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FOREWORD

Michael Reder

One of the many things I like about Learning from Each Other is that the essays it
contains present a wide range of approaches to teaching that are all informed by
evidence. This collection has teaching ideas for everyone, from the beginning
graduate teaching assistant to the experienced full professor. The variety of
approaches is important, because just as there is no single “right way” to learn, I
believe there is no single “right way” to teach—except, perhaps, “effectively”

How you teach is shaped by your individual identity (race, gender, age, sexual-
ity, experience, etc.) and your personality, as well as by the nature of your disci-
pline, the difficulty of the material, the size of your course, the experiences of the
learners, and even the space in which you are teaching. Moreover, the variables
related to effective teaching only increase as students, disciplines and subjects,
learning contexts, and faculty identities shift and change. Given the diversity of
possible approaches to teaching, we need to move beyond habit and instinct into
practices that are informed not only by our expertise and experiences, but also by
evidence, including new knowledge about the neurobiology of learning, the most
recent theories of effective teaching, and assessment of our students’ experiences.

The twenty-one essays that Michele Lee Kozimor-King and Jeffrey Chin have
assembled, written by faculty across their career stages at institutions ranging from
two-year community colleges to R1 doctoral universities, are wide in scope. They
address a large variety of teaching topics, spanning from global approaches to
teaching, such as co-teaching, community research, and internationalizing the
curriculum, to more specific classroom techniques, including strategies for engag-
ing students with difficult topics, using games and simulations, and learning in
teams. This volume also includes brief sections on approaches to helping students

Xi
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prepare more effectively for class, as well as easy approaches for including assess-
ment in your course and assignment design. So whether you are interested in
refining a teaching technique you already use—such as discussion, lecture, or
community research—or learning about something new, such as “flipping” an
introductory course or the latest research on the science of learning, there is some-
thing in this volume for you.

Becoming familiar with the wide range of teaching options is in many ways the
first step toward becoming a more effective teacher. We need to understand the
opportunities and challenges related to different approaches to course design and
teaching in order to make informed choices about our teaching practices.

What these diverse essays have in common is that they offer us the opportunity,
as the apt title proclaims, to learn from each other. In many ways this volume rep-
resents a “community of practice” in a book, an opportunity to share and critically
reflect upon collective wisdom about teaching and learning. It re-creates the ori-
gins of these chapters: the many discussions and workshops on effective teaching
held across the country.

I believe that we can create more effective and equitable learning experiences
for our students by making intentional, evidence-informed decisions about our
assignments, course design, and teaching techniques. Because these essays present
an opportunity to learn about the specific research related to a given teaching
practice, they not only have the potential to improve student learning, they also
can help us develop as teachers by nurturing the habits of mind needed for
improvement: thinking critically and intentionally about our teaching.

Connecticut College
New London, CT
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Introduction

Michele Lee Kozimor-King and Jeftrey Chin

Widespread accessibility to working teachers matters a great deal, especially
if we consider the incredibly diverse range of contexts in which higher
education operates these days.

—JAMES M. LANG, SMALL TEACHING (2016:5)

The quote by Dr. James M. Lang speaks to the aim of this book, which is to bring
the most current, vital teaching practices together into one resource enabling both
new and experienced faculty to learn from each other. Of course, the topic itself is
a familiar one—a proliferation of books examining the best practices in teaching
and learning, the science of learning, and assessment techniques line the shelves of
centers for teaching excellence and the office desks (and floors) of our colleagues.
Book discussion groups on teaching topics have become a staple of professional
development programming (often found convening at campus coffee shops). Still,
for many faculty or graduate student instructors, reading and digesting over a
dozen new texts (not to mention journal articles) each year in the scholarship of
teaching and learning is just not possible. This book attempts to bring together, in
one volume, a collection of the tried-and-true best practices and most recent inno-
vations in scholarly teaching. Over 20 instructors have shared their experiences,
knowledge, challenges, assessment strategies, and practical tips to ensure that
graduate students in courses on teaching, adjuncts, and new and tenured faculty
can benefit from and refine the practice of scholarly teaching. To meet the goal of
accessibility for those from diverse educational contexts, the authors represent a
multitude of institutional settings and rank, including educational developers,
junior, mid-, and late-career faculty, community college faculty, faculty at private
institutions, and those from research-based state systems.

We have compiled original chapters from faculty who are active scholars in the
field of teaching and learning to provide insights into the most effective strategies
and evidence-based best practices. Furthermore, to be included in the volume,
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2 INTRODUCTION

chapters had to meet three basic criteria. First, the topic of the chapter had to be
grounded in the scholarship of teaching and learning beyond the disciplinary
journals of the author’s field of study. With over 400 scholarly journals within the
scholarship of teaching and learning, this requirement was essential to avoid dis-
cipline-specific contexts and enable the reader to locate the application of the sub-
ject more broadly. Next, each chapter needed to include an assessment strategy or
evidence of effective implementation of the teaching technique, theory, or frame-
work. This criterion ensures that the chapters in this book model best practices in
the scholarship of teaching and learning. In addition, evidence of effectiveness
helps the reader determine whether a specific practice would align with the out-
comes of their particular course as well as larger institutional goals. Finally, all
chapters provide concrete tips and practical resources that instructors can use in
their own teaching and learning environment. Many of the tips in the chapters
reflect Lang’s (2016) small teaching approach whereby instructors can make small
changes to their current course structure. Other chapters require more time,
reflection, and planning to apply the pedagogy being introduced.

The idea for this volume grew out of a series of teaching and learning work-
shops, organized by the editors, where both the participants and facilitators learned
from each other. The workshops were sponsored and organized by a small group of
members of Alpha Kappa Delta (AKD), the International Sociology Honor Society.
Held just prior to the annual regional sociology meetings throughout the United
States, the workshops created a transformative experience by bringing faculty and
graduate students who were passionate about scholarly teaching together in a col-
laborative environment. In order to build a community of learners, we held sessions
facilitated by individuals who incorporated the best practices of teaching, innova-
tive assignments, and effective assessment strategies in their courses.

Feedback from workshop participants further encouraged us to find a way to
share the learning from each other’s experiences on a wider scale. Nearly all of the
participants from the workshops indicated that throughout the sessions they con-
sidered overarching processes and ideas that would inform their future teaching
choices, and they were able to identify other scholarly teachers. Additionally,
nearly all of the participants believed that the workshop met or exceeded their
expectations. Participants stated that they especially enjoyed the conversations
with each other and the sense of community that developed from the peer-learn-
ing format.

While largely successful at networking and providing inspiration, these work-
shops present challenges to the dissemination of the scholarship of teaching and
learning. One challenge is that attendees desired more details about the topics
presented beyond the one-page handouts and brief sessions. They also wanted
information on the teaching techniques and strategies from the sessions they were
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unable to attend. Another challenge of the workshop format for long-term learn-
ing is what participants actually do with the materials, tips, and techniques gained.
Very often, attendees return to their home institutions inspired and armed with
the intention of incorporating the material they learned into their courses or shar-
ing ideas with colleagues. Unfortunately, we know that the excitement often ends
when the reality of the needs of the current semester or demand for research pro-
ductivity hits. By mid-semester, most of us file away (or more aptly pile away)
those handouts and notes from the attended workshop. Such materials often
resurface much later during an office makeover or a transitional move. By that
time, the innovation is outdated or the notes are indecipherable.

Attendance at the workshops continues to be robust, and AKD has made every
attempt to keep the registration fees affordable for all teachers in higher education
(including offering travel awards). Still, we know that funding for teaching and
learning workshops is becoming more difficult to secure, and additional time away
from teaching in the middle of a semester is a challenging hurdle for many faculty,
instructors, and graduate students. Given the positive feedback and success of the
pre-conference workshops and the challenges associated with a workshop format,
we began discussing how to bring the accessibility with working teachers of the pre-
conference model to a larger audience. That is when the idea for this edited volume
took flight. Some of the chapters in this volume are authored by the initial work-
shop participants. All chapters are written by individuals we can learn from. While
many of our contributors are from sociology, and the majority are from disciplines
in the social sciences, their allegiance is to improving teaching and learning for all.

Our contributors focus on a number of different aspects of teaching: starting
from understanding how learning happens, to specific ideas on pedagogical tech-
niques, and ending with the dissemination of information through the scholarship
of teaching and learning. We have divided the book into four sections: curricular
innovations, classroom techniques, out-of-class situations, and assessment. We
could have placed many of the chapters into multiple units as the topic and meth-
ods naturally overlap. Our greatest hope for this book is that it will assist us in
learning from each other.

PART 1: CURRICULAR INNOVATIONS

Chapter 1, “The Science of Learning in a Social Science Context” by Melinda
Messineo, provides an overview of the science of learning to help readers
address common learning challenges in their social science classes. Readers
will explore how the brain learns, ways to help students improve their focus to
more effectively retain information, and how to enhance the social aspects of
learning.
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Chapter 2, “Pedagogical Techniques for Creating a Community of Inquiry in
Online Learning Environments” by Andrea N. Hunt, describes the findings
from a survey of undergraduate students regarding their perceptions and
preferences for course delivery and provides a conceptual model (i.e., the
Community of Inquiry framework) that connects social interaction, critical
thinking, and effective course design to promote deep and integrated
learning.

Chapter 3, “Co-Teaching: Risks and Rewards” by Renee Monson and Kristy
Kenyon, provides a review of the scholarship on student and faculty experi-
ences in co-taught courses and includes the reflections of the authors on
experiences in co-teaching a bi-disciplinary course. The authors demonstrate
that co-teaching can foster intellectual engagement and growth for students
and faculty alike. They offer practical advice for those considering co-teach-
ing, including recommendations for seeking institutional support, course
planning, classroom dynamics, assessing student learning, and course
assessment.

Chapter 4, “A Collaborative Affair: Connecting Students with the Community
through Research” by Michele Lee Kozimor-King and Barbara Prince,
provides a summary of the literature on the benefits and challenges of
community-based research (CBR), presents background information and
assessment of a CBR project embedded within a research methods and
statistics course sequence, and ends with a practical guide on how to imple-
ment a CBR project into a new or existing course.

Chapter 5, “Strategies and Resources for Internationalizing the Curriculum”
by Christine K. Oakley, provides a context for understanding current campus
internationalization initiatives and useful strategies to adapt to specific
student populations and institutional settings. She presents a discussion of the
ideal institutional environment for internationalizing the curriculum,
strategies to assess how well a program of study meets globally focused
student-learning outcomes, and ways to infuse intercultural and global
dimensions into courses. The chapter includes a brief discussion of strategies
for faculty to become globally engaged.

Chapter 6, “Flipping Out: Understanding the Effects of a General Education
Flipped Classroom on Student Success” by Craig Douglas Albert, Stacie K.
Pettit, and Christopher Terry, investigates the effects a flipped classroom has
on student success. They tested the relationships between the flipped design
on student performance and content knowledge in Introductory American
Government using grades and withdrawal rates as a measure of student
performance. In addition, they administered a 15-question pre- / post-test
content knowledge instrument. Finally, they provide results from the data and
suggestions for implementation.
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Chapter 7, “Reaching and Teaching ‘Nontraditional’ Students in Community
Colleges and Beyond” by Sara Parker, provides an introduction to teaching
community college students by identifying four characteristics of this popula-
tion: academic under preparedness, significant percentages of first-generation
and/or immigrant students, complicated attendance patterns, and heteroge-
neity. The chapter includes a review of literature on increasing student success
and provides evidence of a successful classroom intervention.

Chapter 8, “Addressing Learner Variability on Campus through Universal Design
for Learning” by Shannon Haley-Mize, provides an overview of the principles of
universal design for learning (UDL) theory and a review of the literature on UDL
in higher education. She provides an application of UDL to course design,
including online learning environments and suggestions for implementation.

PART 2: CLASSROOM TECHNIQUES

The second section of the volume is rich with suggestions on ways to improve
specific pedagogical techniques that we typically use in our classrooms.

Chapter 9, “Without Apology: Reclaiming the Lecture” by Diane L. Pike, draws
on the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) literature and professional
experience to support four key behaviors (accompanied by the appropriate
attitudes and knowledge) that can strengthen lecture: a new kind of prepara-
tion, embedded action, eradication of traditional PowerPoint, and playback.
The chapter provides guidance on how to utilize the lecture successtully.
Chapter 10, “Scribes in the Classroom: Effectively Using PowerPoint to
Enhance the Classroom Experience” by Monica R. Sylvia and Brenda J. Kirby,
explores how to use PowerPoint to facilitate the best learning environment
from both the instructor’s and students’ perspectives. They review the
literature on effective PowerPoint use and examine the results from their
empirical study that investigates the differences between text-intensive and
bulleted-outline PowerPoint slide formats.

