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Most of us go into our first classes as teaﬁ'lers with a good
deal of fear and trembling. We don’t want to appear to be fools;
so we have prepared well, but we dread the embarrassment of
not being able to answer students’ questions. We want to be liked
and respected by our students; yet we know that we have to
achieve liking and respect in a new role which carries expecta-
tions, such as evaluation, that make our relationship with stu-
dents edgy and uneasy. We want to get through the first class
with éclat, but we don’t know how much material we can cover
in a class period. ' :

In most cases anxiety passes as one finds that students do
respond positively, that one does have some expertise in the sub-
ject, and that class periods can be exciting. But for some teachers
the first days are not happy experiences. Classes get off on the
wrong foot. Sullen hostility sets in. The teacher asserts authority
and the students resist. The teacher knows that things are not
going well but doesn’t know what to do about it.

yeare all-impor-
t a promising

THE COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY CULTURE

One likely response of the teacher is retreat—retreat to reading
lectures with as little eye contact with students as possible, retreat
to threats of low grades as a motivating device, retreat to research
and other aspects of the professional role.

What makes the difference in these first few days?

It’s probably not the subject matter. More often than not, the
key to a good start is not the choice of interesting content (impor-
tant as that may be) but rather the ability to manage the activities
of the class effectively. Simple teaching techniques get the stu-
dents involved so that they can get to work and learn.

The new teacher who has techniques for breaking the ice, for
encouraging class participation, and for getting the course organ-
ized is more likely to get off to a good start. Once you find that
teaching can be fun, you enjoy devoting time to it, you will think
about it, and you will develop into a competent teacher.

When you are just starting, discussions of philosophy of edu-
cation and theories of learning and teaching can be helpful, but
they are probably not as important as learning enough techniques
and simple skills to get through the first few weeks without great
stress and with some satisfaction. Once some comfort has been
achieved, you can think more deeply about the larger issues.

, §COLLEG,E OR UNIVERSITY CULTURE

A course cannot be divorced from the total college or university
culture.

First of all, the institution makes certain requirements of
instructors. In most you must submit grades for the students’
work. You probably must give a final course examination. A class-
room is assigned for the class, and the class meets in this assigned
place. The class meets at certain regularly scheduled periods.

There are, in addition, areas not covered by the formal rules of -
the college, in which instructors must tread lightly. For example,
in most college cultures instructors who become intimately
involved with their students are overstepping the bounds of
propriety. Certain limits on class discussion of religion, sex, or
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politics may exist. Instructors must learn not only to operate

within the fences of college regulations but also to skirt the pit-
falls of the college mores.

But instructors who consider only college mores in plans for
their courses are ignoring a far more important limitation on
teaching, for the college or university culture has not only placed
limitations on instructors but also pretty much hobbled the stu-
dents. To stay in college, students must show evidence of achieve-
ment. Admission to good careers depends on evidence of
outstanding achievement.

In many institutions, students have had experience in previous
classes with instructors who, in a more or less fatherly way, gave
information and rewarded those students who could best give it
back. Not only has the role of the teacher been similar in these
classes, but teaching procedures were probably much the same.
Depending on the college or university, the method used may
have been lecture, question and answer, discussion, or something
else. The sort of tests, frequency of tests, and methods of grading
also have conformed closely to certain norms. As a result, instruc-
tors who attempt to revolutionize teaching with new methods or
techniques may find that they are only frustrating the needs and
expectations their students have developed in the culture of the
college. So, if you are trying something new, be sure that students
understand why the new method is likely to be valuable.

Each reader will need to adapt my suggestions to the college
cuilture of which he or she is a part. When you begin a new teach-
ing position, talk to other faculty members about how they teach
and perceive others as teaching. Ask for examples of syllabi, tests,
and other course materials.

gARCH VERSUS TEACHING?

One aspect of the local culture critical for new teachers is the def-

inition of the proper role of a faculty member. In many universi-

ties, for example, formal definitions of the criteria for promotion

give research and teaching equal weight, but it is not uncommon
“to find that research is “more equal.”

A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION OF TEACHING TIPS n

Lo )

Studies demonstrated that research and teaching are not
necessarily in conflict. Many faculty members are excellent
researchers and excellent teachers as well. Some excellent
researchers are poor teachers; some excellent teachers do not pub-
lish research. '

Teaching as Scholarship

In 1990, Emest Boyer’s book Scholarship Reconsidered stimulated
discussion throughout higher education about the nature of
scholarship. In most American universities scholarship has been
evaluated in terms of published research. Boyer suggested that
teachers who keep up with current developments, who devise
better ways to help students learn, or who do research on meth-
ods of teaching are also scholars. As a result of the debates about
Boyer’s proposal, there is increasing acceptance of the idea that
good teaching involves much scholarly activity.

Find out what the local norms are, and if you feel a conflict,
choose the balance that suits your own talents and interests with
an informed awareness of the likelihood of support for that self-
definition. Although time is not infinitely elastic, most faculty
members find that a 50- to 60-hour work week is satisfying
because they enjoy both teaching and research.

Whatever your choice, it is likely that teaching will be a part of

your role. Teaching skillfully may be less time consuming than teach- '

ing badly. Teaching well is more fun than teaching poorly.
Moreover, you will be better able to focus on your research if you
are not worrying about teaching. Thus some investment of time
and attention to developing skill in teaching is likely to have sub-
stantial payoff in self-satisfaction and effectiveness in your career.

/

EW WORDS ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION OF
\CHING TIPS

As the Table of Contents and Preface indicate, Teaching Tips begins
with the practical information needed to prepare for and teach
your first course. Part II provides suggestions about questioning,
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lecturing, leading discussions, testing, and the basic skills needed
in most courses. Part III deals with a broader array of skills,
strategies, and methods. Parts I through III all are directed' to
ways of facilitating learning. By developing a repertoire of skills
and strategies, you should be better able to reach all sorts of leal.'n-
ers. Part IV focuses specifically on learners and how to deal with
differences among them. Part V shifts the focus to you, the
teacher, and your development. Finally, in Part VI we come to a
more explicit consideration of the goals that have implicitly
guided our activities from the beginning.

IN CONCLUSION

Because the suggestions I make are based on my own phi!osophy
of teaching, you should be forewarned of six of my biases or
hypotheses.

1. What is important is learning, not teaching. Teaching effective-

ness depends not on what the teacher does, but rather on what -

the student does. Teaching involves listening as much as talking.
It’s important that both teacher and students are actively tl}ink-
ing, but most important is what goes on in the students’ mmdg
Those minds are not blank slates. They hold expectations, experi-
ences, and conceptions that will shape their interpretation of the
knowledge you present. Your task is to help them devglop men-
tal representations of your subject matter that will provide a basis
for further learning, thinking, and use.

2. Instructors can occasionally be wrong. If they are wrong too

often, they should not be teaching. If they are never wrong, they
belong in heaven, not a college classroom.

3. Classes are unpredictable. This can be frustrating, but it als.o
makes teaching continually fascinating. Don’t be discouraged if
some students don’t appreciate your teaching. You can interest all
of your students some of the time; you can interest some of your
students all of the time; but you can’t interest all of your students
all of the time. -

A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION OF TEACHING HPL“

4. There are many important goals of college and university
teaching. Not the least of these is that of increasing the student’s
" motivation and ability to continue learning after leaving college.

5. Most student learning occurs outside the classroom. This is a
both humbling and reassuring thought for the beginning teacher.
It means that the students’ education will neither succeed nor fail
simply because of what you do or don’t do in the classroom. At
the same time it reminds one to direct attention to stimulating
and guiding student learning outside class even more than to
preparing to give a dazzling classroom performance.

6. One key to improvement is reflection—thinking about what
you want to accomplish, and what you and the students need to
do to achieve these goals. What is contained in this book will not
make you a Great Teacher. It may be that Great Teachers are born
and not made, but anyone with ability enough to get a job as a
college teacher can be a good teacher. This book will give you
some tips for avoiding common problems and some concepts to
think with, but eventually it comes down to you, your personal-
ity, and your values. My hope is that this book will help you feel
enough at ease that you can reveal the best that is in you.

Supplementary Reading

When the first edition of Teaching Tips was published, it was almost the
only book offering guidance to college teachers. Now there are a great
many, as well as journals and newsletters published in the United States
and other countries. Almost every discipline has a journal concerned
with teaching that discipline. Check out the holdings of your institution’s
library. If your institution has a faculty /instructional developmental cen-
ter, it will have lots of material and a helpful staff.

I'am reluctant to list only a few of the many good books on college teach-
ing because I see them all as fheeting a need and complementing one
another as well as Teaching Tips. I will limit myself to seven,

S. D. Brookfield, The Skillful Teacher (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995).
B. G. Davis, Tools for Teaching (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993).

B. L. Erickson and D. W. Strommer, Teaching College Freshmen (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1991).
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A. E. Grasha, Teaching with Style (Pittsburgh, PA: Alliance Publishers,

1996).

F. Marton, D. Hounsell, and N. Entwistle, The Experience of Learning:

Implications for Teaching and Studying in Higher Education, 2nd ed.
(Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1997).

P. Ramsden, Learning to Teach in Higher Education (London Routledge,
1992).

And especially for science faculty members: Committee on
Undergraduate Science Education, Science Teaching Reconsidered:
A Handbook (Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1997).

Many university faculty development centers publish newsletters for
their own faculties. In addition there are two national publications on
college teaching: The National Teaching and Learning Forum and The
Teaching Professor. Both have helpful articles.

(E THREE MONTHS BEFORE THE FIRST CLASS*

Write Objectives, Goals, or Outcomes

The first step in preparing for a course is working out course
objectives, because the choice of text, the selection of the type and
order of assignments, the choice of teaching techniques, and all
the decisions involved in course planning should derive from
your objectives. At this point your list of goals or objectives
should be taken only as a rough reminder to be revised as you
develop other aspects of the course plan and to be further revised
in interaction with students. Writing out your goals helps clarify
your thinking.

Some of you have heard of behavioral or performance objec-
tives and may wish to phrase your objectives in behavioral terms.

* I have borrowed the idea of three months, two months, and so on from P. G.
Zimbardo and J. W. Newton, Instructor’s Resource Book to Accompany Psychology and
Life (Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman, 1975). -

i
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CHAPTER

‘The first class meeting, like any, ¢
meeting & group of strangers who}
at the same time exciting and anxiety=p g for both stu-
dents and teacher. Some teachers handle theit 'an>.<iety b}.’ post-
poning it, simply handing out the syllabus and leaving. Thls doe's
not convey the idea that class time is valuable, nor does 1t. capi-
talize on the fact that first-day excitement can be constructive. If
you have prepared as suggested in Chapter 2, y01.'1're m good
shape; the students will be pleased that the instruction is under
control, and focusing on meeting the students’ concerns cannot
only help you quell your own anxiety but also make the first class
interesting and challenging. . o

Other things being equal, anxiety is less disruptive in situa-
tions where stimulus events are clear and unambiguous. When
the students know what to expect they can direct their energy
more productively. An important function of the .first day’s meet-
ing in any class is to provide this structure; that is, to present the
classroom situation clearly, so that the students will know from
the date of this meeting what you are like and what you expect.
They come to the first class wanting to know what thg course is
all about and what kind of person the teacher is. To this end, the
following concrete suggestions are offered.

