tries began to rise. The changing economy 
called on the center to broaden its focus 
from traditional union concerns, such as 
worker safety and negotiating skills, to 
look at issues such as future job markets, 
leadership development, and building sup-
port alliances with community organiza-
tions. 

LERC has also helped usher in an era 
of less adversarial relationships between 
labor and management. 

A former nurse’s aide, Dave Raahahn 
now represents 4,500 union workers at 
Oregon Health & Sciences University as 
a staff member with the American Fed-
eration of State, County, and Municipal 
Employees. In 1999, Raahahn was in one 
of the first groups of workers to earn cer-
tificates through LERC’s U-LEAD (Union 
Leadership Education and Development) 
program, a series of courses on becoming 
a leader both inside the union and in the 
community. 

The program taught Raahahn how 
to be an effective communicator while 
sitting at the table with upper manage-
ment. Without LERC trainings, he says, “I 
might have been so adversarial I wouldn’t 
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