Chapter 11, “Discussion in the Social Science Classroom” by Jay R. Howard,
examines classroom norms that present challenges in engaging students as
well as lead to the domination of discussion by a small group of students. The
chapter provides strategies for overcoming these classroom norms to encour-
age participation and involvement in discussion.

Chapter 12, “Facilitating Learning and Leadership in Student Team Projects” by
Dennis O’Connor, provides an overarching model for creating successtful student
teams and building team leadership from project development and management
to evaluation. This chapter includes tips and tools for implementing student team
projects designed to increase the learning that occurs through group work.
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Chapter 13, “Courting Controversy and Allowing for Awkward: Strategies for
Teaching Difficult Topics” by Mari Plikuhn, explores the range of topics that are
currently considered difficult to teach, reviews the literature on classroom
management strategies for structuring productive discussions of controversial
material, discusses techniques for creating safe student interactions, and provides
examples of policies designed to develop a respectful classroom culture.

Chapter 14, “Becoming a Culturally Inclusive Educator” by Dena R. Samuels,
examines the role that faculty members play in creating a diverse and inclu-
sive classroom. She presents results from her own national research study that
examines faculty perceptions of and education on being culturally inclusive.
The chapter provides strategies for implementation so faculty can transform
themselves and their classroom into a more culturally inclusive environment.
Chapter 15, “The Value of Games and Simulations in the Social Sciences” by
Amanda M. Rosen, explores the benefits and challenges of using simulations
and games in the social science college classroom. She presents the results from
an analysis of 66 publications on games and simulations in political science
along with an interdisciplinary discussion of the literature discussing the
conditions under which simulations and games are effective. She also provides
best practices and tips for the use of simulations and games in the classroom.
Chapter 16, “Putting the Student at the Center: Contemplative Practices as
Classroom Pedagogy” by Tracy Wenger Sadd, provides an introduction to the
use of contemplative practices in academic courses ranging from physics,
chemistry, biology, and environmental science to literature, law, social work,
economics, and sociology. She provides a summary of the research on student
outcomes related to the use of contemplative practices, basic guidelines for
integrating these practices into the classroom, and several examples from the
implementation into two academic disciplines.

PART 3: OUT-OF-CLASS SITUATIONS

The third section of the volume covers two topics that largely affect students’ prep-
aration outside of the classroom: reading and engagement with the material.

Chapter 17, “Student Reading Compliance and Learning in the Social Sci-
ences” by Jay R. Howard, examines one of the key challenges in virtually all
college-level courses: getting students to read. The chapter provides a review
of the literature on the effects of motivation and use of classroom time with
regard to students completing reading assignments. He also provides sugges-
tions of best practices for ensuring students read and benefit from the reading.
Chapter 18, “Cultivating Engagement and Deepening Understanding While
Leaving the Textbook Behind” by Robin G. Isserles, chronicles the decision to
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INTRODUCTION 7

abandon the use of a traditional textbook in an introductory sociology course
and provides concrete tips for implementation of the practice. She discusses
the literature on textbook use and the impetus for the decision to leave the
textbook behind. She explains the results from her analysis of student survey
data and student work.

PART 4: ASSESSMENT

The final section focuses on assessment strategies, including backward design and
the development and use of rubrics. The last chapter provides a discussion on how
to transform innovative assessment techniques and pedagogies into research con-
sistent with the scholarship of teaching and learning.

Chapter 19, “(Re-)Creating Your Course: Backward Design and Assessment”
by Melinda Messineo, discusses backward course design using a step-by-step
process suitable for new course development or revision of an existing course.
Instructors will develop transferable strategies by examining concepts
important to backward design and course assessment, including alignment,
active learning, and formative and summative assessments. She provides tips
and techniques for implementation.

Chapter 20, “Am I Grading Consistently and Effectively?’: Developing and
Using Rubrics” by Shirley A. Jackson, provides an examination of how rubrics
can be useful tools to help faculty provide feedback to students that is mean-
ingful, efficient, and consistent with grading standards. She presents a
discussion of the benefits of and challenges to using rubrics. This chapter
includes suggestions and tips for novice users of rubrics.

Chapter 21, “Defining and Implementing the Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning” by Jeffrey Chin, examines the area of study referred to as the
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), distinguishes Sot from scholarly
teaching, and provides a short history of the field. He provides strategies and
tips for ways to transform scholarly teaching into Sot research. The chapter
also explains how faculty can use Sot to fulfill the demands for assessment of
the curriculum.

REFERENCE

Lang, James M. 2016. Small Teaching: Everyday Lessons from the Science of Learning. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
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The Science of Learning in a
Social Science Context

Melinda Messineo

Perhaps you have heard the quote attributed to William Glasser suggesting that
we learn 10 percent of what we read, 20 percent of what we hear, 8o percent of
what we experience, and 95 percent of what we teach others.! Possibly an adapta-
tion of Dale’s Cone of Experience (1969), the percentages are merely symbolic
and are meant to illustrate the importance of engagement in the learning
process. Research shows that the more active you are in the learning process, the
more it “sticks” and the more capable you are at applying and adapting what
you have learned to other contexts (Meyers and Jones 1993). The last 30 years
have witnessed a significant push for higher education to employ active-learning
strategies (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005; see also the journal Active Learning in
Higher Education).” Instructors in higher education have moved toward highly
diverse delivery formats that involve a myriad of assessment strategies (Angelo
and Cross 1993; Barkley and Major 2016). At the heart of these approaches is active
learning.

ACTIVE LEARNING

Active learning is an umbrella term that describes a variety of learning experiences
in which the learner demonstratively engages in the learning process (Bonwell and
Eison 1991; ERIC thesaurus). Active learning focuses more on what the student
is doing in the learning process as opposed to the behaviors of the instructor. If the
instructor is the most active person in the classroom, the odds are that the stu-
dents are at risk of being disengaged from the learning experience. As a result,
learner-centered pedagogies that increase the engagement of students have

11
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emerged as the most effective for learning and retention. Research across many
fields documents the positive impact that active strategies have on student engage-
ment and learning outcomes (Michael 2006; Prince 2004). Learner-centered strat-
egies are more likely to lead to active learning. As a result, the justification for the
shift toward learner-centered strategies is based on evidence that active learners
learn more (Bransford, Brown, and Cocking 2000).

The challenge of interpreting learning outcome data, however, lies in deciding
how to actually measure improvement. Some studies focus on the degree to which
students master objective exams (Hake 1998; Martin, Grimbeek, and Jamieson-
Proctor 2014). Other studies focus on more subjective measures of improvement
(see examples in Prince 2004). In many cases, typical assessments are ill equipped
to measure the value added through these more complex approaches. For exam-
ple, cooperative and problem-based strategies often create benefits in students in
terms of teamwork and improved interpersonal skills. However, change in these
areas is difficult to measure (Terenzini et al. 2001). Despite these challenges,
research shows that active-learning strategies increased learning and affective out-
comes. Specifically, the active student engaging in more authentic learning experi-
ences learns and retains more (Fink 2013). Changes in brain scanning technology
and cognitive science can now provide an explanation for why it is that student-
centered active learning works.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND ACTIVE LEARNING—
HOW THE BRAIN LEARNS

Recording, Sorting, and Storing

Learning involves change in the learner’s brain, and this change occurs through
electrical and chemical processes (Clay 2007; Ford 2011; Learner Centered Teach-
ing n.d.; Stroman 2016). External stimuli activate specific patterns in the brain that
allow for the recording and storage of information. We are generally aware that
different parts of the brain do different things and that the reactivation of patterns
strengthens the pathways across these parts and assists in recall.’ Learning occurs
through the development of connections between existing patterns and new pat-
terns. As babies, our brains have no established patterns or constructs. However,
once we have some existing patterns, it is easier to store new information because
we have something to attach it to. The more the pathways are fired or activated, the
stronger the paths and patterns become, and the learner has an easier time with
future recall and connections (Ford 2011). This explains why older memories are
the most stable patterns in the brains of individuals with dementia and Alzheim-
er’s disease. Having been fired the most, they are the strongest and most stable in
the brain (Smith and Squire 2009). The challenge with learning is that you can
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only fire neural pathways for a brief period of time before the brain fatigues.
Involving other parts of the brain can extend the learning time block, but a very
narrow, focused task usual tires the brain in four to eight minutes (Perry 2000).
The brain needs to rest for a few minutes and then can work on finding patterns
and making connections again. This intense firing of electricity and chemicals
means the brain also burns a fair amount of energy in the process.* Learning is
work.

The initial storage capacity of short-term memory is rather small. The classic
research by Miller (1956) solidified the idea that we can remember seven items
at a time, give or take two items. These items can be without context and can
be recalled fairly easily. What is useful to note, however, is that the items can be
clustered together as “chunks,” and then the chunks can become the seven items
(plus or minus two) that can be recalled. Chunks that consist of three pieces
of information are the most manageable, and this feature is evident in the
way that we remember Social Security numbers. Instructors can help student
learning by clustering material and by helping students to use the technique them-
selves.

APPLYING THE SCIENCE OF LEARNING TO TEACHING
Practice and Context Matter

Given that neural pathways fire, and that they strengthen the more they fire, the
use of practice as part of the learning experience becomes extremely important.
Practice helps to strengthen pathways for improved learning and recall (Ambrose
etal. 2010). However, the practice activity cannot be simply “time on task” or “busy
work?” It needs to be deliberate practice on authentic problems that is guided by an
expert. Unfortunately, practice inadvertently fell out of favor when the critique of
rote learning and memorization hit its stride. Bloom’s taxonomy lists “remember-
ing” as the least complex type of learning that can occur (Bloom et al. 1956). The
problem with rote learning (i.e., the process of reviewing discrete facts over and
over until they are memorized) is that it is too narrow and often without context.
The critique is justified since decontextualized memorization is not an effective
way to learn material if you hope to apply it to other contexts. Think of those neu-
ral pathways again. Rote memorization fires between two regions over and over
until the path is well set. That path, however stable, is not connected to other areas
of the brain, which means it is difficult to connect that idea to other ideas. In con-
trast, practice in general, and deliberate practice in particular, is important to the
learning process (Ericsson and Lehmann 1996). With more areas of the brain
engaged while learning occurs, retention increases, as does the flexibility to use
that information in other places and other ways.
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Emotion and Learning

Developments in brain science have helped us better understand the role of emo-
tion in the learning experience. Connecting with emotion centers is especially
important for learning; therefore, enjoyment, pleasure, wonder, and fear can be
powerful forces in the learning process. Positive first contact with people and ideas
impacts the brain differently than negative experiences (Tendler and Wagner
2015). Research shows that peptide neurotransmitters (biologically occurring pep-
tide chemical chains) are a critical element in how the body experiences emotions
(Tendler and Wagner 2015). Focusing on just two for this conversation, instructors
can benefit from understanding the roles of cortisol, often called the stress hor-
mone, and endorphins, frequently associated with positive emotions. Research
shows that cortisol heightens attention and focus in the classic “fight or flight”
response system. It can also contribute to a sense of euphoria when control is
established. However, chronically high cortisol levels can eventually compromise
the neurons associated with learning and memory (Vincent 1990). Gazzaniga’s
work (1989) shows that even short-term, stress-related elevation of cortisol in the
hippocampus can prevent learners from effectively determining what is important
in a learning environment. Thus, stress can heighten awareness, but if chronic, it
can impede learning (see also D’Mello and Graesser 2012). It is not that stress and
confusion are always bad; rather, it is about moderation.

Endorphins, in contrast, are opiate peptide pain inhibitors and can increase
focus and retention, resulting in a sense of euphoria. The positive feelings associ-
ated with endorphin release can increase learning and retention. Instructors can
facilitate endorphin release through physical activity and positive social contact
(Levinthal 1988). Laughter and play are mechanisms that can produce endorphins.
In fact, learning itself can release positive-feeling neurotransmitters like dopamine,
which the body experiences as a reward. This positive feeling reinforces the moti-
vation in many learners to keep learning. Together, all of these pieces illustrate
why active learning in a positive social classroom environment can lead to better
learning outcomes and increased motivation to learn.

Novelty Matters

The brain is quite proficient at distinguishing the familiar from the novel. Some
research suggests that our ancestors used this strategy for survival. Early humans
would scan their environment to distinguish between what was new or unusual
(and a possible threat) and what was known and already classified. As a result, the
brain actually seeks out novelty and moves focus or attention away from the famil-
iar (Ford 2011; Perry 2000). Combine this novelty-seeking strategy with an easily
fatigued brain and it becomes clear why attention spans are not particularly long.
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This explains why students have difficulty retaining a long recitation of facts. Even
if the facts themselves are not familiar, the sameness or lack of variation in the
experience itself will lull the listener into losing focus.