34

BREAKING THE ICE

One point to keep in mind both the first day and throughout
the term is that yours is not the students’ only class. They come to
you from classes in chemistry, music, English, or physical educa-
tion, or rushing from their dormitory beds or from parking lots.
The first few minutes need to help this varied group shift their
thoughts and feelings to you and your subject. ,

You can ease them into the course gradually, or you can grab
their attention with something dramatically different, but in
either case you need to think consciously about how you set the
stage to facilitate achieving the course objectives. Even before the
class period begins you can communicate nonverbally with such
actions as arranging the seats in a circle, putting your name on the
board, and chatting with early arrivals about what class they have
come from or anything else that would indicate your interest in
them. While students are coming in, suggest that they spend the
time before class starts by getting acquainted with the students -
sitting near them.

i
. BREAKING THE ICE

e i

You will probably want to use the first period for getting
acquainted and establishing goals. You might begin by informally
asking first-year students to raise their hands, then sophomores,
juniors, seniors, or out-of-staters. This gives you some idea of the
composition of the class and gets students started participating.

In my relatively large lecture classes I have then asked the stu-
dents to take a minute or two to write-down words and phrases
that describe their feelings on the first day of class. I then
ask them, “What have you written?” ‘and list their responses on
the blackboard. :

Next I ask them, “How do you think your teacher feels on
the first day of class?” This takes them aback, but they begin
writing. We now list these responses in a second column, and
they see some parallels. I comment briefly on my own feelings.
(I remember with special affection the senior who came up to me
after class and said, “I've been at this university almost four
years, and this is the first time it ever occurred to me that profes-
sors have feelings.”)
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In a small class you might then ask all class membersl (infcrlud-
ing yourself) to introduce themselves, tell where they're F)m,
mention their field of concentration, and answer any.questhrtlﬁ
the group has. Or you can ask each student to get acquauite w%th
the persons sitting on each side and then go arou{ld the class wi .
each student introducing the next or each repeating the names 0
all those who have been introduced—a good device for dzvelop-
ing rapport and for helping you l.earn th.e names, too. Chmm;ei
demanding, but surprisingly effective device is to have ea pf:th
son introduce everyone who was introduced before, en’dmg wi
the teacher repeating everyone’s names. (Try it! You'll be sur-

i well you do.
pniiir?\th}:;:ames 3; a starz, but students are pr'obably even I:nore
interested in you than in their classmates; 5o glve themac atxxe
to ask questions of you. Sometimes I have ask.ed for one or,th 0

students to act as interviewers fcl)fk the clasl,f, asking questions they

i er students would like to ask. .
ﬂugl\('fr:ei? t}tflou remembered all of the students’ .n;flmesl Hfluﬁe

#Name Game,” you may not recall them' later; so it is helpful to
supplement the memory in your head w1’d.1 an e>.(temal mer;\loxr?;
I pass out file cards and ask students to write the.1r names, pho: .
numbers, e-mail addresses, and other mfor.ma’aon on the car1 .
The “other information” might include previous experience re iel-l
vant to the course, interests, distincti've characteristics thatw
help me remember them, possible major field, and 50 on. .
Having established some freedom of. commumcaltlon, gcl) ,
can then go on to assess student expectations anfi goals, an ;_
them know what yours are. One technique for doing this is pro

lem posting.

The technique of posting problems is not only a u.seful ﬁrst—day
icebreaker, but also of value whenever your goal is to stimulate

* This technique is one | learned from Norman R. E. Maier ar'\d is describec‘li igkl"nlils
book Problem-Solving Discussions and Conferences: Leadership Methods and Skills
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963). It is useful in either small or large classes.

PROBLEM POSTING ﬂ

interest and assist students in communicating their problems to
one another. This may be the case not only at the beginning of the
course, but also after a lecture or other classroom method has
aroused anxiety or defensiveness. The technique may also be use-
ful to you when you wish to avoid answering questions immedi-
ately yourself. This might be because you don’t wish to establish
an atmosphere in which you dominate, because you wish to lay
more groundwork, or because you don’t wish to reinforce or to
engage in a colloquy with a particular questioner whose concerns
are not likely to contribute to the goals of the class as a whole.

Do these potentialities intrigue you? All you need do is to say
something like, “Let’s see if we can get all the questions out so
that we can see what they are and how to handle them.”

For this first class meeting, you might say, “Let’s see
what problems you’d like to tackle during the course. What
sorts of concerns do you think we might deal with?” or “What
kinds of things have you heard about this course?” “What are
your goals?”

Your task then becomes that of understanding and recording
student responses on the chalkboard or overhead. This means that
you must be ready to accept all contributions whether or not you
yourself feel they are important. To test your understanding of the

problem it may be useful to restate the problem in different words.

Restatement may also be useful in removing emotional loading or
in bringing out implicit feelings. When you feel that a question is
ambiguous or too general, it is helpful to ask for an illustration or
to ask other group members to help you understand.

If possible, the posting should not be ended before there has
been a good pause, since some of the most deeply felt problems
will not come out until the students have seen that the teacher
is really accepting and noncritical. This is a point at which sensi-
tivity is particularly important, for one can often see the visible
signs of conflict about whether or not to raise an emotion-
laden problem.

It is important in problem posting to maintain an accepting,
nonevaluative atmosphere. Thus, if other members of the group
argue that someone’s contribution is not really a problem or that
the real problem is different from that stated, the teacher needs to
make it clear that, even though not everyone agrees about a given
problem, anything that is a problem for any member of the group
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is entitled to be listed. Disagreement should be used to get 1;add;:-
tional problems out rather than to persuade a group member to
i ntribution. .
Wltllgli:ra;‘tl:lil;osome discussion will come out abo.ut. scl))luuons.
Although this should not be abruptly c.ensored, if 1’ch ecorl?esf
involved or lengthy the teacher Ilnay point out that the task o
i i e problems comes later.

de%h;\%h‘/gl’;l;;h ofp the problem posting the class r.lormally has
become better acquainted, has become used tp a'lctlv_e part{mp;—
tion, has taken the first step toward developing an a\.tttﬁtu e
of attempting to understand rather than Cc_>mpetmg wi frone
another, has reduced the attitude that every’dupg must come 0]11
the teacher, has learned that the teacher can hsten. as w}el]l as ta ;
(and is not going to reject ideas different from his 01; er ciwn ,
and, I hope, has begun to feel some responsibility for so xclllfgg
its own problems rather than waiting for them to be answered by

the instructor.

’

e

‘s THE SYLLABUS
@ %éODUCING

Your syllabus will provide some of the answers to t};z conc::ﬁrrr:z
raised in the problem posting. In presenting th(_e syll? ﬂllls 12;1 Lne
and mechanics you give the students some notion of the o
person you are. In a sense, the syllabus is a contract bgh'}r;en yt y
and your students. But a contract cannot be o.ne-s1df: G [ ustli I1Il
important to give students time to read and discuss it. IVZ ; m
a chance to make inputs and to be sure that they understa:tlh Wlan
you expect. Help the students understand the reasonsffor he P ar
you have presented, but if they have good reasons gr' c anfrse,
accept them. The students are, of course, m'tereste C11n co e
requirements, but they are at leai: ast fnuc;hi Slrfl:;ﬁztsz nw
i ou are. One important issu .

kmlglrcc:lfnze’;slgrge notion that yolzl are objective or fair c:amf bes’cd be
handled in connection with marks and the ass1gmlnent of gra iersl
(see Chapters 7 and 9). Alarge part of the students motn:iazhorz -
the classroom situation is (perhaps unfortunately) directe

Eiesise il

toward the grades they hope to get from the course. The very
least that students can expect of you is that their marks will be
arrived at on some impartial basis. Thus give some time to dis-
cussing this section of your syllabus.

The simplest way to show students that you are objective and
fair is to let them know that you are willing to meet and advise

them. Indicate your office hours. In addition, students appreciate-

it if you are willing (and have the time) to spend a few minutes in
the classroom after each class, answering specific questions. Such
queries most often concern questions of fact which can be
answered briefly and would hardly warrant a trip to your office
at a later time. If time permits, adjournment to a convenient snack
bar or lounge may give students with special interests a chance to
pursue them and get to know you better. If you teach an evening
class, schedule some evening time to see students.

The first class is not the time to make sure students understand
your inadequacies and limitations. Frankly admitting that you
don’t know something is fine after the course is under way, but

apologies in advance for lack of experience or expertise simply
increase student insecurity.

RODUCING THE TEXTBOOK

‘To continue with the discussion of the first meeting of the class,
we turn now to the presentation of the textbook. Explain the fea-
tures that led you to choose it. Describe how students can learn
from it most effectively. In case disagreement between the teacher
and the text is inevitable, the students have a right to know what
they are supposed to do about such discrepancies on examina-
tions. By facing the situation squarely, you cannot only escape
from the horns of this dilemma but also turn it to your advantage.
Explain that rival interpretations stand or fall on the basis of per-
tinent evidence and plan to give your reasons for disagreeing
with the textbook. This procedure will accomplish two things: (1)
it will give the student the notion that your opinions are based on
evidence, and (2) it will frequently point out current problems in
theory which often have great appeal for the serious student.
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i ‘
éESSING PRIOR KNOWLEDGE

The most important characteristic determining student learning
is prior knowledge. Thus you need to get some sense of the diver-
sity of your class’s background. You might simply ask questions
like, “"How many have had more than X previous courses in this
subject?” or you might give a short, noncredit test of relevant
knowledge sometime during the first few class sessions. For stu-
dents who lack sufficient background, you might advise that they
transfer to the needed courses, or if this isnt feasible, you can at
least suggest materials for their own self-study which would help
them keep up with the other students. For those with very high
scores, you might suggest that they skip your course and go on to
a more advanced course, or at least suggest supplementary mate-
rials that would be enriching and challenging.

Even in a large lecture it seems wise to interrupt these first
descriptions of the course for student questions. Some of the
questions will be designed as much to test you as to get informa-
tion. Often the underlying questions are such:

”Are you rigid?”
“Will you really try to help students?”

“Are you easily rattled?”
” Are you a person as well as a teacher?”

“Can you handle criticism?”

Ask students to take two minutes at the end of class to write
their reactions to the first day (anonymously). This accomplishes
two things: (1) it indicates your interest in learning from them
and starts building a learning climate in which they are responsi-
ble for thinking about their learning and influencing your teach-
ing; and (2) it gives you feedback, often revealing doubts or
questions students were afraid to verbalize orally.

WHAT ABOUT SUBJECT MATTER?

AT ABOUT SUBJECT MATTER?