At times the facts are so novel that the student has no familiarity with the idea
or concept and thus no cognitive constructs with which to connect the new infor-
mation. In these situations, the instructor needs to create experiences that help the
learner connect to their preexisting understandings. To connect with a preexisting
understanding, a student needs to be aware that the understanding even exists in
the first place. Faculty can help students become aware of their preexisting under-
standings through reflection activities, pre-tests, cognitive maps, and storytelling.
If done well, lectures that involve engaging stories that help the listener connect
the content to their own lives can be an effective teaching strategy (Bligh 2000).
Add some social engagement, and you have the ingredients for an effective learn-
ing environment. The challenge lies in finding the links that can keep everyone
engaged. If students are not inherently engaged with a topic, they can learn strate-
gies to help reset their attention.

Novelty and the Learning Environment

Using classroom and study spaces intentionally also helps improve learning. The
brain responds to place and time sensations, and scent and feeling markers impact
recall. Do you remember your location when you were studying for an important
exam, and upon recalling that space, do you remember the information you
learned? These unique markers are extremely valuable to the learning process and
can facilitate recall. However, unless you plan to only recall a piece of information
in the location where you studied, it is better to vary your study location (Bjork
and Yan 2014).

Expert and Novice Learners

Learning changes the brain. The more patterns or constructs that we have in our
brains, the more paths we can explore and the more insights we can discover.
Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) outline the progress of the learner from novice to
expert and note that the way in which learners perceive problems and their poten-
tial solutions vary greatly. Novice learners fail to see the role of context in their
own learning, and they have different motivations and different decision-making
approaches.

At the brain level, we know that learners make memories and connections
using existing constructs. Research comparing the fMRI scans of experts versus
novices shows that their approaches to tasks and their impact of learning differ
significantly (Solso 2001). In the novice brain, the limbic area or emotional center
of the brain fires intensely as the learner attempts to learn and master new skills.
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These limbic processes can increase learning through endorphin and dopamine
processing, but can also impede learning when cortisol inhibits retention and
recall.

The expert brain, however, is in a less emotionally engaged place and is more
likely to achieve a state that is often experienced as “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi
1997). As expert learners, instructors often forget what it was like to experience the
struggle and confusion of forming those new pathways. Some experts move too
quickly to the solution, while others struggle to see where the error is coming from
in the first place (Mathan and Koedinger 2005). Assuming that your students learn
and experience information just like you do can create barriers in the classroom
context.

Metacognition

Another advantage that expert learners have over novices is that they have better
metacognitive skills (Bransford et al. 2000). Metacognition, or “thinking about
thinking,” is a powerful strategy for increased learning. It is the process of applying
evaluative criteria to one’s thinking processes and the outcomes of one’s thinking
to decide if one should employ new learning strategies. Expert learners know
when they “are not getting it” If they read a paragraph and are not able to make
connections, they prompt themselves to reread the paragraph. If that intervention
does not help, expert learners know how to break the material down into the ele-
ments that they do understand and the elements they do not understand. Then,
these learners know how to use other resources to obtain clarification. Impor-
tantly, expert learners can usually distinguish between confusion resulting from
the introduction of new information and confusion based on contradictory infor-
mation (Masson et al. 2014). It is one thing to not understand something you have
no experience with, but it is a different issue if the confusion results from this new
information indicating your previous understanding of something is incorrect.
Experts are prepared to explore their own understanding to determine whether or
not they need to adapt old understandings to new information. In contrast, novice
learners experience this tension as confusion and need guidance through the clar-
ification process.

Attention Matters

Expert learners are also skilled at paying attention. Part of effective metacognition
is knowing when you are focused and knowing when your mind is wandering. The
literature on mind wandering indicates that this brain state is an important mech-
anism for sorting information and making connections. Some research suggests
that this default state is how the hypothalamus transitions information from short-
term to long-term memory. Focus is necessary for learning to occur, and the brain
can only focus on one thing at a time (Ophir, Nass, and Wagner 2009). Controlling
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your focus is a critical element in self-directed learning, and in a fast-paced cul-
tural context, the expectation to do more and do it faster conflicts directly with
effective learning.

There is also the blind spot concerning multitasking to consider, in that most of
us think we are better at multitasking than we actually are. Research shows that
multitasking reduces accuracy and efficiency.” Importantly, it dramatically reduces
learning and retention (Rubinstein, Meyer, and Evans 2001). The brain cannot
focus on two things at the same time. What we think of as multitasking is actually
rapid-task shifting or rapid-serial tasking (Rubinstein et al. 2001). We move back
and forth quickly between two foci. At each switch there is a tiny gap where infor-
mation is lost and the resulting connections between ideas are fragile. We end up
in this state of continuous partial attention, which means nothing receives our full
attention. Instructors can use many videos online to help reveal to students their
inability to effectively multitask. One activity is to have students write down the
alphabet while they count out loud from 1-26. Some students can go further than
others, but the point is that it is a challenge for most to switch back and forth
quickly in any meaningful way. Once students realize that they are actually wast-
ing time by multitasking instead of being more efficient, they can give themselves
permission to change the way they approach learning.

Unlearning and Relearning

As novices progress in their skill and understanding, they run the risk of making
errors because of the underdeveloped constructs they bring to new situations. For
example, some learners find that reading something once is enough exposure to
ensure accurate recall of that information at some later time. Repeated success
with this strategy causes the advanced beginners to overestimate their reading
comprehension and retention skills. When faced with a more complex task, they
may not be able to monitor their likely success and are thus surprised by failure.
Where the complete novice has no previous experience to base their expectations
on, the more advanced beginner may have developed some bad habits that will get
in the way of future success. In these contexts, the learner’s errors need to be
revealed to them so that they can unlearn the incorrect information and relearn
the correct information. Activities where students are pushed beyond their ability
help make explicit the errors in their understanding. Cognitive scientists describe
these as situations of “desired difficulty” (Bjork and Linn 2006). For example, hav-
ing a student recall information improves learning over simply having the student
continue to study. The act of retrieval, whether successful or not, when coupled
with instruction, improves the student’s ability to recall the correct information in
the future.

Expert learners know to test themselves for understanding and risk the possi-
bility of failure in order to reveal their errors in understanding. Novice learners are
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hesitant to face this failure and lack the skills needed to correct their errors when
encountered. On the brain side of the equation, once you have created a neural
pathway, there is really no way to un-create it, though illness and injury do block
or impede pathways (Jagust et al. 2009). The brain has to create new pathways
between existing and new patterns or understanding. The “unlearning” happens
more in the disuse of the old pathway than any actual dismantling of that connec-
tion (Mauk and Ohyama 2004). The more the new path is used, the more quickly
it becomes integrated into the workings of the brain.°

COMMON LEARNING ERRORS UNDERSTOOD
THROUGH BRAIN SCIENCE

Poor student performance in class may partially come from students’ lack of
understanding of how learning happens. Cramming, poor nutrition, lack of sleep
and exercise all make the brain’s job of learning and recall much more difficult.
Beyond the proper care and keeping of their brains, there are other ways that we
can help students understand how to be more effective learners. Brain science can
assist us in gaining a better understanding of five common learning errors: inat-
tention, decontextualization, conflicts with previous knowledge, absent or ineffec-
tive practice, and isolated learning. By thinking about how these errors manifest
themselves in our students, we may more easily understand these concepts.

Manifestation 1: The incredulous test-taker. Common sentiment—*I studied
for four hours and knew everything, but I still got a bad grade”

I remember when I first heard a student utter these words. My initial reaction
was, “Are you sure?” I could not imagine that a sincere effort of four hours would
result in such a poor outcome. As instructors we often attribute students’ poor
performance to lack of motivation, so we are somewhat incredulous when stu-
dents report that they studied a great deal and were not successful. But taking the
students at their word, I now know that four hours could produce poor learning
outcomes for a variety of reasons even with high motivation.

First, instructors will want to ask students about their multitasking behaviors.
Multitasking reduces learning outcomes dramatically and is a frequent “user
error.” Instructors will also want to assess the students’ metacognitive skills. A high
time investment with low outcomes could suggest that the students are reviewing
the material but are not cognizant of their failure to understand and/ or retain the
material. Next, instructors will want to see the material the students were actually
studying. I ask students to bring in their books, notes, study guides, flash cards, or
whatever they used while studying. Some students have nothing to offer for review,
which, in many ways, is a positive thing because instructors can easily address this.
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If students bring in resources for inspection, I often see that the students were
studying the wrong information. I commonly see this in the form of flashcards
containing inaccurate definitions or examples. This is a slightly bigger challenge
because students have to unlearn the earlier effort and learn the new material on
top of whatever new learning experiences are coming their way. Last, I ask stu-
dents about how they study. Did they give themselves enough time between study
sessions to rest and for their brains to draw connections and correctly store infor-
mation? If a student only has four hours to study, they would be better served by
doing shorter blocks of time more frequently and include numerous opportunities
to practice with feedback. If students have trouble retaining information, was it
due to a lack of adequate practice or a lack of engagement of the multiple parts of
the brain during the learning process?

Manifestation 2: The overwhelmed reader. Common sentiment—“The
readings/assignments are too difficult”

The other “fixes” identified above may help this student as well. Multitasking is
devastating to reading comprehension. Also, reading with low metacognitive skills
may produce low reading comprehension as well. If students are concerned about
difficulty, instructors may want to assess the degree to which assignment elements
are scaffolded. Try not to be lulled into the mindset that the smartest student in
class is doing fine so it must be well scaffolded. That high achieving student is not
your best indicator, just as you, as an expert learner, are probably not the best judge
of difficulty. This concern may also reflect that the learner is not practicing enough.
Sometimes students need to reread texts or discuss them with others for clarifica-
tion. Designing practice with feedback into the course may help. If students remain
confused about a topic or are surprised by errors, perhaps the default patterns in
their brains resort to these misunderstandings when distracted in stressful testing
environments.

Manifestation 3: The skeptical writer. Common sentiment—“I do not know
what you want on your assignments.”

This concern raised by students potentially reflects many of the user errors
listed above. The student’s experience of the assignments may include low levels of
scaffolding because either the student missed the classes earlier in the curriculum
where this scaffolding was to occur or it was lacking in the course itself. There may
have been insufficient practice with the concepts or skills so the student was not
able to clarify the ambiguities at the formative assessment stage and thus was not
successful at the summative assessment stage. Such students may also be exhibit-
ing low metacognition as well since it appears that they are not able to articulate
where the confusion lies. The instructor can help them by having clear objectives,
by providing scaffolding that includes opportunities for practice, and by assisting
in developing metacognitive strategies.
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WHY THIS MATTERS FOR THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

Learning is changing the brain. When you distill the types of change instructors
seek in learners, they fall into three basic categories: change in the content knowl-
edge, change in skills, and change in behavior/affect. In order to create these
changes, we must impact the student brain. All disciplines focus on all three areas
of change, but the social sciences often encounter students who see the content
and skills we ask them to master as “common sense” and therefore less challeng-
ing. Because students feel like experts in the social sciences by virtue of having a
lifetime of experience as members of society, they tend to discount the need to
develop mastery in these areas and are reluctant to change. As a general rule, a
student facing physics for the first time is more likely to recognize their novice
learner status when confronted by the laboratory and the periodic table despite
having lived in a world governed by the laws of physics. The terminology and con-
text is novel, and their attention is heightened. The complexity of the lab prevents,
to some degree, multitasking, and mastery of the content, terminology, and skills
demands deliberate practice.

In contrast, the apparent familiarity of the topics of social sciences makes them
appear easy and less rigorous. As a result, students often draw faulty conclusions.
For example, students commonly commit ecological and exception fallacies. With
ecological fallacies, students make inferences about the experience of individuals
based on information they have on the group to which those individuals belong.
An exception fallacy occurs when you reach a group conclusion on the basis of
exceptional cases. This faulty logic is common in everyday life. However, students
feel like the work of social science is common sense.

The social sciences are also quite interested in impacting students
behavior/ affect, which is a different learning task than skills and content mastery.
Learning the facts or statistics about poverty and inequality is rarely the entire goal
of a course. We often want our students to experience empathy for those experi-
encing social injustice and would even like students to consider taking action.
Again, understanding the science of learning can help instructors reach these
goals.

Recall how connecting information to emotional centers helps students learn,
retain, and recall information. This strategy works for learning empathy as well.
Research using fMRI on study participants found that watching individuals expe-
rience joy as well as suffering activates those centers in the brain of the participants
as well, often as if they were experiencing the emotion themselves. Feeling some-
one’s pain is possible to the degree that empathy is experienced neurologically and
is not entirely egocentric (cited in Bergland 2013). Emotions and thoughts about
how a person feels in a situation are powerful teaching tools. In fact, empathy can
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be taught through role playing and the integration of first-person narratives into
our coursework (Weng et al. 2013). Social science instructors can use role playing
and brain science to more effectively reach the behavioral affective goals of their
curricula.

The social sciences often emphasize the socially constructed nature of knowl-
edge. Facts are constructed through social agreement (Berger and Luckmann
1967), and in order to understand a person’s experience, it is important to know
how they understand their experience (Collins 2005). Learning with others helps
to stimulate different parts of the brain, which, as described previously, helps with
learning and retention. Who you learn with plays a critical role in what you learn,
how you are socialized, and who you become in adulthood. Much of this empow-
erment of the individual is related to the values of the social sciences as they relate
to equity. However, the science of learning offers physiological support for how the
learner creates knowledge through brain activity. Context, community, and envi-
ronment are critical to knowledge construction because those are precisely the
mechanisms through which the brain works.

The manner in which empathy is learned along with the emphasis on the social
aspects of learning and the socially constructed nature of knowledge makes brain
science and the social sciences critical partners in pedagogy.

Based on these findings, there is a great deal that instructors can apply from
brain science in their classes. I asked a cognitive psychologist if her students
aced all of their classes because their discipline empowered them with the under-
standing of how learning happens. She jokingly said that “even dentists get cavi-
ties” and then elaborated by saying that “knowing something is not the same as
applying something” We need to apply what we know about the science of learn-
ing to our classes, and we can help our students apply this knowledge as well.
Instructors can use intentional pedagogical choices to help students be more
mindful about their own learning and help them develop metacognitive skills that
improve learning outcomes. What is especially intriguing about this rapidly
changing field is that there is so much more to know. Imagine the learning possi-
bilities.

NOTES

1. Quote retrieved January 17, 2016 (http://thinkexist.com/quotation/we-learn-of-what-we-read-
of-what-we-hear-of-what/397216.html); see also http://wglasser.com/. Benjamin Franklin, perhaps an
early proponent of active learning, is credited with having said, “Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I
remember. Involve me and I learn” Quote retrieved January 17, 2016 (http://www.americanhistorycentral
.com/entry.php?rec=469&view=quotes).

2. A search for “‘active learning’ in ‘higher education’” in Google Scholar produced 266 results for
1970-80, 924 results for 1981-90, 7,960 results for 1991-2000, 22,400 results for 2001-10, and 19,300
results for 2011 to January of 2016.
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3. Some evidence suggests that we have been misinterpreting the “right-brained as creative versus
left-brained as logical” lateralization. Yet the fact that different parts of the brain do different things still
remains. Another misconception is that the average human only uses 10 percent of their brain capacity,
suggesting that we are not very talented at using this resource. The error may come from our under-
standing that neurons make up about 10 percent of our brains compared to the glial cells that support
these systems and make up a much larger portion of the brain. This white matter versus gray matter
confusion may be related to the myth (Boyd 2008).

4. While it makes up only 2 percent of our body weight, the brain uses 20 percent of the oxygen
and 25 percent of the glucose in our systems (Mink, Blumenschine, and Adams 1981).

5. Multitasking should not be confused with the concept of interleaving. Interleaving is the strategy
whereby the learner breaks up studying time across a range of topics as opposed to focusing in depth
for hours on just one topic. This focused, interspersed approach helps extend the effectiveness of stud-
ying sessions (Birnbaum et al. 2013).

6. We still do not know a great deal about the brain (Eagleman 2007). For example, we do not
know much about how the brain stores information, and we know even less about the retrieval mecha-
nism. It is not clear how the information is actually coded onto neural activity. We are not sure what
emotions are or what intelligence means in terms of brain structure, or how different parts of the brain
communicate with each other. We do not even completely understand why we sleep and dream, though
it may be a time for the brain to clean up (Xie et al. 2013). We do know that sleep is extremely important
to learning, and it is not your imagination that you came up with a solution in a dream (Tamaki 2013).
Someday we hope to know why this happens and whether or not it is possible to leverage this brain
activity for more effective problem-solving.
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Pedagogical Techniques for
Creating a Community of Inquiry
in Online Learning Environments

Andrea N. Hunt

Online learning is an extension of what was previously referred to as distance edu-
cation, which was originally developed to provide educational opportunities for
students who were geographically separated from a college or who had to work
full-time. Since the 1960s, distance education evolved from an independent cor-
respondence study to an online delivery (both synchronous and asynchronous)
format using learning management systems or course websites. Online learning
still serves the traditional distance education student population, but is increas-
ingly seen as an option for on-campus students. The most recent data reported by
Allen and Seaman (2015) suggest that 70 percent of academic leaders see online
learning as critical for their long-term strategy. Because of this, the growth in
online learning continues and is especially salient among two- and four-year pub-
lic institutions that may be struggling with cost-effective ways to increase enroll-
ment at their institutions.

As online learning has grown in the last several decades, scholarship in this
area has also proliferated. Much of this research focuses on asynchronous classes
and compares the effectiveness of online learning to face-to-face learning. While
there is research that suggests that students in face-to-face classes outperform
online classes in terms of grades (Logan, Augustyniak, and Rees 2002; Utrel 2008),
other research has found little significant differences in academic outcomes
between online learning and face-to-face learning when courses are designed
according to best practices (Driscoll et al. 2012). However, even with similar out-
comes, student satisfaction is often lower in online courses (Summers, Waigandt,
and Whittaker 2005). The lower levels of satisfaction are often associated with less
interpersonal interaction between students and professors (Delaney et al. 2010).

27

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

28 CURRICULAR INNOVATIONS

Since the literature has shown that one weakness of online learning is a lack of
relational connections (see Tichavsky et al. 2015), then how do we create innova-
tive and engaging online learning experiences to overcome this? First, this chapter
will review the literature on students’ perceptions and preferences for course deliv-
ery. Second, a conceptual model (i.e., the Community of Inquiry framework) for
online learning is presented that connects social interaction, critical thinking, and
effective course design to promote deep and integrated learning.

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF ONLINE LEARNING

Students who prefer online courses consistently report that it is more convenient
for their schedules and allows for more flexibility than traditional classes (Day-
mont, Blau, and Campbell 2011; Picciano, Seaman, and Allen 2010; Tichavsky et al.
2015). In addition to the convenience and flexibility of online learning, some stu-
dents prefer more independent learning experiences and are more comfortable
writing on discussion forums than speaking in class (Tichavsky et al. 2015). Yet,
students still cite negative learning experiences in online courses and a lack of
satisfaction due to perceptions of disrespectful treatment by instructors, delay in
instructor feedback, lack of community, and feelings of isolation from the instruc-
tor and peers (Bergstrand and Savage 2013; Delaney et al. 2010). Students who
prefer face-to-face courses have concerns about self-motivation and more inde-
pendent learning, which is central to success in online classes. In Tichavsky et al’s
(2015) research, students framed independent learning in a negative manner and
expressed a need for more direct instruction than what they perceived occurs in
online courses. Their preference for face-to-face classes was rooted in a “sage on
the stage” model of teaching where a professor disseminates information to them
and tells them the exact information they need to know. Instructors also report a
sense of detachment from students in the online learning environment and are
cautious about the value and legitimacy of online learning (Allen and Seaman
2015; Picciano et al. 2010).

Hybrid or blended learning integrates the benefits associated with the conven-
ience and flexibility of online learning along with the interactional elements of face-
to-face learning. Tichavsky et al. (2015) found that students took hybrid courses for
the convenience but needed the extrinsic motivation that they perceived as coming
from their instructors in the form of constant reminders about course work. While
these students do mention the need for interaction, this interaction is not framed as
mutual, but rather the physical presence of someone else in the classroom and
information dissemination is perceived as interaction. Clayton, Blumberg, and
Auld (2010) found that students preferred hybrid courses because of the emphasis
on augmented learning. Further, Riffell and Sibley (2004) cite increased attendance
during scheduled class meetings as a result of using a hybrid format.
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To summarize, students take online courses primarily for the convenience and
ability to self-pace, while other students cite the lack of interaction and motivation
as obstacles to online learning. Given these findings, how do we create innovative
and engaging online learning experiences that foster relational connections while
also encouraging more self-directed learning? I would argue that the Community
of Inquiry framework (Garrison, Anderson, and Archer 2000) provides a concep-
tual basis from which instructors can work to develop courses with opportunities
for critical thinking, social interaction between students, and instructor feedback.

THE COMMUNITY OF INQUIRY FRAMEWORK

Online learning is often guided by e-learning frameworks or learning design theo-
ries that focus on instructional strategies without offering a comprehensive theo-
retical framework. Adult learning theories have also been widely applied to online
learning (Cercone 2008) and conceptualize learning as encompassing the adult
learners’ self-concept, their experiences and resources for learning, readiness to
learn, orientation (i.e., immediate need for knowledge rather than long-term
application), and internal motivation. This approach does provide a more compre-
hensive attempt at understanding online learning than e-learning frameworks;
however, the assumptions of the theory are solely grounded within the character-
istics of adult learners and not college students of various ages.

A team of Canadian teacher-scholars developed the Community of Inquiry
(Col) framework (Garrison et al. 2000) as a conceptual tool for online learning.
While this framework is not the only model of online learning, it is one of the most
tully developed and empirically assessed frameworks to date. The Col framework
suggests that educational experiences are embedded within a community of
inquiry composed of teachers and students. This notion of a community of inquiry
stems from Dewey (1933) and Lipman (2003), who suggest that knowledge forma-
tion and scientific inquiry happen within a group and are embedded within larger
social contexts. Thus, online classes can serve as a community of inquiry, and the
separation of teacher and student should not concede the necessity of sustained
and purposeful communication.

The Col framework is a process model that addresses the purposeful connec-
tions between students, teachers, and course content. The Col framework concep-
tualizes that learning occurs within the community of teacher and students
through three different components of online learning: cognitive presence, social
presence, and teaching presence. Cognitive presence is the most fundamental ele-
ment of the Col framework and refers to students” ability to construct meaning
through sustained communication that is vital to critical thinking. Social presence
is the ability of students and teachers in a community of inquiry to interact with
others through different communication mediums and to know that “real” people

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

30 CURRICULAR INNOVATIONS

are in the class with you. Teaching presence involves the design, facilitation, and
direction of both cognitive and social presence to achieve the desired student-
learning outcomes. The intersection of each of these three elements creates worth-
while educational experiences, contributes to deep and integrated learning, and
enhances metacognitive skills (Garrison and Akyol 2015; Lambert and Fisher
2013).

Elaboration of Cognitive Presence

Jaffee (2003) argued in Teaching Sociology that online classes need the active proc-
ess of engagement, application, synthesis, and authentic understanding. This is
essentially what happens when there is a cognitive presence in online classes. Cog-
nitive presence encompasses course assignments and activities that use inquiry,
exploration, reflection, and resolution (i.e., problem-solving) that focus on critical
thinking. Cognitive presence might be one of the most difficult areas of the Col
framework because it depends on the development of higher-level thinking skills
in the online environment. This means that instructors must use assignments that
require critical thinking and reflection rather than rote memorization.

To achieve cognitive presence, there are phases of the inquiry process that must
first begin with a triggering event that introduces an issue to be studied and
explored. For example, Hauhart (2007) describes introducing students to Hoch-
schild’s (1989) study of working women’s unpaid labor in the household and how
this contributes to larger patterns of societal inequality. This serves as the point of
entry (i.e., triggering event according to Garrison et al’s [2000] framework) into
the topic of inequality. Through exploration, students search for information about
the issue both individually and collaboratively, and they use reflection and dis-
course during this process. Hauhart (2007) accomplished this through the imple-
mentation of a survey of household labor in his online course that became the
basis of larger class discussions and student reflections about inequality.

To achieve the next step of cognitive presence, the instructors should provide
prompts, probe the learning that has taken place, and allow for integration of the
course material. This is akin to having students connect findings to course read-
ings or comparing and contrasting arguments or evidence as a way to generate
meaningful discussion. The final phase of cognitive presence is resolution, or the
application of what students have learned to different settings (e.g., the workplace).
Using Hauhart’s (2007) exercise as an example, students see inequality in their
everyday life and can become more mindful about the practices that reproduce
inequality in interactions and social institutions.