Many instructors simply pass out the syllab i
assignment for the next class, and dismiss 3clla:;s 2:;1;1 §2t’i§2 fit::i
fiay. As the preceding sections indicate, I think the first day i
important even though the students have had no pre a};els
asmgnment. I like to give at least some time to subject Hli)att
Typically I give at least a brief overview of the cour]se indicain
sofme of the questions we’ll try to answer, and perhaps i/ntroducz
glaeszzvplé;yo go?zeitsﬁither onﬁthe first day or during the second
, L ask students to fill in
diagram of key concepts and their rZ?:gsgzii(;ns; conceptmap (a
But there is a limit to what you can do. The balance betwe
content and other activities is one that different teachers w(?ﬂ
decide in different ways. My only admonition is to use the timle

The first day is important, and by using i
4 sing it full .
that you take class periods Serioﬁsly. & y you communicate

IN CONCLUSION

By the end of the first day, students will have

1. A sense of where they’re going and how they'll get there.
2. A feeling that the other members of the class are not strangers

that you and they are formin SN
participate. Y g a group in which it’s safe to

3. An awareness that you care about their learning.
4. An expectation that the class will be both valuable and fun

Supplementary Reading

The first day of class: Advice and i
: ideas, T '
ugust, Scptember 1989, 3 7, 1.2, eas, The Teaching Professor,

Barbara Gross Davi ] i
ara ss Davis, Tc’wls for Teaching (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993),




Active learning is the buzz Wgj d
higher education. The grotc;?irgr‘l .

ing is discussion. Discu ool )
53:2?1% 1tsoc()ils in the teacher’s repertoire. O tetl te;flche:rs.m lzzfﬁ
classes feel that they must lecture because d15cus§1or11 is ]m% e
ble. In fact, discussion techniques can be used in ¢ asts,ii of 21
sizes. Generally, smaller classes .are.n’lore effectwe,, . gto
classes should not be allowed to inhibit .the tee}cher}; Ethet};m.
stimulate active ler;u'ning———learlx;jngt exp;riences in whic

inking about the subject matter. '

der]l)t?szfli;ih;ﬁ téfhniques seem particularly appropriate when the
instructor wants to do the following:

1. Help students learn to think in terms of the subject matter by
giving them practice in thinking. . f

2. Help students learn to evaluate the logic of and evidence for
their own and others’ positions. o f

3. Give students opportunities to formulate applications 0
principles. -

4. Help students become aware of and formulate problems using

" information gained from readings or lectures.
5. Develop motivation for further learning.

PROBLEMS IN TEACHING BY DISCUSSION n

6. Get prompt feedback on student understanding or misunder-
standing.

Why should discussion be the method of choice for achieving
such objectives? The first justification is a very simple extrapola-
tion of the old adage “Practice makes perfect.” If instructors
expect students to learn how to integrate, apply, and think, it
seems reasonable that students should have an opportunity to
practice these skills. Most importantly, learning should be facili-
tated if this practice is accompanied by feedback so that the stu-
dents can identify their errors and successes.

Learning is most effective if there is sufficient guidance to
ensure some successes. Research reveals that guidance is most
helpful in the early stages of learning, suggesting that the instruc-

tor should play a more directive role at the beginning of a course
than at its end.

TTLE BIT OF THEORY

R

Research in cognitive psychology has found that memory is
affected by how deeply we process new knowledge (see Chapter
26). Simply listening to or repeating something is likely to store it
in such a way that we have difficulty finding it when we want to
remember it. If we elaborate our learning by thinking about its
relationship to other things we know or by talking about it—
explaining, summarizing, or questioning—we are more likely to
remember it when we need to use it later.

Because many students are accustomed to listening passively
to lectures, in introducing discussion you need to explain why
and how discussion will help them construct knowledge they can
find and apply when needed.
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ROBLEMS IN TEACHING BY DISCUSSION

CES &

In discussion groups the instructor is faced with several
problems:
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1. Getting participation in the discussion.

2. Making progress (or making the student aware of the
progress) toward course objectives. .

3. Handling emotional reactions of students.

The type of discussion method used will determine the extent
to which particular roles are dominant. Student-centered discus-
sions tend to be more effective than teacher-centered methods, but
first I will describe a middle-of-the-road discussion method par-
ticularly useful in a problem-solving discussion. For such a dis-
cussion to work, students must have a sense that a problem exists
and that it would be interesting to try to work on that problem.

? L si%’?E\EJELOPMENTAL DISCUSSION

it

The term developmentgl discussion was coined by Professor
Norman R. F. Maier (1952) to describe a problem-solving discus-
sion technique in which the teacher breaks problems into parts so
that all group members are working on the same part of the prob-
lem at the same time. One of the reasons discussion often seems
ineffective and disorganized is that different members of the
group are working on different aspects of the problem and are
thus often frustrated by what they perceive as irrelevant com-

ments by other students.

Stages of Developmental Discussion

In developmental discussion the teacher tries to keep the students
aware of the stage of discussion that is the current focus. Typical

stages might be

1. Formulating the problem.

2. Suggesting hypotheses.

3. Getting relevant data.

4. Evaluating alternative solutions.

Often an appropriate problem for discussion is the applica-
tion or implications of principles or findings presented in the " -

assignment or lecture. When starting a discussion with a question

Breaking a Problem into Subproblems

fe)rrrlleszﬁ i\_’[aier s imlllnortant contributions to effective group prob
mg, as well as to teaching, is to poi .
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* . ’ t i
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Cusglon the group tackles one thin g at a time penal die
o Irl’le o(f) lihe fust.tasks is. likely to be a clarification of the > problem
e groups are ineffective because different Pparticipants h :
4 1e;'en’c ideas of what the problem is, and group members g
€l frustrated at the end of the discussion because “th, o
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second task is likely to be:
e pipon Y to be: What do we know? or What datq
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initiating discussion, getting student participation, :jlppraising
group progress, asking questions, and overcoming resistance.

Starting Discussion

After a class has been meeting and discussing prqblems success-
fully, there is little problem in initiating discussion, for it w%ll“
develop almost spontaneously. from problems encountered in
reading, from experiences, or from unresolvefi problems from the
previous meeting. But during the first meetings of new groups,
the instructor may need to assume the initiative in beginning the

discussion.

Starting Discussion with a Common Expgrience One of the best
ways of starting a discussion is to provide a concrete, common
experience through presentation of a de.:monstratlon, film, rple
play, short skit, or brief reading. Follo,}/vmg such a presentation
it's easy to ask, “Why did ———? _
Such an opening has a number of advantages. Becagse every-
one in the group has seen i, everyone knows so.methmg gbout
the topic under discussion. In addition, by focusing the discus-
sion on the presentation, the instructor takes some of the pressure
off anxious or threatened students who are afraid to reveal their
inions or feelings.
QWII_}:‘/};LI;J:L you will r%ot always be able to find the presentation
you need to introduce each discussion, and you may be forced to
turn to other techniques of initiating discusswn'. One such tech-
nique is problem posting, which was discussed in Chapter 4.

Starting Discussion with a Controversy A second techn'ique of
stimulating discussion is through disagreemen_t. Experimental
evidence is accumulating to indicate that a certain degree of sur-
prise or uncertainty arouses curiosity, a basic motive for learm:n,g
(Berlyne, 1960). Some teachers effectively play .the role of deVJ.l s
advocate; others are effective in pointing out differences in point
of view. .

I have some concerns about the devil’s advocate role. I behe;ve
that it can be an effective device in getting students to think
actively rather than accept passively the instructor’s every
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sentence as “Truth.” Yet it has its risks, the most important of
which is that it may create lack of trust in the instructor, Of
course, instructors want students to challenge their ideas, but few
want their students to feel they are untrustworthy, lying about
their own beliefs.

Two other dangers lurk in the devil’s advocate role. One is that
it will be perceived as manipulative. Students may feel (with jus-
tification) that the instructor “is just playing games with us—try-
ing to show how smart he is and how easily he can fool us.” It can
also be seen as a screen to prevent students from ever successfully
challenging the instructor.

Not only are all of these possible problems infuriating for the
student, but they maintain a Superior-subordinate relationship
antithetical to the sort of learning environment that this book is
plugging for. - , :

Yet the devil’s advocate role can be effective. Its suc-
cess depends a good deal on the spirit with which it is played.
My own compromise solution is to make it clear when I'm
taking such a role by saying, “Suppose I take the position
th}é)lt ” or “Let me play the role of devil’s advocate for
a bit.”

In any case the instructor should realize that disagreement is
not a sign of failure but may be used constructively. When rigid
dogmatism interferes with constructive problem solving follow-
ing a disagreement, the instructor may ask the disagreeing stu-
dents to switch sides and argue the opposing point of view, Such
a technique seems to be effective in developing awareness of the
strengths of other positions.

As Maier has shown in his studies of group leadership, one
barrier to effective problem solving is Presenting an issue in such
a way that participants take sides arguing the apparent solution
rather than attempting to solve the problem by considering data
and devising alternative solutions. Maier suggests the following
principles for group problem solving*:

1. Success in problem solving requires that effort be directed
toward overcoming surmountable obstacles.

*N. R. E. Maier, Problem-Solving Discussions and Conferences (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1963).
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2. Available facts should be used even when they are .ljnadequ?te.
3. The starting point of the problem is richest in solution
possibilities. . .

4. Problem-mindedness should be increased while solution-

mindedness should be delayed.

i ing” ted from the “idea
5. The “idea-getting” process should be separa
evaluation§ process because the latter inhibits the former.

Questioning

The most common discusgion opener is the q.uestiprcli, a_?_q tiihli
r;c;t comm—c;Er_m,r in guestioning ig not a_llowm.g students __e_to
enough to think. You should not expect an unme.d1ate restpfms.
every question. If your question is intended to stu.nulate hmkmee IgI{
give the students time to think. Five secondfs of sﬂenFe maty s oo
an eternity, but a pause for 5-30 seconds will result in lff; exl' .
cussion. In some cases you may plan for such a t.hought ; silenc c
by asking the students to think about the question for 1a ew se;r
onds and then write down one element that might he I:h an.;lwer
the question. Such a technique increases the chance thla:;1 es iat
or slower students will participate,. since t?ley now know w 2
they want to say when the discussion begins. In fact,_ you m1 y
even draw one in by saying, “You were writing vigorously,

Ronnije. What's your suggestion?”

Factual Questions There are times when it is appropriate to

tudent background knowledge with a series of brief fac-
Ctlil:lczlfestions, but ?nrore frequently you want to stu'nulat;e pl;c})l}i);
lem solving. One common error in phrasmg'questloni1 o:s e
purpose is to ask a question in a form conveying to s% 1enk e
message, “I know something you don’t know and youll look s
pid if you don’t guess right.” |
Application and Interpretation Questions Rather thar; ieahx;g
with factual questions, discussions need to be formui.:laf e ! sond
to get at relationships, applications, or analyses of fac g tah ,
materials. Solomon, Rosenberg, and Be'zdek (1964) foun- a
teachers who used interpretation questions produced Eams ﬂin
student comprehension. A question of the type: How does the
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idea that : apply to ? is much more likely to

stimulate discussion than the question: What is the definition of

? The secret is not to avoid questions or to lecture in
statements, but rather to listen and to reflect on what is heard.