Elaboration of Social Presence

Social presence refers to the ability of students to project personal characteristics
and present themselves as “real” in mediated communication (Garrison et al.
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2000). Social presence includes affective/personal communication, open com-
munication (interaction), and group cohesion through collaboration (Vaughn and
Garrison 2006). The focus is not on the type of technology per se, but on how
technology facilitates meaningful interactions among students in online learning
environments. Social presence is also a way for instructors to decrease the type of
miscommunication that impedes learning in online contexts. To do so, interaction
should be structured and systematic to help meet the student-learning outcomes.

Persell (2004) developed a structured approach to interaction in a sociology
class to further the development of a community of learners and to encourage a
deeper understanding of sociological ideas and thinking (i.e., cognitive presence).
Although Persell’s class was not fully online, she illustrates how online compo-
nents can facilitate more meaningful dialogue and interaction between students.
Students were required to participate in three web-based discussions throughout
the semester and were assigned a role in the discussion forum. Those referred to as
the Staters posted on the course website what they had learned from a reading,
what was most difficult about the reading, and new sociological questions
that were raised as a result of the reading. Responders addressed the difficulties
posted by the Staters and responded to the questions the latter posted while also
posing further sociological questions. Two days later, the Integrators synthesized
and integrated what they had learned from the discussion posts, readings, and
seminar discussion, and then they raised additional questions. Persell (2004)
found that students showed an increase in engagement with ideas and readings.
Students also showed a more complex understanding of the sociological perspec-
tive. Persell (2004) suggests that certain processes contributed to these outcomes
that are consistent with the Col framework: facilitating student access and review,
providing all students with a voice, and presenting opportunities to engage in met-
acognition (Garrison and Akyol 2015). Persell’s (2004) work demonstrates how
online discussions in sociology can simultaneously increase social and cognitive
presence.

Richardson and Swan (2003) found that students who perceived a higher social
presence in the course also had higher perceptions of learning and course satisfac-
tion. Their open-ended responses indicated that students perceived writing assign-
ments to be the most beneficial for their learning in an online course because it
offered opportunities for faculty and peer feedback and the ability to see other
students’ perspectives. Hostetter (2013) also assessed whether discussion forums,
PowerPoint presentations, and weekly graded papers on readings affected social
presence. Each pedagogical method had a significant effect on students’ percep-
tion of social presence. Similar to Richardson and Swan (2003), discussion forums
had a stronger effect on perceptions of social presence, which suggests that stu-
dents see discussion forums as more effective for increasing interaction and a
sense of community in online courses. Akyol and Garrison (2008) found that
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social presence was associated with higher course satisfaction but had no impact
on students’ perception of learning. Their findings might be due to the small sam-
ple size and less overall interaction on discussion forums because of these reduced
numbers or differences in the survey instruments used across studies. However,
teaching and cognitive presence did have a significant effect on students” percep-
tions of learning.

Joksimovic et al. (2015) used a different approach to studying social presence
and examined 1,747 online discussion posts. They found that open communica-
tion was a significant predictor of final courses grades. Similar to Akyol and Gar-
rison (2008), Joksimovic et al. (2015) found that teaching presence moderated the
association between social presence and academic performance, which suggests
that interaction alone does not positively affect students’ academic performance,
but rather the use of effective course design and opportunities for higher-order
thinking skills in online classes.

Elaboration of Teaching Presence

Teaching presence is the part of the Col framework that focuses on course design
and facilitation and enables both social and cognitive presence. In semi-structured
interviews with faculty, teaching presence ranked as the most important part of
online course development because it enables the development of cognitive and
social presence (York and Richardson 2012). Teaching presence has three compo-
nents. First, instructional design and organization includes time parameters, uti-
lizing technology effectively, and establishing “netiquette.” This also includes how
you plan on “chunking” content and assessments to create modules. Clark-Ibanez
and Scott (2008) describe using thematic content modules, for example, “What Is
Sociology” for an introductory-level course, which would include a lecture, dis-
cussion prompts, assignments, and web links on the topic. Each module for the
course should have a consistent layout and time parameters. Are they weekly mod-
ules, and when are assignments due each week? Ice et al. (2011) found that instruc-
tional design and organization were related to high student satisfaction and low
disenrollment at a large, online university.

Second, facilitating discourse involves setting the climate for learning, prompt-
ing discussions, encouraging student involvement and engagement, and assessing
the learning process. Clark-Ibanez and Scott (2008) suggest that learning is most
successful when students interact with their peers. Instructors can use ice-breaker
discussion forums that are similar to ones they might use in a face-to-face class-
room. This sets the tone that interaction is vital in online courses as well. Since
most interaction in online classes takes place in discussion forums, it is imperative
that instructors provide explicit prompts to explain the type of interaction expected
from students. The lack of facilitation and prompt feedback is related to issues with
online student retention (Ice et al. 2011).
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Rusche and Jason (2011) describe one format of structured reflective writing
that instructors can easily integrate into online social science classes. The struc-
tured reflection follows a Quotation, Concept, Comparison, Questions (QCCQ)
format using the discussion forum tool provided in learning management sys-
tems. The students provide a quotation (2—4 sentences) that they feel represents
the main idea of one of the readings assigned for that week. Students interpret and
summarize the concept or idea in the quotation. Students then compare or con-
trast their selected reading to another reading from that week or in that unit. This
can be challenging because it requires students to use higher-level thinking skills
and move through the phases of cognitive presence by integrating course material.
Students then pose their own critical thinking questions as part of the process of
deep critical inquiry. The questions are intended to extend the class discussion by
leading to deeper learning. To facilitate social presence, students respond to the
questions posed by their fellow classmates and integrate course material in their
replies. Instructor responses/interaction and grading the discussion forums is
efficient because of the structured nature of the assignment, and direct and early
feedback is essential for students to improve their quality of writing (Clark-Ibanez
and Scott 2008; York and Richardson 2012).

Protocols for discussion forums such as those offered by Rusche and Jason (2011)
and Persell (2004) are effective in balancing cognitive, social, and teaching presence
because they create more shared group cognition and student ownership of the dis-
cussion (Zydney, deNoyelles, and Seo 2012). Protocols also provide some structure
for instructors as they give comments and feedback that push the discussion further.
Clarke and Bartholomew (2014) examined instructor feedback on three different
one-week modules from five courses and found that instructors did not use cogni-
tive codes—that is, they were not supporting higher-order thinking in their com-
ments and responses to students. However, their analysis did show that instructors
were validating student comments, which set the tone for increased participation.

Last, direct instruction is the presentation of content and the resolution of tech-
nical issues (Garrison et al. 2000; Shea and Bidjerano 2008). Will material be
presented through PowerPoints, Prezis, and course readings? Will material be
presented by the instructor themselves through a video recording tool such
as Mediasite (http://www.sonicfoundry.com/mediasite/) or Screencast-o-matic
(https://screencast-o-matic.com)? What types of multimedia will be most effective
in illustrating the course concepts? Direct instruction also involves troubleshoot-
ing any technical issues that might arise. Shea, Li, and Pickett (2006) found that
effective instructional design and “directed facilitation” predicted students’ sense
of a learning community. This is likely due to the types of activities that are used to
help students develop a sense of community in online courses (Shea et al. 2005)
and the types of interactive technologies (e.g., audio feedback) that instructors
integrate into courses (Ice et al. 2007).
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APPLICATION OF THE COMMUNITY
OF INQUIRY FRAMEWORK

The Col framework was influenced by John Dewey’s (1933) work on the distinction
between levels of learning. Critical thinking is often equated with higher-level
thinking (Geertsen 2003). However, Dewey (1933) suggested that higher-level
thinking is not synonymous with critical thinking, but that critical and reflective
thought are both part of higher-level thinking. The use of structured writing
assignments is consistent with the Col framework and can increase critical and
reflective thinking through the integration of social, cognitive, and teaching pres-
ences. In online courses, structured writing is often the primary way that students
articulate their mastery of the course material. In doing so, they are cultivating
skills in independent and creative thinking through the development of thesis
statements and supporting those thesis statements with logical, rational, and
appropriate evidence (Roberts 2002). Structured writing in online classes is also
consistent with the Col framework by providing opportunities to interact with
classmates, the instructor, and the course material.

Maples and Taylor (2013) provide a creative, yet structured, writing assignment
to teach social problems to undergraduate students. While they used the assign-
ment in a face-to-face class, it can be easily implemented in online classes. For this
assignment, students write a children’s book about a social problem. The project
gives students an opportunity to use their sociological imagination to understand
social problems, gain research skills through the use of empirical evidence, and
disseminate their findings in an alternative format. As Maples and Taylor (2013)
note, this project can be modified for other courses and disciplines. For example, I
used this assignment in an online Family Diversity and Social Change course in
Fall 2014. The course included students from sociology, psychology, social work,
criminal justice, and interdisciplinary studies. I used Susan Ferguson’s Shifting the
Center (2007) for the course readings, and the student-learning outcomes focused
on cultural competence and information literacy. As such, this project provided
multiple measures of the student-learning outcomes.

Maples and Taylor (2013) provide a set of handouts for the project; however, I
modified the assignment to fit the purposes of my online course. The first step of
the children’s book project required students to choose a topic. This is akin to the
triggering event according to the basic tenets of cognitive presence. Similar to
Maples and Taylor (2013), I encouraged students to choose a topic that they were
interested in or that was meaningful to them. I directed students to the Teaching
for Change Bookstore (http://www.tfcbooks.org/) to find ideas for their topics and
also shared video recordings of me showing them different children’s books
that had acceptable themes for the course. My assistance with the topic choice and
use of video recordings helped establish teaching presence. Students submitted
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their topic on a discussion forum for others to see and included information
on the angle that they would take with their topic, the reason for selecting the
topic, and the benefit that this book would have to others. Students chose topics
such as families in transition, same-sex families, foster children, multiracial fami-
lies, military families, families and mental health, and families with special needs
children.

After choosing a topic, students entered into the exploration phase of cognitive
presence and found peer-reviewed research that they could use as evidence to
shape their storyline. Students completed an article evaluation where they sum-
marized a journal article, addressed how the article defined families and related
families to other social institutions, described what they learned about their topic,
and discussed how the article would help them approach writing their children’s
book. This was the integration phase of cognitive presence where students synthe-
sized information that they previously had on their topic with new, empirically
based information. Several weeks after submitting their topics, students submitted
a draft of their children’s book and participated in a peer-review process through
Canvas (learning management system). Maples and Taylor (2013) suggest using a
writing workshop as a way to establish connections and increase interactions with
students. Since this was an online class, we accomplished this through peer review,
which provided students a greater sense of social presence.

At the end of the semester, students submitted their final product—a completed
book with a full storyline and illustrations (students used hand-drawn illustra-
tions, photos of their own families, and clipart)—online for the entire class to view.
Along with the story, the final project included an author’s note that stated the
topic clearly, explained the relevance of the book (i.e., the resolution phase of cog-
nitive presence), provided a brief summary of the story, and explained the booK’s
sociological perspective. The children’s book project moves students through the
phases of cognitive presence where they connect and apply new ideas to dissemi-
nate to their peers.

I implemented the children’s book project in a Family Diversity and Social
Change course with student-learning outcomes focused on cultural competency
and information literacy. Students completed a pre-test and post-test related to
cultural competency and information literacy. All self-reported measures of cul-
tural competency increased between pre- and post-tests. Example statements
included: “Even though my professional or moral viewpoints may differ, I accept
the family/ parents as the ultimate decision makers for services and supports for
their children”; “T generally understand other cultures and cultural values. I know
about the basic ways in which cultures are similar and the ways they are different”;
and “I recognize and accept that individuals from culturally diverse backgrounds
may desire varying degrees of acculturation into the dominant culture” Self-
reported skill level in all domains of information literacy (i.e., information search,
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information evaluation, information processing, and information communication
and dissemination) increased between pre- and post-tests. The change could be
due to multiple factors other than the children’s book project, such as the readings
in Fergusons Shifting the Center (2007). Nonetheless, students did attribute much
of this change to the children’s book project and commented on open-ended sur-
vey questions how they had to really know about their topic to explain it to a child-
aged audience. Similar to the comments cited by Maples and Taylor (2013), stu-
dents appreciated the different format for the writing assignment, and many
involved their own children in the project. Several students commented that they
would be able to use the children’s book in their work settings.

While an assignment like the children’s book project integrates cognitive,
social, and teaching presence, it is not without challenges. This is a nonnormative
assignment and students may have some resistance to it. It is necessary to show
students that while it is a creative writing assignment, it is very structured and will
be completed in different stages. Grading student work can always be challenging,
especially with an assignment like this. Therefore, a teaching presence is impera-
tive in establishing clear and detailed instructions and a grading rubric (see Maples
and Taylor [2013] for more information on the children’s book project including
instructions and grading rubric).

CONCLUSION

The growth in online courses in the last decade is undeniable. Research on online
education originally focused on comparability of student-learning outcomes. We
have learned a great deal in this area, with research demonstrating that compara-
bility in student-learning outcomes can be achieved across course delivery for-
mats. Another area of growing research is on student perceptions of online learn-
ing and how this affects their preferences for course delivery. Findings show that
students prefer online learning for very specific reasons (e.g., flexibility and con-
trol over pace of learning), while other students perceive online learning as lacking
the relational connections that they seek. The Community of Inquiry framework
is particularly helpful in shaping course design and the facilitation of online
courses to increase the sense of community among learners. It calls for purposeful
or intentional interactions between students, the student/instructor, and the
student/ course content. While students and instructors often perceive the online
environment as lacking an interactional element (Tichavsky et al. 2015), the Col
framework gives instructors the tools to develop courses that have high levels of
social, cognitive, and teaching presence. This chapter provided an overview of the
Col framework and practical pedagogical examples that are consistent with the
Col framework. The challenge for all instructors, no matter the learning mode, is
to create student buy-in, design activities that encourage interaction and engage-

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

ONLINE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 37

ment, and create opportunities for students to integrate course material and apply
it to real-world problems. While more work is still needed in this area, the Col
framework does give us a lens or conceptual model for developing courses that
engage students with the content, other learners, and the instructor in order to
create meaningful educational experiences.
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Co-Teaching
Risks and Rewards

Renee Monson and Kristy Kenyon

WHAT IS CO-TEACHING?

In this chapter, we use the term “co-teaching” to refer to collaborative teaching:
synchronous teaching partnerships between instructors of one or more college-
level courses. These partnerships take a variety of forms, but all violate the norm of
a solo instructor in a single, autonomous college course. The norm violation is par-
ticularly consequential at the micro level of classroom dynamics: in interactions
between instructors, between instructors and students, and in the self-conscious
(re)negotiation of the roles and identities that are taken for granted in solo college
teaching (Preves and Stephenson 2009). Thus, we situate our discussion of what
co-teaching is, how co-teaching affects students and faculty, and best practices for
co-teaching within the “sociology of the college classroom” (Atkinson, Buck, and
Hunt 2009; Macomber, Rusche, and Atkinson 2009).

Collaborative teaching’s form and purpose vary along several axes. Most of the
scholarship on teaching and learning (SoTL) literature explores the implications
of how the faculty share the instructional spaces of the classroom /laboratory and
syllabus. This ranges from the episodic integration of two or more distinct courses
via multiple guest lectures and/ or occasional joint class meetings (see Pharo et al.
2012; Todd and O’Brien 2016; Waltermaurer and Obach 2007), to alternating or
hierarchically structured instructor presence and authority within one course (see
Cordner, Klein, and Baiocchi 2012; Preves and Stephenson 2009), to an “equally
co-authored” course and fully shared classroom space (see de Welde et al. 2014;
Krometis et al. 2011; Vogler and Long 2003). Other sources of variation in co-
teaching include whether the faculty are: peers or in a mentor-mentee relation-
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ship, a dyad or a larger team, and trained in the same or different disciplines. The
wider SoTL literature focuses primarily on co-teaching across rather than within
disciplines, and this chapter reflects that focus. A review of articles published in
Teaching Sociology between 2000 and 2009 found that just 15 percent were authored
or co-authored by nonsociologists and urged sociologists to participate more fully
in interdisciplinary SoTL conversations (Paino et al. 2012). We respond to that call
by grounding this chapter in accounts of co-teaching that do and do not include
sociologists.!

This chapter also is informed by our experiences with twice co-teaching a bi-
disciplinary course, The Politics of Reproduction. We designed the course to meet
a perceived gap in the curriculum of Public Policy Studies, an interdisciplinary pro-
gram at our institution with which we both were affiliated.> Our course addressed
three broad policy areas in reproductive technology at the intersection of our two
disciplines of sociology and developmental biology: preventing and interrupting
pregnancy (contraception and abortion), facilitating pregnancy (IVF and surro-
gacy), and perfecting embryos, fetuses, and babies (sex selection, birth defects, and
environmental impacts on fetal health). Our teaching partnership was a peer-peer
dyad (both of us were tenured when we co-taught for the first time), and we mainly
aimed for a fully collaborative approach. We discussed the structure and content of
our lecture and in-class activities with each other in advance. On some days just
one of us lectured; more often, one of us “took” the first part of the class and the
other “took” the second part, or we jointly guided students through active-learning
exercises (debates, role-plays, and small group discussions). When it was not “her”
day, or when “her” part of the class had concluded, the other instructor typically sat
among the students, took notes, and asked questions about the course readings,
lecture material, and/ or lab activities.

Finally, we incorporate evidence of student-learning experiences in our course,
taken from end-of-term course evaluations and focus group discussions. In 2014
students completed the course evaluation using paper forms (response rate = 94
percent); in 2016 our institution used online forms (response rate = 74 percent). In
both years, we asked two colleagues from the Center for Teaching and Learning
(CTL) to conduct a 30-35-minute focus group discussion with our students in the
penultimate week of the course to assess their learning experience.’

WHY CO-TEACH? EFFECTS ON STUDENTS AND
INSTRUCTORS

Co-teaching, like most norm violations, is risky. Among other things, co-teaching
means relinquishing “the authority [and protection] that being the sole teacher
confers” (Allen, Floyd-Thomas, and Gillman 2001). Preves and Stephenson (2009)
capture some of the uneasiness we may feel when we co-teach:
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Opening one’s classroom up to the eyes of a colleague may provoke feelings of inse-
curity and defensiveness about one’s formerly unexplored and highly private class-
room interactions. The fear of being viewed as incompetent may even prevent col-
leagues from inviting each other into their classrooms for observation let alone
teaming. It is strange and even a little disturbing how very private many of us are
about what we do behind those (closed) classroom doors. (P. 248)

Preves and Stephenson (2009) argue that when we co-teach, we risk a less polished
classroom performance and a more complex process of identity negotiation than
when we teach solo. We risk the uncertainties of the unfamiliar terrain outside or
even within our discipline. We risk conflict with or the judgment of our esteemed
colleague (Shibley 2006). Students also may feel unsettled by the various ways that
a co-taught course interrupts their normative expectations (Allen et al. 2001
Preves and Stephenson 2009; Vogler and Long 2003; Wilson and Kwilecki 2000),
and so we risk unfavorable judgments or even hostility from our students as well.
Why do it, then?

One argument is that co-teaching has positive effects on student learning and
student attitudes toward course material. Vogler and Long (2003) found that most
students in their two sections of a co-taught course perceived co-teaching to be
effective for their learning. Instructors have claimed that co-teaching fosters criti-
cal thinking (Borg and Borg 2001), depth of learning (Rooks and Winkler 2012),
and/or integrative learning within and across disciplines (de Welde et al. 2014;
Helms, Alvis, and Willis 2005; Krometis et al. 2011; Todd and O’Brien 2016; Wal-
termaurer and Obach 2007). Claims about student learning and experiences in
co-taught courses often rely on students’ self-reports, either on course evaluations
or through surveys or interviews, but occasionally student learning in co-taught
courses is measured directly (Todd and O’Brien 2016).

How Does Co-Teaching Foster Student Learning?

If co-teaching is effective in fostering student learning, what are the mechanisms
by which this is accomplished? The literature points to several interrelated mecha-
nisms; each reveals the classroom as a social site that sociological theory can illu-
minate (Halasz and Kaufman 2008).

Co-teaching can counteract the rationalization of higher education. It, like other
violations of classroom norms (Albers 2009), disrupts predictable, efficient, stand-
ardized, McDonaldized pedagogy (Ritzer 2004). This can enhance student engage-
ment with course material and foster and maintain their “epistemological curios-
ity” (Halasz and Kaufman 2008:304). However, some students will continue to
prefer the more conventional mode of solo instruction (Vogler and Long 2003;
Wilson and Kwilecki 2000). Other students’ eventual engagement (or experience
of “ecstasy” [Albers 2009]) may be preceded by a period of vigorous resistance to
the norm violation of co-teaching (Allen et al. 2001; Vogler and Long 2003).
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In our bi-disciplinary course, this pattern of initial student resistance often
emerged as a claim of disciplinary identity. Students often claimed, “I'm not a sci-
ence person” when explaining their failure to demonstrate understanding of devel-
opmental biology concepts on an exam, or they protested, “I'm pre-med” when
complaining about their paper grade having been docked for writing errors. We
read these claims as defenses of “college as usual” in which the natural sciences,
social sciences, and humanities occupy separate silos, and students are permitted
to “live” and perform in one silo at a time. But by the end of the course, students
often described a journey toward acceptance of a different, integrated way of
learning.

I'm a sociology major and I've always had trouble in science and biology. So coming
to this, when I can make a connection with a frame of mind that I struggle with—
that’s always my “a ha!” moment, and I always feel really accomplished for being able
to do that. It’s not like if you're a biology major you can just make this class about
biology or if you're a soc major you can just make this about sociology. You're forced
to go with both and develop either frame of mind that you're deficient in.

Co-teaching across disciplines (and across subfields within sociology) creates
opportunities to interrogate language and epistemology as the tools of power they are
(Halasz and Kaufman 2008). As instructors dialogically present different perspec-
tives within sociology (Waltermaurer and Obach 2007) or across disciplines (Borg
and Borg 2001; Krometis et al. 2011; Rooks and Winkler 2012; Shibley 2006), stu-
dents gain an appreciation for the epistemological and methodological underpin-
nings of knowledge claims in particular disciplines and subdisciplines. They
develop an awareness of how power operates discursively (Bourdieu 1999) and the
ability to navigate this aspect of power more effectively themselves (Halasz and
Kaufman 2008).

We witnessed several instances of this in our course, one in the context of a
laboratory exercise in which students observed the process of fertilization and
early development of Xenopus laevis (South African clawed frogs). This is a species
in which fertilization and development happen externally and are thus observable.
In the lab, we had students manually fertilize frog eggs with a small piece of testes
from a male frog. Students then used a microscope to compare the physical prop-
erties of these “in vitro fertilized eggs” with those of unfertilized eggs, and of ferti-
lized eggs produced through frogs’ typical mating, as the embryos developed. Stu-
dents were required to write up their observations, describing as concretely as
possible what they actually saw under the microscope, and then propose an exper-
iment for future study. In conjunction with this lab report assignment, we
asked them to read Emily Martin’s (1991) classic piece, “The Egg and the Sperm,”
which analyzed the gendered language used in scientific textbooks to describe
conception.
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It is remarkable how “femininely” the egg behaves and how “masculinely” the sperm.
The egg is seen as large and passive. It does not move or journey, but passively “is
transported,” “is swept,” or even “drifts” along the fallopian tube. In utter contrast,
sperm are small, “streamlined;” and invariably active. They “deliver” their genes to
the egg, “activate the developmental program of the egg,” and have a “velocity” that
is often remarked upon. (P. 489)

A pre-med biology major wrote to us the night before her lab report was due:

Frustrated that as I am writing my experiment proposal I am using language that
reinstates the active role of sperm and passive role of egg: “sperm must navigate
through the layers of the egg to initiate fertilization” Awesome that I now recognize
what the language perpetuates. Not so awesome that I will be spending twice the
time trying to figure out ways to manipulate that language in a gender neutral way.

For this pre-med student, the frustrating experience of trying to express her scien-
tific observations and questions in a “gender neutral way” sharpened her socio-
logical understanding of how language constrains as well as expresses knowledge,
and thus creates as well as reveals gendered worldviews.

Co-teaching across disciplines or subdisciplines encourages independent and criti-
cal thinking and models constructive disagreement. As Borg and Borg (2001) point
out, students who

see two “experts” in the classroom who often disagree with one another and see
issues in contrasting lights ... are less likely to mimic the professor’s thoughts as
their own in the hopes of getting a good grade because no matter which professor
they mimic, the other professor disagrees with them! (P. 21)

Co-instructors’ airing of their fields’ epistemological and methodological dif-
ferences models for students how peers can disagree in a collegial and productive
fashion (de Welde et al. 2014) and how to “debate assertively” rather than “disagree
disparagingly” (Letterman and Dugan 2004:79).