" Dillon (1982), a leading researcher on questioning, advises that
once you have defined the issue for discussion, keep quiet unless
you are perplexed or didn’t hear a comment. Questions are tools
for teaching, but as Dillon demonstrated, they sometimes inter-
fere with, as well as facilitate, achievement of teaching goals.
What happens depends on the question and its use.

Problem Questions A question may arise from a case, or it may
be a hypothetical problem. It may be a problem whose solution
the instructor knows; it may be a problem which the instructor
has not solved. In any case it should be a problem that is mean-
ingful to the students, and for the sake of morale, it should be a
problem they can make some progress on. And even if the teacher
knows an answer or has a preferred solution, the students should
have a chance to come up with new solutions. The teacher’s job is
not to sell students on a particular solution, but rather to listen
and to teach them how to solve problems themselves,

A common error in question phrasing is to frame the question

* at a level of abstraction inappropriate for the class. Students are

most likely to participate in discussion when they feel that they
have an experience or idea that will contribute to the discussion,
This means that discussion questions need to be phrased as prob-
lems that are meaningful to the students as well as to the instruc-
tor. Such questions can be devised more easily if you know
something of the students’ background. An experiment by
Sturgis (1959) showed that a teacher’s knowledge of student
background makes a significant difference in students’ learning.

Another error in raising questions is to ask your question
before finding out about the students’ problems. Often a good
question fails to elicit responses because students are hung up on
some prior problem.

Suppose you ask a question and no one answers, or the student
simply says, “I don’t know.” Discouraging as this may be, it
should not necessarily be the end of the interaction, Usually the
student can respond if the question is rephrased. Perhaps you
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need to give an example of the problem first; perhaps you need to
suggest some alternative answer; perhaps you need to reformu-
late a prior question. More often than not, you can help the stu-
dents discover that they are more competent than they thought.

Other Types of Questions Connective and causal effect questions
involve attempts to link material or concepts that otherwise
might not seem related. One might, for example, cut across disci-
plines to link literature, music, and historical events or one might
ask, “What are the possible causes of this phenomenon?”

Comparative questions, as the name suggests, ask for compar-
isons between one theory and another, one author and another,
one research study and another. Such questions help students
determine important dimensions of comparison.

Evaluative questions ask not only for comparisons but for a judg-
ment of the relative value of the points being compared; for exam-
ple, “Which of two theories better accounts for the data? Which of
two essays better contributes to an understanding of the issue?”

Critical questions examine the validity of an author’s arguments
or discussion. Being so critical that students feel that their reading
has been a waste of time is not helpful, but presenting an alterna-
tive argument or conclusion may start students analyzing their
reading more carefully, and eventually you want students to
become critical readers who themselves challenge assumptions
and conclusions.

Socratic Discussion

The “classic” (and I do mean classic) discussion technique is the
Socratic method. In television, novels, and anecdotes about the
first year of law school it is usually portrayed as a sadistic, anxi-
ety-producing method of eliciting student stupidity, and even
when I place myself in the role of slave boy taught by Socrates in
the Meno, I feel more like a pawn than an active learner.

Perhaps this is why I've never been very good at Socratic
teaching; nonetheless I believe that it can be used as an effective
method of stimulating student thinking, and it can have the
quality of an interesting game rather than of an inquisition. The

leading modern student of Socratic teaching is Allen Collins, who
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has observed a variety of Socratic dialogue
. s and anal
strategies used (1977, 1982). i aneyzed the
Basically, most Socratic teachers attemi)t to teach students to
reason to general principles from specific cases. Collins (1977)
gives 23 rules, such as the following:

1. Ask about a known case. For example, if T were trying to
teach a group of teaching assistants about student cheating, I

might say, “Can you describe a situation jn which cheating
occurred?”

2. Ask for any factors. “Why did the cheating occur?”

3. Ask for intermediate factors. If the student suggests a factor
that is not an immediate cause, ask for intermediate steps. For
example, if a teaching assistant says, “Students feel a lot of
pressure to get good grades,” I might say, “Why did the pres-
sure for grades result in cheating in this situation?” '

4. Ask for prior factors. If the student gives a factor that has

prior factors, ask for the prior factors. For example, “Why do
students feel pressure to get good grades?”

5. llform a general rule for an insufficient factor. For example
Do all students who feel pressure cheat?” l

6. }”ick a counterexample for an insufficient factor. For example,
Do you think these students cheat on every test?” :

7. Form a general rule for an unnecessary factor. For example, if
a _te:flchmg fellpw suggests that cheating occurs when tests are
dlfflfult, }{ might say, “Probably the pressure to cheat is
greater when tests are difficult, but does cheatin .
on difficult tests?” g occur only

8. Pick a counterexample for an unnecessary factor. For exam-

ple, “Is cheating likely to occur on college admissi
such as the SAT?” ge admissions tests,

9. Pick a case with an extreme value. For example, “Why is
cheating minimized on SAT tests?”

10. Probe for necessary or sufficient factors.

11. .Pose two cases and probe for differences. For example, “Why
is there more cheating in large classes than in small ones?”

12. Ask for a prediction about an unknown case.
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13. Trace the consequences of a general rule;. For fexample, if the
teaching assistants conclude that cheating will occur when
tests are difficult and are not well proc?ored, I might say,
“Engineering classes are considered difficult, and I under-
stand that there is little cheating even though tests are
unproctored.” (The school has an honor code.)

Ini general, the rules involve formulating .general principles from
known cases and then applying the princ1ple's to new cases. Even
if one does not use the Socratic method to its fullest, the quelzls-
tioning strategies described in Collins’s rules may be generally

useful in leading discussions.

CAN |1 DO ABOUT NONPARTICIPANTS?*

In most classes some students talk too much, and others never
volunteer a sentence. What can the teacher do?' . o
Unfortunately, most students are used to being passive recipi-
ents in class. Some of your students may come from cultures
whose norms discourage speaking in class.. To help §t}1depts
become participants I try to create an expectation of par!hapaho?
in the discussion section. You can start to do this in the first mee ;
ing of the course by defining the ﬁmchon?, of various aspects o
the course and explaining why discussion is valua}nle. In addition
to this initial structuring, however, you must conbnua]ly ?vork to
increase the students’ awareness of the values of part1c1pat‘13n.
Participation is not an end in itself. For many purpo(sjes wi e:
spread participation may be vital;.for ott}ers it may be. etrmtlent
tal. But you want to create a climate in whl_ch an importan
contribution is not lost because the person with the necessary
i id not feel free to express it. o
ldel?\/ﬁat keeps a student fr%m talking? There are a variety' of rea-
sons—boredom, lack of knowledge, general hab1t§ of passivity, cul-
tural norms—but most compelling is a fear of being embarrassed.

* Some students who are reluctant to participate orally will participate in a
computer conference or by e-mail.

WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT NONPARTICIPANTS? ﬂ

When one is surrounded by strangers, when one does not know
how critical these strangers may be, when one is not sure how
sound one’s idea may be, when one is afraid of stammering or
forgetting one’s point under the stress of speaking—the safest
thing to do is keep quiet.

What can reduce this fear? Getting acquainted is one aid. Once
students know that they are among friends, they can risk express-
ing themselves. If they know that at least one classmate supports
an idea, the risk is reduced. For both these reasons the technique
of subgrouping helps; for example, you can ask students to
discuss a question in pairs or small groups before asking for
general discussion.

Asking students to take a couple of minutes to write out their
initia] answers to a question can help. If a student has already
written an answer, the step to speaking is much less than answer-
ing when asked to respond immediately. Even the shy person will
respond when asked, “What did you write?”

Rewarding infrequent contributors at least with a smile helps
encourage participation even if the contribution has to be devel-
oped or corrected. Calling students by name seems to encourage
freer communication. Seating is important too. Rooms with seats
in a circle help tremendously.

Getting to know the nonparticipant is also helpful. For exam-
ple, I have found that it is helpful to ask students to write a brief
life history indicating their interests and experiences relevant to
the course. These autobiographies help me to gain a better knowl-
edge of each student as an individual, to know what problems or
illustrations will be of particular interest to a number of students,
and to know on whom I can call for special information. One of
the best ways of getting nonparticipants into the discussion is to
ask them to contribute in a problem area in which they have spe-
cial knowledge.

The technique of asking for a student’s special knowledge

deals directly with one of the major barriers to class discussion— A

fear of being wrong. No one likes to look foolish, especially in a
situation where mistakes may be pounced upon by a teacher or
other students. One of the major reasons for the deadliness of a
question in which the teacher asks a student to fill in the one right
word—such as, “This is an example of what?”—is that it puts the
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student on the spot. There is an infinity of wrong answers, and
obviously the teacher knows the one right answer; so why should
the student risk making a mistake when the odds are so much
against the student? And even if the answer is obvious: Why look
like a pawn for the teacher?

One way of putting the student in a more favorable position is
to ask general questions that have no wrong answers. For exam-
ple, you can ask, “How do you feel about this?” or “How does
this look to you?” as a first step in analysis of a problem.
Students’ feelings or perceptions may not be the same as yours,
but as reporters of their own feelings, they can’t be challenged as
being inaccurate. While such an approach by no means eliminates
anxiety about participation (for an answer involves revealing
oneself as a person), it will more often open up discussion that
involves the student than will questions of fact. Problem posting,
the technique discussed in Chapter 4 as a method for establishing
objectives during the first day of class, is an example of a discus-
sion technique minimizing risk for students. It can be useful in
introducing a new topic at the conclusion of a topic, or for analy-
sis of an experiment or a literary work. An added advantage is
that it can be used in large as well as small groups.

Another technique for reducing the risk of participation for stu-
dents is to ask a question a class period before the discussion and
ask students to write out answers involving an example from their
own experience. Similarly, one can ask students to bring one ques-
tion to class for discussion. This helps participation, helps students
learn to formulate questions, and also provides feedback for you.

Finally remember that out-of-class learning is often more
important than that in class. E-mail, computer conferencing, and
other interactive technologies can support active learning, dis-
cussion, and debate.

All of these techniques will still not make every student into an
active, verbal participant. Two group techniques can help. One is
buzz groups; the other is the inner circle technique.