For example, the clashing ontological assumptions of our two disciplines ini-
tially came into view as we were planning out a “first day of class” exercise. We
decided to ask our students why they thought The Politics of Reproduction was a
bi-disciplinary course, and to brainstorm a list of “things we need to know” in
order to engage with policy debates about reproductive technologies. We had in
mind a vague notion that students would generate lists of “biological things” and
“sociological things” that could be useful when engaging with these policy debates.
As we continued to plan this exercise, it became clear that much more was at stake.
Renee suggested that after the students had created their list of “things we need to
know;” we should organize the list into a kind of diagram or schematic, so as to
draw the topics into relation with one another. To illustrate, she sketched a three-
pointed triangle, with culture, social structure, and social institutions at each of
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the points, and with arrows going back and forth between each of the points.
Kristy cocked her head and inquired, “Where is biology in this diagram?” Renee
pointed to social institutions (e.g., modern medicine) and culture (e.g., the beliefs
underlying positivism). “So,” Kristy asked, “biology is just a subset or a subtopic in
this frame?” Renee cocked her head, genuinely puzzled, and said, “Where else
would it be? Everything is a subset in this frame.” Kristy pointed out that the frame
itself was a sociological one. Fair enough! Renee asked, “What diagram would you
draw to organize the list of ‘things we need to know’?” Kristy drew two overlap-
ping circles and labeled them “the physical” and “the social” Renee’s eyebrows shot
up. “But nothing is outside the social, not even the physical world!”

The clashing ontological assumptions of sociology and biology entered the
public space of the classroom when the Martin article, which our pre-med student
found both “frustrating” and “awesome,” triggered an impromptu in-class debate
between the two of us on the social construction of scientific knowledge. Renee
explained that for sociologists, the world is social, because humans are fundamen-
tally social beings. “Think of an onion,” she said, “where the layers are ‘the social;
but if you peel all the layers of the onion away there is nothing left, and that is what
humans are. So too with human efforts to apprehend the world around them: what
we (think we) know about the world cannot be separated from the social nature of
the knower” Kristy explained that for biologists, the world is physical: an apple,
with a “real” core beneath the skin and flesh of the social. “Human efforts to know
the physical world are affected by their social locations, of course,” she said, “but
there is still a real world that can be known and which exists independently of
humans’ (flawed) descriptions and analyses of it”

We relished our in-class debates, but worried about the advisability of “fighting in
front of the children” Would our students misinterpret our disagreements as animus
rather than animated intellectual engagement? We need not have worried. Two stu-
dents once stopped into Renee’s office hours and announced that “our favorite thing
is when you and Professor Kenyon fight” Evidence from the course evaluations also
suggests that airing our disciplinary disagreements had a positive effect on our stu-
dents’ learning. Two students responded to the question, “Convey to each instructor
his/her most significant contribution to the course,” with these comments:

The ability that you both have to portray to us when you were confused or disagreed.
It made me feel more comfortable.

Loved the dialogue between the professors.

Co-teaching can challenge the conventional meaning of learning. Students have
been socialized to believe that they are empty vessels waiting to be filled by a
teacher (Freire 1998). To the extent that the co-instructors are learners, co-teaching
can pull students into an alternative understanding of learning as a dialogic,
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lifelong, and joyful practice (Blanchard 2012; Shibley 2006). In our course, we
decided not to try to master the other’s discipline prior to the beginning of the
term. Because we also aimed for a fully collaborative model of co-teaching we
often moved back and forth between the roles of instructor and student in the
classroom, but we did so in a particular way. When one of us sat among the stu-
dents, took notes, and asked questions, our questions were similar to other stu-
dents’ questions in that they revealed a novice’s confusion about the material our
colleague was communicating. But our questions also were different, in that they
evidenced the particular interests of an expert from a different discipline about this
discipline. Thus we were not either an “expert” or a “novice-learner” in the class-
room; instead, we moved back and forth between the roles of “expert” and “expert-
as-novice-learner” Two students responded to the question, “Convey to each
instructor his/her most significant contribution to the course,” with references to
this aspect of our classroom roles:

I could tell that both instructors loved teaching this course and really wanted to be
here and loved learning with us.

Experienced much growth as a student and thinker because of the way the professors
interacted.

How Does Co-Teaching Benefit Faculty?

The corporatization and commercialization of higher education can contribute to
feelings of anomie among faculty (Halasz and Kaufman 2008). Co-teaching can
combat these anomic tendencies by promoting what Durkheim termed organic
solidarity among faculty across discipline, rank, or status (Allen et al. 2001; Letter-
man and Dugan 2004; Preves and Stephenson 2009). For example, Pharo et al.
(2012) formed a collaborative cross-disciplinary network involving eight instruc-
tors who taught into each other’s classes on the topic of climate change; they report
that “the most positive aspects of the project were the collegiality and support for
teaching innovation provided by peers” (p. 497). This kind of support also could be
useful for less experienced instructors who collaborate with more senior instruc-
tors (see Cordner et al. 2012; Smollin and Arluke 2014), particularly if the senior
colleague offers diagnostic rather than summative feedback (i.e., not intended for
use in tenure or promotion reviews).

We found that co-teaching gave rise to many of the most joyful and deeply
meaningful moments of our teaching careers. Because we were grappling with so
many new concepts, arguments, bodies of evidence, and epistemological assump-
tions, we often commented, gleefully, that we felt like we were in graduate school
again. In addition, we drew support, sustenance, and inspiration from each other’s
teaching. Like de Welde et al. (2014:118-19), we came away from the experience
with greater clarity about “our own pedagogical styles and how we might grow in
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the classroom,” and this led us to rethink some of our approaches to the material in
our solo-taught courses. For example, Kristy now includes in her developmental
biology course more explicit discussions of how biological research findings (and
science more generally) are represented in political discourse in ways that scientists
themselves would not endorse. After co-teaching with a developmental biologist,
Renee now has a different and deeper understanding of Connell’s (2009) theory of
how social embodiment recreates gender relations over time. This has enriched the
way she teaches Sociology of Sex and Gender. Finally, after co-teaching we began to
collaborate on scholarly projects (on the curricular practice of interdisciplinarity,
and on the place and purpose of the natural sciences in twenty-first century liberal
education). In short, our co-teaching experience created rich opportunities for our
learning and growth as teacher-scholars. As Shibley (2006) observed, the best
team teaching experiences capitalize on the potential for colleagues to learn from
each other.

HOW TO CO-TEACH WELL: CONSIDERATIONS
AND BEST PRACTICES

Identifying Sources of Institutional Support

Early in the planning process, faculty should consider the impact of co-teaching
on department and program staffing plans, and identify institutional commit-
ments and resources that could support co-teaching pedagogy (Blanchard 2012; de
Welde et al. 2014). At our institution there is a long history of institutional invest-
ment in interdisciplinarity. Until 2015-16, students had been required to complete
both a major and a minor, one of which had to be disciplinary and one of which
had to be interdisciplinary; an earlier iteration of the general curriculum had
required that students take two different bi-disciplinary courses. In 2011-12, our
provost and dean of faculty made funds available for new cross-disciplinary fac-
ulty collaboration, and we used one of these internal grants to develop our bi-
disciplinary course.

We also leveraged our institution’s curricular commitment to study-abroad
programs to support our co-teaching. Our bi-disciplinary course counted as an
intermediate-level elective for sociology but not for biology, so Kristy had to nego-
tiate a way to teach outside of the biology curriculum in the face of considerable
enrollment pressures in biology courses. Her department chair received adjunct
support to replace this course by making the case that Kristy’s co-teaching of our
bi-disciplinary course contributed to the institution’s curricular mission in ways
that were comparable to faculty members leading study-abroad programs (and
those faculty typically were replaced with adjunct support). Several authors report
that they co-taught in response to institution-wide curricular initiatives aimed at
enhancing the first-year student experience, fostering interdisciplinary learning,
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developing online courses, or preparing students for postbaccalaureate employ-
ment (Goodman and Huckfeldt 2014; Heath and White 2013; Krometis et al. 2011;
Pharo et al. 2012). In short, co-teaching pedagogy can be incorporated in a variety
of institutional curricular priorities, particularly when new initiatives are pro-
posed or trialed.

Course Planning and Preparation

Virtually all of the literature on co-teaching emphasizes the time-intensive nature
of course planning and preparation. Institutional constraints and other pressures
may truncate the planning timeline, but this likely will have negative effects on
both students and instructors (Goodman and Huckfeldt 2014). Devoting consid-
erable time to course planning has important side benefits in building the mutual
trust, regard, and respect between instructors that will be crucial during the teach-
ing of the actual course (Vogler and Long 2003).

Letterman and Dugan (2004) recommend that course planning include a focus
on pedagogy as well as course content: co-instructors should talk with other fac-
ulty who have co-taught, review the SoTL literature on co-teaching, and become
acquainted with one another’s teaching styles. Shibley (2006:272) emphasizes that
the success of co-teaching hinges on negotiating differences in pedagogical styles
during the planning phase rather than in the classroom and addresses three
aspects of pedagogy as particularly important to clarify in advance: learning objec-
tives, how to share leadership in the classroom itself, and how to resolve or close
each classroom session. One issue related to learning objectives involves thinking
through how prepared for and receptive to the co-taught course your students are
likely to be. Will the course be required or an elective, and what will be the prereq-
uisites? Some of the most difficult co-teaching experiences reported in the litera-
ture involved interdisciplinary courses that were required (Goodman and Huck-
feldt 2014) and/ or enrolled students whose choice of major predisposed them to
resistance or hostility to different disciplines (Wilson and Kwilecki 2000). Todd
and O’Briens (2016) account of their otherwise successful collaboration across
introductory environmental ethics and geoscience courses notes that some geo-
science students were unprepared to engage with ethics as an academic discipline,
and that this had a negative effect on learning outcomes.

Our own experience suggests that a common prerequisite for all students
enrolled in a co-taught course may be beneficial. In 2014, the course prerequisite
was introductory sociology; in 2016, students could use either introductory biol-
ogy or introductory sociology as a prerequisite. In 2016, we observed a more
muted level of class participation, and the focus group discussion at the end of the
course revealed more widespread anxiety about the relative disadvantage experi-
enced by students with only one of the two permitted prerequisites. The next
time we teach the course, we plan to revert to the original design of requiring
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introductory sociology so that all enrolled students have at least one disciplinary
“language” in common.

The workload of course planning increases with the number of instructors and
disciplines involved and the extent to which each instructor attempts to become
acquainted with unfamiliar content in advance.* Letterman and Dugan (2004) rec-
ommend sampling the relevant literature of your co-instructor’s field prior to co-
teaching. Rooks and Winkler (2012) describe in detail how a co-teaching team of
two sociologists and two social workers negotiated the selection of assigned course
readings for a course on hunger and homelessness; this process revealed the depth
and breadth of several theoretical and methodological differences between their
disciplines. Pharo et al. (2012) found the use of a part-time facilitator essential to
their eight-person team for bridging disciplinary language differences (as well as
for relaying communication across subgroups when not everyone could meet at
the same time). Krometis et al. (2011:77) reported that their four-person team
devoted a full two years to course development; much of this focused on teaching
each other basic vocabulary and tenets of their disciplines, which they found
important for developing a “unified front” in the classroom.

Although we agree that being on the same page pedagogically with your co-
instructor(s) is important to a successful co-teaching experience, we are less per-
suaded that it is crucial to front-load an in-depth exposure to your co-instructor’s
field in the course planning stage. We did not attempt to learn the fundamentals of
each other’s discipline in advance, and we think this choice had important benefits
for our students’ experience. Our approach to developing the course was akin to
the construction of a suspension bridge, which is supported by cables attached to
the ground and to the tops of two pylons built on either end of the central portion
of the bridge’s main span. The stages involved in building such a bridge include
surveying the site, excavating for and pouring the two pairs of pylons, building the
bridge spans, and finally attaching the cables. Our years of working together in
the Public Policy Studies program were a crucial aspect of “surveying the site” of
the future bridge. Once we decided to co-teach, we mainly stayed on our “own
riverbanks” (disciplines) as we “excavated for and poured the pylons” (reviewed
relevant literatures, chose texts, and planned laboratory exercises). It was not until
we “built the bridge spans” (by writing the syllabus) and then “attached the sup-
porting cables” (by actually teaching together) that we really began to learn the key
concepts and epistemological assumptions of each other’s disciplines. Thus, a good
deal of our learning happened in the public space of the classroom, which allowed
us to model learning for our students in a highly authentic way.

Classroom Dynamics

Every classroom, like every social site, is inflected by relations of power. Because
co-teaching engenders different power dynamics than a solo-taught course,
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co-instructors should discuss their expectations and experiences regarding class-
room management and authority during course planning. Part of this is about
turf: whose course is it and / or which portions of the course belong to whom, and
how will that be telegraphed to students?