Buzz Groups—Peer Learning

One of the popular techniques for achieving student participation
in groups is the buzz session. In this procedure, classes are split
into small subgroups for a brief discussion of a problem. Groups

THE pIscussion Monorouizer [l

can be asked to come up with one hypothesis that they see as rel-
evant, with one application of a principle, with an example of a
concept, or with a solution to a problem. In large classes I march
up the aisles saying, “Odd,” “Even,” “Odd,” “Even” for each row
and ask the “odd” row to turn around to talk to the “even” row
behind, forming themselves into groups of four to six. I tell them
to first introduce themselves to one another and then to choose a
person to report for the group. Next they are to get from each
member of the group one idea about the problem or question
posed. Finally they are to come up with one idea to report to the
total class. I give the group a limited time to work, sometimes five
minutes or less, occasionally ten minutes or more, depending on
the tasks. Peer-led discussions need not be limited to five or ten
minutes or even to the classroom (see Chapter 14).

The Inner Circle or Fishbowl

In using the inner circle technique I announce that at the next class
meeting we are going to have a class within a class, with several of
the students (6 to 15) acting as the discussion group and the others
as observers. If the classroom has movable chairs, I then arrange
the seating in the form of concentric circles. I am impressed that
students who are normally silent will talk when they feel the
increased sense of responsibility as members of the inner circle.

DISCUSSION MONOPOLIZER*
If you have worked on nonparticipation effectively, the discus-
sion monopolizer is less likely to be a problem, but there will still
be classes in which one or two students talk so much that you and
the other students become annoyed. As with nonparticipation,
one solution is to raise with the class the question of participation
in discussion—"Would the class be more effective if participation
were more evenly distributed?”

* Be sensitive to the fact that the most common monopolizer is the teacher. In our
research, our observers reported that in a typical discussion class the teacher
talked 70 to 80 percent of the time. ’
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A second technique is to have one or more members of the
class act as observers for one or more class periods, reporting
back to the class their observations. Perhaps assigning the domi-
nant member to the observer role would help sensitivity.

A third possibility is to audiotape a discussion, and after play-
ing back a portion, ask the class to discuss what might be done to
improve the discussion.

A fourth technique is to use buzz groups with one member
chosen to be reporter. _

Finally, a direct approach should not be ruled out. Talking to
the student individually outside class may be the simplest and
most effective solution.

| RAISING PROGRESS

One of the important skills of discussion leaders is the ability to
appraise the group’s progress and to be aware of barriers or resis-
tances that are blocking learning. This skill depends on attention
to such clues as inattention, hostility, or diversionary questions.

Skill at appraising is of little avail if instructors don’t respond
to the feedback they receive. In some cases you may need to
respond only by interposing a guiding question or by emphasiz-
ing a significant contribution. In other cases you may need to
summarize progress and restate the current issue or point out the
stumbling block or diversion that has stopped progress. In
extreme cases, you may have to stop the discussion to begin a dis-
cussion of the reasons for lack of progress.

It’s hard to have a discussion if students haven’t studied the
material to be discussed. What to do?

One strategy is to give students questions at the end of one
class, asking them to get information on the questions before the
next class. You might even give different assignments to teams of
students. Another strategy is to ask students to bring one or more

BARRIERS TO DISCUSSION ﬂ

questions on the assignment to be turned in at the beginning of
the next class. ’

. If there are extenuating circumstances, you (or a student who
1s prepared) can summarize the needed points. Alternatively, you
can give students a few minutes to scan the material before begin-
ning the discussion. If used often, however, such strategies may
discourage out-of-class preparation.

If the problem persists, present it to the students. What do they
suggest? One likely proposal is a short quiz at the beginning of
class—which usually works. However, you'd like to have stu-
depts motivated to study without the threat of a quiz. Usually the
quiz can be phased out once students find that discussion really
requires preparation and that the assignments are more interest-
ing as they develop competence.

ﬁ,ﬁgﬂlERS TO DISCUSSION
A primary barrier to discussion is the students’ feeling that they
are not learning. Occasional summaries during the hour not only
help students chart their progress but also help smooth out com-
mu.qication problems. A summary need not be a statement of con-
clusions. In many cases the most effective summary is a
restatement of the problem in terms of the issues resolved and
f:hose remaining. Keeping a visible record on the chalkboard of
ideas, questions, data, or points to explore helps maintain focus
and give a sense of progress.
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Another common barrier to good discussion is the instructor’s
tendency to tell students the answer before the students have
developed an answer or meaning for themselves. Of course,
teachers can sometimes save time by tying things together or stat-
ing a generalization that is emerging. But all too often they do this
before the class is ready for it.

Agreement can be a barrier to discussion. Usually instructors
are so eager to reach agreement in groups that they are likfaly to
be happy when the students are agreeing. But agreement is not
the objective of most educational discussions. Students come to
class with certain common naive attitudes and values. Although
the attitudes they hold may be “good” ones, they may be so
stereotyped that the students fail to develop an understanding of
the complex phenomena to which their attitudes apply. The
teacher’s task is often directed not so much toward attitude
change as toward increased sensitivity to other points of view
and increased understanding of the phenomena to which the atti-
tude applies. As I suggested earlier, the instructor may sometimes
need to assume a role of opposition.

When you oppose a student’s opinions, you should be careful
not to overwhelm the student with the force of the criticism. Your
objective is to start discussion, not smother it. Give st.“udents' an
opportunity to respond to criticisms, examining the point of view
that was opposed. Above all, avoid personal criticism of students.

I%DLING ARGUMENTS

e

In any good discussion conflicts will arise. If such conflicts are left
ambiguous and uncertain, they, like repressed conflicts in the
individual, may cause continuing trouble. The teacher helps focus
these conflicts so that they may contribute to learning.

m Reference to the text or other authority may be one method of
resolution, if the solution depends on certain facts.

m Using the conflict as the basis for a library assignment for the
class or a delegated group is another solution.

m If there is an experimentally verified answer, this is a good
opportunity to review the method by which the answer could
be determined.

w If the question is one of values, your goal may be to help
students become aware of the values involved.

» Sometimes students will dispute your statements or decisions.
Such disagreements may often be resolved by a comparison of
the evidence for both points of view, but since teachers are
human, they are all too likely to become drawn into an argu-
ment in which they finally rest on their own authority. To give
yourself time to think, as well as to indicate understanding
and acceptance of the students’ point, I suggest listing the
objections on the chalkboard. (Incidentally, listing evidence or
arguments is also a good technique when the conflict is
between two members of the class.) Such listing tends to pre-
vent repetition of the same arguments.

= In any case it should be clear that conflict may be an aid to
learning, and the instructor need not frantically seek to
smother it.

The Two-Column Method

Another of Maier’s techniques, the two-column method, is a par-
ticularly effective use of the board in a situation in which there is
a conflict or where a strong bias prevents full consideration of
alternative points of view. Experimental studies (Hovland, 1957)
suggest that, when people hear arguments against their point of
view, they become involved in attempting to refute the argu-
ments rather than listening and understanding. Disagreement
thus often tends to push the debaters into opposite corners, in
which every idea is right or wrong, good or bad, black or white.
The truth is often more complex and not in either extreme.

The two-column method is designed to permit consideration
of complications and alternatives. As in problem posting, before
the issues are debated, all the arguments on each side are listed on
the board. The leader heads two columns “Favorable to A” and
“Favorable to B” or “For” and “Against” and then asks for the
facts or arguments that group members wish to present. The
instructor’s task is to understand and record in brief the argu-
ments presented. If someone wishes to debate an argument
presented for the other side, the instructor simply tries to refor-
mulate the point so that it can be listed as a positive point in the
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debater’s own column. But even though an argument is coun-
tered or protested it should not be erased, for jche rules of the
game are that the two columns are to include all ideas that mem-
bers consider relevarnt. Evaluation can come latfer. '

When the arguments have been exhaustc?d, dJ-scussmn can turn
to the next step in problem solving. At this point the group dc:r:m
usually identify areas of agreement and dls'agrt'eeme.nt, arl;l 1£
many cases it is already clear that the situation is neither blac
nor white. Now the issue becomes one of relative values rather
than good versus bad. When discussion is directe:d toward agree-
ments, some of the personal animosity. is avoided, and somef
underlying feelings may be brought to hght.. The next stages o
the discussion are thus more likely to be directed toward con-

ctive problem solving. , o
Stnéhalleflges and disagreements may be an indication of an
alert, involved class. But the instructor should also bf’ aware of
the possibility that they may be symptoms of frustrahqn arising
because the students are uncertain of what the problem is or how

to go about solving it.

' EQHING STUDENTS HOW TO LEARN
E:OUGH DISCUSSION

I have already implied that classes don’t automatically carry on
effective discussions. To a large extent students have to learn how
to learn from discussions just as they have to learn how to learn
ing. How can this occur? .
ﬁog;r:? ief need to understand the thortancg of disgussmn .for
learning. Expressing one’s understanding or ideas anc! getting
reactions from other students and the teacher makes a big differ-
ence in learning, retention, and use of knowl.ed.ge. o
What skills need to be learned? One skill is clarlflcatlon' of
what the group is trying to do—becoming sensitive to c.o'nfu'smn
about what the group is working on and asking for clar1f1ca.1t1'on.
A second attribute is the students’ development of a willing-
ness to talk about their own ideas openly and to listen a.nd
respond to others’ ideas. It is important for students to realize

TEACHING STUDENTS HOW TO LEARN THROUGH DISCUSSION E

that it is easy to deceive themselves about their own insights
or understandings and that verbalizing an idea is one way of get-
ting checks on and extensions of it. Teachers can encourage devel-
opment of listening skills by asking one group member to repeat
or paraphrase what another said before responding to it, and
repeatedly pointing out the purpose and values students gain
from discussion.

A third skill is planning. Discussions are sometimes frustrating
because they are only getting under way when the end of the
class period comes. If this results in continuation of the discussion
outside the class, so much the better, but often learning is facili-
tated if students learn to formulate the issues and determine what
out-of-class study or followup is nNecessary before the group
breaks up.

- A fourth skill is building on others’ ideas in such a way as to
increase their motivation rather than make them feel punished or
forgotten. Often students see discussion as a competitive situa-
tion in which they win by tearing down other students’ ideas. As
Haines and McKeachie (1967) have shown, cooperative discus-
sion methods encourage more effective work and better morale
than competitive methods.

A fifth attribute is skill in evaluation. If classes are to learn how
to discuss issues effectively, they need to review periodically
what aspects of their discussion are proving to be worthwhile and
what barriers, gaps, or difficulties have arisen. Some classes
reserve the last five minutes of the period for a review of the dis-
cussion’s effectiveness.

A sixth attribute s sensitivity to feelings of other’ group
members. Students need to become aware of the possibility
that feelings of rejection, frustration, dependence, and so on
may influence group members’ participation in discussion.
Sometimes it is more productive to recognize the underlying
feeling than to focus on the content of an individual’s state-
ment. One way of helping students develop these skills is to use
student-led discussions preceded by a training meeting with
the student leader.

Peer learning techniques, such as those discussed in Chapter
14, help in building the sense of community that enables students
to confront one another openly and helpfully. Such community
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the period or ask students to contribute to a summary.

Boris (1983) suggests that a student be assigned each day to
keep the “minutes” of the day’s discussion and that each class
period be initiated with a reading of the minutes. Such a proce-
dure is probably particularly useful for the student taking the
minutes, but it also has the value of starting the class with a
review of where they have been so that there is a sense of build-
ing from one class period to the next.

-

IN CONCLUSION

The teacher’s own needs are more evident in the conduct of dis-
cussion than in a lecture, for skillful discussion leading requires a
quick awareness of individual and group needs.

In general, if an instructor is enthusiastic, friendly, and obvi-
ously interested in the subject, students also will be. Let me
emphasize again that both lecture and discussion may have
advantages at certain points in a course. But when discussion is
appropriate, it can be both valuable and fun for the teacher as
well as the students.

Supplementary Reading

S. D. Brookfield, The Skillful Teacher (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1990).

J. H. Clarke, Designing discussions as group inquiry. College Teaching,
1988, 36 (4), 140-146.




The lecture is probably the olde:
method. most widely used in univezs
Through the ages a great deal of practicaliyi d
of lecturing has accumulated. Effective lecturess :
ents of scholar, writer, producer, comedian, entertainer, and te.:acher
in ways that contribute to student learning. Nevertheles.s, itis .also
true that few college professors combine these talent§ in optimal
ways and that even the best lecturers are not al?vays in t.0p7form.

Why have lectures survived since the invention of print? Why
have they persisted in the face of the intrusions of radio, teley1—
sion, computers, and other media? Is the .lgctul:e .an effective
method of teaching? If it is, under what conditions is it .mos:t effec-
tive? These questions will be answered not only in light of
research on the lecture as a teaching method but also in terms of
analyses of the information-processing techniques used by stu-
dents in learning from lectures.

- *;“B@éimgésﬁ;EARCH ON THE EFFECTIVENESS OF LECTURES

A large number of studies have compared the effectiveness of lec-
tures with other teaching methods. When measures of knowledge
are used, the lecture proves to be as efficient as other methods.

66

WHAT ARE LECTURES GOOD FOR? m

However, in those experiments involving measures of retention
of information after the end of a course, measures of transfer of
knowledge to new situations, or measures of problem solving,
thinking, or attitude change, or motivation for further learning,
the results show differences favoring discussion methods over
lecture (McKeachie et al., 1990).

TR 3

£\T ARE LECTURES GOOD FOR?

We do not need to lecture when concepts are available in printed
form at an appropriate level for our students. Print presents infor-
mation in a form that can be covered more rapidly and in a way
more accessible for retrieval than lectures. Students using printed
materials can choose their own rate of learning: they can review,
they can skip; they can vary the order.

The lecturer thus starts with some serious handicaps. However,
not all information is available in printed form. For example,
most printed sources available to college and university teachers
for assignment to students are at least several years out of date by
the time they are available for assignments. Lectures are particu-
larly appropriate for helping students get up-to-date information
on current research and theories relevant to topics they are study-
ing. Moreover, lecturers may sometimes usefully summarize
material scattered over a variety of printed sources, thus
providing a more efficient method of conveying information than
if students were to be assigned to cover these sources by their
own reading. Finally, a lecturer can adapt material to the back-
ground and interests of a particular audience—material which in
printed form is at a level or in a style not well suited to a particu-
lar class.

Lectures also can provide structures to help students read
more effectively. In fact the lectur students learn to

Zead. Readability of material depends on the expectations
.brought to material by the reader. Thus appropriate lectures can
build structures and expectations that help students read mater-
ial in the given subject matter area more effectively.

Lectures also have indirect values apart from their cognitive
content. Many lectures have motivational functions. By helping
students become aware of a problem, of conflicting points of




m 6. LECTURING

view, or of challenges to ideas they have previously taken for
granted, the lecturer can stimulate interest in further learning in
an area. Moreover, the lecturer’s own attitudes and enthusiasm
have an important effect on student motivation. Research on stu-
dent ratings of teaching as well as on student learning indicates
that the enthusiasm of the lecturer is an important factor in effect-
ing student learning and motivation. You may feel that enthusi-
asm is not learnable. Clearly some people are more enthusiastic
and expressive than others, but you can develop in this area just
as in others. Try to put into each lecture something that you are
really excited about. Notice how your voice and gestures show
more energy and expressiveness. Now try carrying some of that
intensity and animation over into other topics. Like other learned
behaviors, this takes practice, but you can do it. Murray (1997)
showed that enthusiastic teachers move around, make eye con-
tact with students, and use more gestures and vocal variation,
and that teachers could learn these behaviors. Both research and
theory support the usefulness of enthusiastic behaviors in main-
taining student attention.

Not only is the lecturer a model in terms of motivation and
curiosity, the lecturer also models ways of approaching problems,
portraying a scholar in action in ways that are difficult for other
media or methods of instruction to achieve. In fact there is some
evidence suggesting that one of the advantages of live professors
is the tendency of people to model themselves after other indi-
viduals whom they perceive as living, breathing human beings
with characteristics ‘that can be admired and emulated.

Finally, there are values in lecturing for professors themselves.
Although there is little direct evidence on the point, there is cer-
tainly anecdotal evidence, as well as supporting psychological
theory, suggesting that preparing and delivering a lecture is an
important factor in the professor’s ability to integrate and retrieve
the subject matter.

&
g.é i
r‘!,lg"l'TLE BIT OF THEORY

The préceding section has included a good bit of theory of learn-
ing and motivation, but I want to be more explicit about one

HOW CAN LECTURES BE IMPROVED?_m

aspect of the cognitive theory of learning and memory. As I noted
in the ,preceding chapter, memory depends heavily on the
learner’s activity—thinking about and elaborating on new
knowledge. 'A key difference between modern theories of mem-
ory :jlnd earlier theory is that earlier theory thought of knowledee
as single as§ociations, in some ways like tucking each bit %f
kn_owledge mnto a pigeonhole. Now we think of knowledge a

being stored in structures such as networks with linked conci tsS
facts, and principles. The lecture thus needs to build a brig é
betheen what is in the students’ minds and the structures in tﬁ

subject matter. Metaphors; examples, and demonstrations are thz

elements of the bridge. Providing a meaningful organization i
thus a key function of the lecture. Our research (Naveh-Ben'amilrsl
et al'., 1989) showed that students begin a course with little oJr an-
1zation, but develop conceptual structures during a course gthat
more and more closely resemble that of the instructor.

tI'he message of this chapter is that one way of improving lecture
is to thlI’Ek about how students Pprocess lectures. Whatg are st ?
dents trying to do during a lecture? !
~ Asone loo.ks at students at a lecture and observes their behav-
:ior, the most Impressive thing one notices is the Ppassive role stu-
ents haye In most classrooms. Some students are havin
d1ff1c1{.1ty In staying awake; others are attempting to pass the timg
as easﬂy' as possible by reading other materials, counting lecturer
mannerisms, or simply doodling and listening in a relativel
effortless manner. Most students are taking notes. Ideall many
students are attempting to construct knowledge by lmku}:' wh };
the lecturer says with what they already know. 8 whe

Attention

One of 'the factors determining students’ success in information
processing is their ability to attend to the lecture. Attention basi-
cally qulves focusing one’s cognitions on those things that
are changmg, novel, or motivating. Individuals have a fgirm'ted

e
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capacity for attending to the varied features of their environment.
The individual’s total capacity for attention may vary with the
degree of activation or motivation. At any one time, part of the
capacity is devoted to the task at hand (in this case listening to the
lecturer), part is monitoring other aspects of the classroom,
and part of the attention capacity may be available for other
uses—in other words, it is simply spare capacity.
 Hartley and Davies’ (1978) review of the research on attention
of students during lectures reports that, typically, attention
increases from the beginning of the lecture to ten minutes into the
lecture and decreases after that point. o
One of the characteristics of a passive lecture situation in
which a lecturer is using few devices to get students to think
actively about the content of the lecture is that attention tends to
drift. Probably all of us have had the experience of listening to a
speaker and finding with a start that we have not heard the
speaker for some time because our attention has drifted on to
thoughts that are tangential to the lecturer’s theme. Bloom’s
(1953) studies of students’ thinking during lectures and discus-
sion indicated that more of students’ thoughts were relevant to
the content during lectures than during discussions, but that
there was less active thinking in lectures than in discussions.

What Can Be Done to Get Attention?

In determining how to allocate attention, students use various
strategies. Any lecturer knows that one way of getting attention is
to precede the statement by the phrase, “This will be on the test.”
In addition, students listen for particular words or phrases that
indicate to them that something is worth noting and remember-
ing. Statements that enumerate or list are likely to be on tests and
thus are likely to be attended to.

Changes in the environment recruit attention. The ability of
changes to capture attention can work to the advantage of the lec-
turer. Variation in pitch, intensity, and pace of the lecture, and
visual cues such as gestures, facial expression, movement to the
blackboard, the use of demonstrations or audiovisual aids—all of
these recruit and maintain attention to the lecture.

TEACHING STUDENTS HOW TO
BE BETTER LISTENERS_n

. Auditory attention is directed to some extent by visual atten-
t19n. As.the €yes move, auditory attention tends to shift as we1111
Distracting movements iri the classroom are thus likely to ‘
s.tude.nts to fail to recall what the lecturer has said Onyth ‘post.
tive side, there is some evidence that students’ corr; rehe e'POS’l-
greater when the students can see the speaker’s fI:lce arl:::;llci? y
;?1211; att your alic};enﬁle; eye contact helps communication WhI()afi

“ents are not highly motivated, spare capaci rtion i
avaﬂal?le. This spare capacity is ver}Ir) likelyptz(i)cg}e, ﬁi:ét?;? 212;5

toward resolution of a conflict—th
' —these are all i i
Ing and holding attention. = fechmniques of gain-
fmgllll1 ;)ft 1t1h(:5e tlcllgvices will help, but recall the Hartley and Davies
at students’ attention tends to wane after ten mi

_ . n minutes.
Amlcire radical device for maintaining attention requires breaukm"ces
up the lecture rathfer’than trying to hold attention for an hour o%
more. Student activities such as problem posting, the minute

Paper* pairing, or small iviti i
Moy pal g group activities can reactivate students’

EACHING STUDENTS HOW TO BE
TTER LISTENERS

=he

iy

We assume that listening is an innate skill, but you can train

stuc.lents to be better listeners. For example, you might b _YO;)JI'
asking sh.'ldents to write for one minute on ”IWhat do{% ho igtm d
out of this lecture?” Then explain how this strate wpill (I)1g1et
them to be more effective listeners in any lecture. o °F

* The minute paper (Wilson, 1986) is descri
" escribed later in this ch : .
How to Get Students Actively Thinkin g in a Lecture Situasﬁo:ater in the section

Bro and A km (1988 P. 29 llSt ﬂle e aI\d the Stude t a tivities et
1
wn d t] S ) S O T n C to g
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Another strategy is to tell students that you will giv'e thexln five
minutes at the end of the lecture to summarize the main points of
the lecture for someone sitting near them. At tl.le en.d of the class
period, ask them what effect this had on tbeir listening to the lec-
ture, and point out that they can us'e this approach to lectures
even if they summarize it only in their own notes.

c LD STUDENTS TAKE NOTES?

the taking is one of the activities by which students attempt to
stay attentive, but note taking is also an aid to memory. Working
memory, or short-term memory, is a term used to describe the fact

that one can hold only a given amount of material in mind at one
time. When the lecturer presents a succession of new concePts,
students’ faces begin to show signs of anguish and frustration;
some write furiously in their notebooks, while others stop writing
in complete discouragement. Note ta@g thus is dependent on
one’s ability, derived from past experience (19ng-term memory),
to understand what is being said and to hold it in working mem-
ory long enough to write it down. In m9st cases, when quefjlfd
about their listening or note-taking hal?ﬂ.s, studfents report that
they are primarily concerned about getting the gist c?f the lecture
in order to be prepared for an examination. To dg tl_us they try to
extract significant features from the lecture, to distill some of its
meilr;lgﬁzy and Davies (1978) reviewed the resgarch on note tak-
ing and student information processing during lectures. T}}ey
report that students believe that there are two purposes for taking
notes. One is that the process of taking notes will in itself help
later recall; the other is that the notes provide external storage of
concepts which may be reviewed when needed. The research
results indicate some support for both beliefs.

Several studies show that students who take notes remember
material better than a control group not taking notes, even though
the note takers turned in their notes immediately aftgr the le'cture.
Note taking involves elaboration and tran?,formatlon of ideas,
which increases meaningfulness and retention (Peper & Mayer,
1978; Weiland & Kingsbury, 1979). But note taking has costs as

. SHOULD STUDENTS TAKE NOTES?E

well as benefits. Student note-taking strategies differ. Some stu-
dents take copious notes; others take none. We know that student
information processing capacity is limited; that is, people can take
in, understand, and store only so much information in any brief
period of time. Information will be processed more effectively if
the student is actively engaged in note-taking—analyzing and
processing the information rather than passively soaking it up,
but taking notes takes capacity that may be needed for compre-
hension if material is difficult. Thus, encourage students to take
fewer notes and to listen carefully when you are introducing new,
difficult material. They can then fill in their notes after class.

Students’ ability to process information depends on the degree
to which the information can be integrated or “chunked.” No one
has great ability at handling large numbers of unrelated items in
active memory. Thus when students are in an area of new con-
cepts or when the instructor is using language that is not entirely
familiar to the students, students may be processing the lecture
word by word or phrase by phrase and lose the sense of a sen-
tence or of a paragraph before the end of the thought is reached.
This means that lecturers need to be aware of instances in which
new words or concepts are being introduced and to build in
greater redundancy, as well as pauses during which students can
catch up and get appropriate notes.

Snow and Peterson (1980) point out that brighter students ben-
efit more from taking notes than less able students. We believe
that this is because the less able students while they write their
notes, keep what they hear in their memories, so that their note
taking essentially blocks them from processing parts of the lec-
ture. But this is not simply a matter of intelligence; rather, a stu-
dent’s ability to maintain materials in memory while taking notes
and even to process and think about relationships between one
idea and other ideas depends on the knowledge or cognitive
structures the student has available for organizing and relating
the material. Thus the background of the student in the area is
probably more important than the student’s level of intelligence.

Some faculty members hand out prepared notes or encourage
the preparation of notes for students to purchase. Hartley’s
research, as well as that of Annis (1981) and Kiewra (1989), sug-
gests that a skeletal outline is helpful to students, but that with
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detailed notes students relax into passivity. It is better simply to
provide an overall framework which they can fill in' by selecting
important points and interpreting them in their own words.
Because student capacity for information processing is limited
and because students stop and go over a confusing part of a lec-
ture again, you need to build more redundancy into your lectures
than into writing, and you need to build in pauses where students
can catch up and think rather than simply struggle to keep up.

One can train students to write better notes by collecting stu-
dent notes, evaluating the degree to which they summarize,
translate, and show relationships as opposed to simply repre-
senting more or less verbatim accounts.

V DO STUDENTS PROCESS THE CONTENT
A LECTURE?

Let’s assume that students are allocating attention appropriately
to the lecture. This alone, however, does not ensure that the con-
tent of the lecture will be understood, remembered, and applied
appropriately. Even though students are trying to meet the
demands of the situation, they may differ in the ways they go
about processing the words that they have heard.

Marton and S&lj6 (1976a, 1976b) and other researchers at the
University of Goteborg have described differences in the way stu-
dents go about trying to learn educational materials. Some stu-
dents process the material as little as possible, simply trying to
remember the words the instructor says and doing little beyond
this. This would be described by Marton as a “surface approach.”
Other students try to see implications of what the lecturer is say-
ing, relate what is currently being said to other information either
in the lecture or in their own experience and reading, and try to
understand what the author intended. They elaborate and trans-
late the instructor’s words into their own. They may question.
This more thoughtful and more active kind of listening is what
Marton and Silj6 refer to as “deep processing.”

Experienced students can i
probably vary their strategies f
verbatim memory to memory of concepts, de1:>ending'g1 onr:)llllel

of éhtf ltqnd of lf(novséledge needed for solving problems
ategies of surface processing or dee ing ¢
: P processing are proba-
bly not fixed, and lf:cﬁlrers may be able to help thgir sh}:;Zn?s
lc:lvrocess more material at a deep level and in addition help stu-
tients to learn' from lectures more effectively. Pointing out rela-
mc::‘ill"upsci rfkmlg thetorical questions, or asking questions to be
ered Dy class members are ways of encouragi i
1n, t
thmllght. Teachers can also ask for examples of ho%v sgtuilce;‘;:
ati% y concepts.to their own experiences, thus encouraging all
Students to realize that it is important to try to think abo tlg1
concepts relate to oneself, e

A typical lecture strives to present a syst i i
of the knowledge to be CO\If)ered in th}e’: dzl;]?sh:;s(i;:;s:nstug?ary
Crombag, van der Drift, and Moonen (1983, p. 21) éall atrl:igl
approach ”conclysion oriented.” Don't do it! The, lec;turer's task 12
l1)1mver51ty teaching is not to be an abstractor of encyclopedia
u} to teach students to learn and think. pecies
was a conclusion-oriented lecturer for 30 ears. Now
gg; el;:ch}reshmvolve analyging materials, forr};lulating prgllz.;zf
evalugg:lgalzpothgses, brlrfging evidence to bear, criticizing andl
cvatua 8 . ematlve soluhons—revealing methods of learning
. One of the. implications of the theoretical approach I have taken
is that what. 1s an ideal approach to lecturing early in a course i
likely to be Inappropriate later in the course. As noted earlier, thS
way students process verbal material depends on the struct,uree
that. not only enable them to process bigger and bigger chunks ?
subject matter but also give them tacit knowledge of the meth, d0
procedures, and conventions used in the field and by you gsse;
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lecturer. For, intentionally or not, you are teaching students how to
become more skilled in learning from your lectures.

Because this is so, one should in the first weeks of a course go
more slowly, pause to allow students with poor backgrounds
time to take notes, and give more everyday types of examples.
Pausing to write a phrase or sketch a relationship on the chalk-
board will not only give students a chance to catch up but also
provide visual cues that can serve as points of reference later.
Later in the term, students should be able to process bigger blocks

" of material more quickly.

Adapting to the differences in students’ knowledge from the
beginning to the later stages of a course is but one example of
the principle that one key to good lecturing is an awareness of the
audience, not only in lecturing but in preparing the lecture. In
every class there is student diversity—not only in background
knowledge but also in motivation, skills for learning, beliefs
about what learning involves, and preferences for different ways
of learning. ‘

.

One of the security-inducing features of lectures is that one can
prepare a lecture with some sense of control over the content and
organization of the class period. In lectures the instructor is usu-
ally in control, and this sense of controlled structure helps the
anxious teacher avoid pure panic.

But no matter how thoroughly one has prepared the subject

_matter of the lecture, one must still face the problem of how to

-

retrieve and deliver one’s insights during the class period. If one
has plenty of time and is compulsive, one is tempted to write out
the lecture verbatim. Don’t! Or if you must (and writing it out
may be useful in clarifying your thoughts), don’t take a verbatim
version into the classroom. Few lecturers can read a lecture so
well that students stay awake and interested.

At the same time, few teachers can deliver a lecture with no
cues at all. Hence you will ordinarily lecture from notes. Most lec-
turers use an outline or a sequence of cue words and phrases.

ORGANIZATION OF LECTURES ﬂ

Day (1980) studied lecture notes used by professors at over
75 colleges and universities. She notes that extensive notes
take the instructor out of eye contact with students so that stu-
dents fall into a passive, nonquestioning role. Day suggests the
use of graphic representations to increase teaching flexibility
and spontaneity. Tree diagrams, computer flowcharts, or net-
work models enable a teacher to have at hand a representation
of the structure that permits one to answer questions without
losing track of the relationship of the question to the lecture
organization. Pictorial representations using arrows, faces,
Venn diagrams, or drawings that symbolize important concepts
may not only provide cues for the instructor but can also be
placed on the board to provide additional cues for students. Color
coding your notes with procedural directions to yourself also
helps. I have a tendency to run overtime, so I put time cues in the
margin to remind me to check. I also put in directions to myself,

such as

m “Put on chalkboard.” (usually a key concept or relationship)
m “Check student understanding. Ask for examples.”

u “Ask students for a show of hands.”
|

“Put students in pairs to discuss this.”

Whatever your system, indicate signposts to tell students what
is ahead, transitions that tell students when you are finishing one
topic and moving to the next, key points or concepts, and links such
as “consequently,” “therefore,” and “because.”*

EANIZA'I'ION OF LECTURES

In thinking about lecture organization, most teachers think first
about the structure of the subject matter, then try to organize the
content in some logical fashion, such as building from specifics to
generalization or deriving specific implications from general

- -

* These four types of signposts are discussed in George Brown, Lecturing and
Explaining (London: Methuen, 1979).
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principles. Too often we get so immersed in “covering” the sub-
ject that we forget to ask, “What do I really want students to
remember from this lecture next week, next year?”

Some common organizing principles used by lecturers are
cause to effect; time sequence (for example, stories) ; parallel or-
ganization such as phenomenon to theory to eYidence; prol?lfam
to solution; pro versus con to resolution; familiar to unfamiliar;
and concept to application. .

Leith (1977) has suggested that different subjects are basically
different in the ways in which progress is made in the ﬁe!d. SO{ne
subjects are organized in a linear or hierarchical fas}*don in which
one concept builds on a preceding one. In such subjects one must
follow a particular sequence of ideas in order to reach_ a sophisti-
cated level. Other subjects are organized more nearly in the man-
ner of a spiral or helix in which the path from one level to the next
is not linear but rather depends on accumulating a number of
related ideas before the next level can be achieved; and any of the
related ideas at one level need not precede other ideas at that
level. Still other subjects are organized in the fashion of networks
in which one may start at different points of the network and go
in various directions. One may build up a network equally well
by starting at any one of a number of places and prf)ceeding
through a variety of sequences to arrive at comprehension of the
subject matter.

The logical structure of one’s subject shoul(.i be one ff:lctor
determining the lecture organization, but equally important is the
cognitive structure in the students’ minds. If we are to teach our
students effectively, we need to bridge the gap between the struc-
ture in the subject matter and structures in the students’ minds.
As is indicated in all of the chapters in this book, the learner’s
mind is not tabula rasa. The teacher is not making impressions on
a blank slate. Rather our task in teaching is to help students reor-
ganize existing cognitive structures or to add new dime'nsions or
new features to existing structures. Thus the organization of the
lecture needs to ount of t dent’s exjsting knowledge

and expectations as w the struc of the subject matter.
Analogies [inking new ideas to similar ones that students already

know can help.

ORGANIZATION OF LECTURES

The Introduction

One suggestion for organization is that the introduction of the lec-
ture should point to a gap in the student’s existing cognitive
structure or should challenge or raise a question about something
in the student’s existing method of organizing material in order
to arouse curiosity (Berlyne, 1954a, 1954b). There is a good deal of
research on the role of prequestions in directing attention to fea-
tures of written texts. Prequestions in the introduction of a lecture
may help students to discriminate between more and less impor-
tant features of lectures. For example, before a lecture on cogni-
tive changes in aging, I ask, “Do you get more or less intelligent
as you get older?” and “What is a fair test of intelligence for older
people?” Such questions may help create expectations that enable
students to allocate their information processing capacity more
effectively. If students know what they are expected to learn from
a lecture, they learn more of that material (sometimes at the
expense of other material; Royer, 1977).

Another approach is to begin with an example, case, or appli-
cation that indicates the practical relevance of the topic. In many
fields it is possible to begin some lectures with presentation of a
problem or case from a current newspaper or television show,
then ask students how they would think about it in the light of
this course, or alternatively illustrate in the lecture how experts in
this field would think about it.

The Body of the Lecture

In organizing the body of the lecture, the most common error is
probably that of trying to include too much. Students’ informa-
tion processing capacities are limited, and a lecturer who is expert
in the field is likely to overestimate the students’ ability to grasp
large blocks of material and to see relationships. An explanation
that would be perfect for advanced students may be incompre-
hensible to beginning students. Lecturers very often overload the
students’ information processing capacity so that they become
less able to understand the material than if fewer points had been
presented. David Katz (1950), a pioneer Gestalt psychologist,
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called this phenomenon “mental dazzle.” He suggested that, just
as too much light causes our eyes to be dazzled so that we cannot
see anything, so too can too many new ideas overload processing
capacity so that we cannot understand anything.

Use the chalkboard, an overhead projector, or PowerPoint
to give the students cues to the organization of the lecture.
Placing a skeletal outline (or sequence of questions) on the board
before the lecture may help; going to the board to construct an
outline, fill in the skeleton, or simply write key words is useful in
three ways: ‘ -

1. It gives a visual representation to supplement your oral pre-
sentation. Using a diagram or other graphic representation
will help visualization.

2. Movement (change) helps retain (or regain) attention.

3. It gives students a chance to catch up with what you've said
(perchance to think!).

Using Examples In order to link what is in your head with what
is in the students’ heads, you need to use examples that relate the
subject to the students’ experience and knowledge. I am not as
effective a teacher today as I was decades ago because I do not
know the students’ culture and am thus limited in finding vivid
examples of a concept in students’ daily lives. Since no single
example can represent a concept fully, you usually need to give
more than one example. Concept formation research suggests
that examples differing from one another are likely to be most
effective if you point out the essential features of the concept
exemplified in each example. And, most important, give students
a chance to give exa:mples.

Periodic Summaries Within the Lecture From our knowledge of
students’ note-taking behavior and from our theory of informa-
tion processing, it seems likely that students would be better able
to learn from lectures if there were periodic summaries of pre-
ceding material. These give students a chance to catch up on
material covered when they were not tuned in and also give them
a check on possible misperceptions based on inadequate or mis-
leading expectations. Moreover, such summaries can help make
clear to students transitions from one theme to another, so that

ORGANIZATION OF LECTURES

they are aided in organizing the material not only in their notes
but in their minds. In fact, you might try thinking of your lecture
as two or more minilectures separated by short periods for ques-
tions, discussion, or writing.

Probably one of the greatest barriers to effective lecturing is the
feeling that one must cover the material at all costs. Although it
may seem irrational to cover material when students are not
learning from it, one should not underestimate the compulsion
one feels to get through one’s lecture notes. A remedy for this
compulsion is to put into the lecture notes reminders to oneself to
check the students’ understanding—both by looking for nonver-
bal cues of bewilderment or of lack of attention and by raising
specific questions that will test the students’ understanding,

Most lecturers recognize that they need to check student
understanding periodically; so they ask, “Any questions?” and
after 3 to 5 seconds without response assume that everyone
understands. Not so! '

If you really want to know, give students a minute to write
down a guestion, then have them compare notes with students
sitting near them before asking for questions. You'll get some.

Once you have used this procedure a few times, so that stu-
dents have found that questioning is not dangerous, you can sim-
ply say, “What questions do you have?”

The Conclusion In the conclusion of the lecture, one has the
opportunity to make up for lapses in the body of the lecture.
Encouraging students to formulate questions or asking questions
oneself can facilitate understanding and memory. By making the
oral headings visible once again, by recapitulating major points,
by proposing unanswered questions to be treated in the reading
assignments or the future lectures, and by creating an anticipa-
tion of the future, the lecturer can help students learn. One good
(and humbling) technique is to announce that you will ask a stu-
dent to summarize the lecture at the end of the period. Another—
less threatening—is to have students spend three minutes writing
a summary of main points. Either method helps the process of
elaboration which is critical for memory.

Having suggested all this, I must admit that my own greatest
problem as a lecturer is that I never seem to be ready for the con-
clusion until it is already past time to dismiss the class.
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AT

gg TO GET STUDENTS ACTIVELY THINKING IN A
Q!S" URE SITUATION

As we have seen, a major problem with the lecture is that stu-
dents assume a passive, nonthinking, information receiving role.
Yet, if they are to remember and use the information, they need to
be actively engaged in thinking about the content presented. One
easy and effective device is the “Minute Paper.” The Minute
Paper is, as its title indicates, a paper literally written in a minute
(or it can be a two-minute or three-minute paper). Announce at
the beginning of the class period that you will interrupt your lec-
ture midway through the period so that the students may write a
one-minute paper on a topic derived from the lecture or that you
will ask them at the end of the lecture to write the most important
thing they have learned. Even better, you can ask them also to
write the most important thing they learned from the previous
week’s lecture. i
.In Chapter 19, “Teaching Large Classes (You Can Still Get
Active Learning!),” I describe other activities to stimulate think-
ing. Chapters 5 and 14 also describe methods for getting discus-
sion in large classes.
Whatever the method, you ordinarily will want to end with
a discussion of the complexity of the issue, the fact that there
are pros and cons for each position, and perhaps that a resolu-
tion may be found other than a decision for one position and
against the other. Since many students feel that the best way to
learn is to listen to an expert, you will need here (as in other
departures from lecturing) to explain why active thinking is vital
for effective learning.

CgURE AND DISCUSSION

Since discussion offers the opportunity for a good deal of student
activity and feedback, it should, according to theory, be more
effective than lecture in developing concepts and problem-
solving skills.

What research adds up to is the use of lecture for communicating
information and modeling problem solving, and discussion for
practicing problem-solving skills. One way of doing this is to
schedule separate lecture and discussion periods. This adminis-
trative arrangement is supported by a study in the teaching of
psychology in which discussion meetings were substituted for
one-third of the lectures (Lifson et al., 1956). There were no sig-
nificant differences in achievement. However, the partial discus-
sion method, as compared with the all-lecture method, resulted in
more favorable student attitudes, which persisted in a followup
study two years later.

Warren (1954) compared the effectiveness of one lecture and
four recitations to two lectures and three demonstrations per
week. The four-recitations plan was superior. Superior students
tended to prefer the two-lecture plan, whereas poorer students
did not. On the other hand, in Remmers’s comparison (1933) of
two lectures and one recitation versus three recitations, the poorer
students tended to do better in the lecture-recitation combination.

In a course in which the instructors must not only
give information but also develop concepts, the use of both
lectures and discussions would thus seem to be a logical and
popular choice.

Sometimes you will be unable to schedule separate small-group
discussions. Do not despair. Discussion is possible in large groups.
As we shall see in Chapter 19 there are many practical methods for
achieving the advantages of discussion in large groups.

IN CONCLUSION

What is the role of the lecturer in higher education? The lecture is
sometimes an effective way of communicating information, par-
ticularly in classes where variations in student background, abil-
ity, or interest make feedback to the lecturer important. We have
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also shown that the organization and presentation of lectures may
influence their effectiveness in achieving application of knowl-
edge or in influencing attitudes. Discussion, however, may be
more effective than lecturing in achieving some of the higher-
level cognitive and ‘attitudinal objectives.

Good lecturers probably do intuitively many of the thmgs we
have suggested. Becoming conscious of what is going on in the
students” heads as we talk; being alert to feedback from students
through their facial expressions, nonverbal behavior, and oral
comments; adjusting one’s strategies in reference to these cues—
these will help the lecturer learn and help students to learn from
the lecturer more effectively.

I CHAPTER

-,

Supplementary Reading

A very practical guide for lecturers is George Brown’s classic paperback,
Lecturing and Explaining (London: Methuen, 1980).

Howard Pollio’s Remembrance of lectures past: Notes and note-taking in
the college classroom, Teaching-Learning Issues, 1990, 68, Learning
Research Center, University of Tennessee, not only reviews the
research on note taking but also suggests ways to help students
become better note takers. B

examinations—% oice tests essay tests, oral examina-
tions, perhaps e e w@rmance tests. But there are other meth-
ods of assessmenfidlir this chapter I will begin with suggestions
for conventional testmg, and then suggest other methods of
assessing student learning,.

Let me start with seven assertions:

Jerry Evensky’s chapter The lecture, in L. Lambert, S. L. Tice, and P.
Featherstone (eds.), University Teaching (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse
University Press, 1996) is excellent. I like his statement “You should

not think of the lecture as the passive period to be relieved by; ‘Now 1. What students learn depends as much on your tests as your
we're going to do active learning.”” teaching,. » - - T

2. Don't think of tests simply as a means for assigning grades.
" Tests should facilitate learning for you as well as for your
students.

3. Use some nongraded tests and assessments that provide feed-
back to the students and you.

4. Check your assessment methods against your goals. Are you
really assessing what you hoped to achieve, for example,
higher-order thinking?

5. Some goals (values, motivation, attitudes, some skills) may not
be measurable by conventional tests. Look for other evidence

of their development.