Co-teaching also requires that co-instructors attend to how their relative, as
well as particular, social positions will affect classroom dynamics (Allen et al. 2001;
Preves and Stephenson 2009). Letterman and Dugan (2004:79) advise faculty to
cultivate a keen awareness of their co-instructor’s concerns about how their gen-
der, race, class, age, and so on will be perceived by students, and to develop some
mutual agreements about how to present themselves and respond to students in
the classroom. In addition, co-teaching is an opportunity to diversify the instruc-
tional perspective and expert identity that is presented to students (Halasz and
Kaufman 2008; Wilson and Kwilecki 2000). De Welde et al. (2014) and Allen et al.
(2001) draw on the insights of feminist standpoint theory in their recommenda-
tion to be mindful of how the interaction between co-instructor(s) is part of what
students are taught about what counts as knowledge, who is a knower, and how
knowledge claims are legitimated or challenged.

No matter how carefully we try to plan in advance how to handle classroom
dynamics among co-instructors and between students and co-instructors, unex-
pected issues will come up in the classroom and will have to be addressed on the
spot. Some of these will have to be navigated with your co-instructor in front of
your students, exposing aspects of classroom management that usually happen
“backstage” to students’ gaze and evaluation (Goffman 1959, 1971). Preves and
Stephenson’s (2009) deeply thoughtful analysis explores how co-teaching inher-
ently “blurs the distinction between front and back regions” of our teaching per-
formances (p. 247). They comment that the ensuing “mess” was uncomfortable for
each of them as well as for their students and speculate that it may have negatively
affected students’ evaluations of that course. As a solution, Preves and Stephenson
(2009) recommend intensive and careful backstage planning in order to achieve
and maintain a consistent “shared definition of the [classroom] situation,” but urge
co-instructors to recognize that

a fair amount of front region classroom improvisation on the part of the teaching
team will still be required. Furthermore, the teaching team will be far more effective
in maintaining a consistent and convincing definition of the situation if they not only
expect but also welcome improvisation as a regular feature of their performance rep-
ertoire. (P. 255)

We wholeheartedly agree. We think that improvisation in the co-taught classroom—
indeed in any classroom—is an important means of challenging the rationalization
of higher education.
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Assessing Student Learning

Being evaluated by multiple instructors with multiple perspectives (even if within
a single discipline) can be stressful for students (Vogler and Long 2003). Dugan
and Letterman (2008:14) found that some students in co-taught courses criticized
co-instructors’ lack of communication or organization, particularly when this
made it difficult to “ascertain the professors’ expectations and the way to earn
good grades” Preves and Stephenson (2009) also comment that they exercised
insufficient foresight about how to grade student work, and this caused them, as
well as their students, some anxiety. One way to address these anxieties is to be
especially explicit about learning goals and grading rubrics.” Another option, if the
teaching collaboration is across multiple courses, is for each instructor to grade
the students in their own course (Bakken, Clark, and Thompson 1998).

If co-instructors choose to each grade all of their students, it is important to
think through how to handle the process of commenting on student work as well
as the process and rubrics by which grades are actually assigned. In particular, co-
instructors should consider the tradeoffs involved in grading separately or “with
one voice” When we graded papers or exams, we each did a separate read of the
work, assessed it a tentative overall grade, and then met to reconcile any differ-
ences in our grades through lengthy discussion and rereadings. But as we did our
initial reads and made substantive comments directly on the paper or exam, we
used different color pens that “marked” our comments explicitly as either Profes-
sor Kenyon’s or Professor Monson’s even more emphatically than did our different
handwriting. Renee took the additional step of using a third color pen to designate
students’ writing errors in their papers. We did not discuss this with each other in
advance, but simply applied the marking / commenting process we had developed
in our solo-taught courses to our co-taught course. If we thought about it at all, we
probably expected our students to experience this as a laudable effort at transpar-
ency in evaluating their work. Although some students may have had that reac-
tion, many responded with confusion, defensiveness, and heightened anxiety
about how to achieve “good” grades given the clearly distinctive ways that each of
us assessed their work. The next time we co-teach, we may experiment with a more
“unified front” approach to grading by utilizing online course management tech-
nology (see Heath and White 2013:26).

Assessing the Course

Dugan and Letterman (2008) found that students” appraisals of co-taught courses
do not differ from their appraisals of conventional solo-taught courses. Their com-
parison of student evaluations of solo-taught courses and several types of co-
taught courses used the same data collection instrument for all courses: a standard
form developed by the Individual Development and Educational Center (IDEA)
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that has been used to create a national “benchmark” database of course evalua-
tions (Dugan and Letterman 2008:12-13). Yet they do not discuss whether and
how the same course evaluation structure may be appropriate for solo-taught and
co-taught courses. Many studies of the effectiveness of co-teaching for student
learning also rely on course evaluation data to support their claims, but most of
these are similarly silent on the question of whether and how standard course
evaluations should be used to evaluate a co-taught course.

In solo-taught courses, one form generally is used to evaluate both the course
as a whole and the instructor, and the evaluation form’s structure typically pre-
sumes that “the two are one” But this is not the case for co-taught courses, no
matter what model of co-teaching is utilized. Various approaches can be used to
assess co-taught courses and co-instructors. Helms et al. (2005:32) chose to have
their students use separate evaluations for each member of the teaching team to
give feedback on their particular teaching style, but one evaluation for rating the
course content, materials, and testing. Despite their objections, the policy at Wil-
son and Kwilecki’s (2000) institution “dictated that each instructor would be eval-
uated only by students registered for the [interdisciplinary] course in her depart-
ment” (p. 148). Whether the evaluation of teaching at your institution is done via
peer observations of the classroom, student course evaluations, or some other
means, think through how you and your co-instructor(s) should be evaluated—as
one unit, as fully separate, or as some hybrid of these? Ask how these evaluations
will be used for tenure and promotion reviews at your institution.

IN SUM
Good Co-Teaching Is Good Teaching

Best practices for solo teaching also apply to co-teaching, if anything even more so.
Keep student learning at the center of your joint efforts. Clarify your learning
goals, use diverse pedagogies and modes of assessment, give frequent, useful, and
prompt feedback on student work, and make adjustments midstream as well as
before teaching the course again.

Good Co-Teaching Is Collaborative Teaching

However, choices about course content, pedagogy, and assessment have to be worked
out together, implemented in a coherent fashion across co-instructors, and evaluated
and adjusted as a team. You will need to work together on the form, substance, and
logistics of the collaboration before and throughout the term, regardless of the co-
teaching’s type or purpose. A high level of mutual trust, regard, and respect is essential
for a successful collaboration between faculty, and a strong and transparent collabora-
tion helps students to lean into rather than resist the nonnormative experience of a
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co-taught course. Clear, thoughtful course structures, classroom routines, and expec-
tations for student work are important for students’ confidence that all is not chaos
and that the complexity of a co-taught course need not be overwhelming.

Good Co-Teaching Is Collaborative Learning

In the best co-teaching experiences, we learn from and with our co-instructor.
Risk-taking and vulnerability are inherent in the practice of collaborative teach-
ing, as in all learning. Practice self-awareness and anticipate potential problems as
much as possible, but realize you cannot anticipate them all precisely because—
and to the extent that—you are a learner as well as an instructor in co-teaching. In
the end, co-teaching is an unparalleled opportunity for faculty to model risk-tak-
ing, inquiry, disagreement, and dialogue, and thus inspire a lifelong love of learn-
ing in our students (Blanchard 2012).

NOTES

1. We direct readers who are especially interested in how sociologists engage in co-teaching to
Cordner, Klein, and Baiocchi 2012; de Welde et al. 2014; Heath and White 2013; Letterman and Dugan
2004; Preves and Stephenson 2009; Rooks and Winkler 2012; Waltermaurer and Obach 2007.

2. There is a long tradition of co-taught, bi-disciplinary courses at our small liberal arts institution,
and about a half-dozen are offered each year. The enrollment cap for bi-disciplinary courses typically
ranges from 20-40 students; our cap was 25 students. The annual teaching load at our institution is 3-2;
this course counted as a full unit in the teaching load for each of us. We discuss how to identify institu-
tional resources to support co-teaching below.

3. We left the classroom while our CTL colleagues led and recorded this discussion; they later
transcribed the recording, ensured that students were not identified by name in the transcript, and gave
us the transcripts after we had turned in final course grades. We received permission from our institu-
tion’s IRB to use the course evaluation and focus group data for research purposes.

4. Dugan and Letterman (2008) find that students preferred co-taught courses with just two
instructors over those with three or more instructors. Such courses can feel “overwhelming” to stu-
dents (Allen, Floyd-Thomas, and Gillman 2000:318; Krometis et al. 2011:73).

5. For an explication of how to conceptualize and assess levels of student learning in a co-taught
interdisciplinary course, see Gouvea et al. 2013.
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A Collaborative Affair

Connecting Students with the
Community through Research

Michele Lee Kozimor-King and Barbara Prince

Community-based learning (CBL), with its strong pedagogical tradition, has
grown in popularity and practice as a way to increase student involvement in the
community as part of the learning process. However, for those unfamiliar with
CBL, navigating the literature on the topic can be overwhelming, in part because
of the nomenclature typically used. Numerous scholars have noted the multiplicity
of terms (service-learning, community-based learning, community-based research,
etc.) used interchangeably, or with minor differences, throughout the literature
(e.g., Stoecker 2016; Wickersham et al. 2016). For example, according to Mooney
and Edwards (2001) community-based learning “refers to any pedagogical tool in
which the community becomes a partner in the learning process” (p. 182). There
are numerous teaching pedagogies that are routinely included under the broad
category of CBL, including out-of-class activities, volunteering, service add-ons,
internships, service-learning, and service-learning advocacy (Mooney and
Edwards 2001). More specifically, Wickersham and colleagues (2016) classify CBL
as “a learning in which significant field work is guided by and grounded in aca-
demic reflection, differentiating this pedagogy from field-based learning that is
not academically guided; for instance, many work-based internships and volun-
teer or co-curricular service activities” (p. 18).

One specific type of CBL with a long history of use in nursing and public health
fields is community-based research (CBR). CBR has recently been gaining momen-
tum within the social science classroom. Kerry Strand and colleagues (2003) define
CBR as: “A partnership of students, faculty, and community members who collabo-
ratively engage in research with the purpose of solving a pressing community prob-
lem or effecting social change” (p. 3). The Centre for Community-Based Research
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(2016) describes CBR as community-situated because it begins with a research topic
of relevance to the community partner and is carried out in community settings, as
collaborative in that both community members and researchers share control of the
research agenda, and as action-oriented because the process and results are useful to
community members.

According to Strand et al. (2003) there are three core principles of CBR. First,
CBR is meant to be a collaborative experience between the researchers and commu-
nity members, not a situation in which one group is helping the other. Second, CBR
aims to achieve social action and social change, which ultimately results in social
justice. Third, CBR is meant to validate multiple sources of knowledge, encourage
various methods of discovery, and share the knowledge obtained from the research.
These core principles are what differentiate CBR from service-learning.

The National Service-Learning Clearinghouse defines service-learning as “a
method of teaching and learning that connects classroom lessons with meaningful
service to the community” CBR and service-learning are similar in that they use
meaningful work with a community partner as a teaching and learning tool; how-
ever, they differ in their relationship with the community partner. According to
Berman (2006), service-learning does not always achieve mutually collaborative
relationships, but instead will sometimes emerge as volunteerism or charity (Lewis
2004). Furthermore, Wade (1997) points out that service-learning can sometimes
widen the gap between students and the organization by highlighting the bounda-
ries between the two. More specifically, the “server” (students) versus “served” (the
community partner) mentality can emerge (Wade 1997). In contrast, CBR, when
successful, involves capacity building and maintaining long-term collaborative
relationships (Wallerstein and Duran 2006). Throughout the rest of this chapter we
use CBR to refer to our projects. We start with a review of the literature, followed by
examples and assessment from successful CBR projects, and then conclude with a
step-by-step guide for designing and implementing your own CBR project.

WHY DO COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH?

The effects of CBL on outcomes for students, faculty, and community have been
extensively examined across a variety of contexts (e.g., Celio, Durlak, and Dym-
nicki 2011; Eyler et al. 2001; Wickersham et al. 2016) and found to be beneficial (see
Eyler et al. 2001). As with CBL more generally, CBR has been found to have numer-
ous benefits for students, faculty, and the community partner (i.e., Bach and Wein-
zimmer 2011; Chapdelaine and Chapman 1999; Strand et al. 2003; Stocking and
Cutforth 2006). Community-based organizations are often overworked, face
enormous challenges, and are limited in their ability to address underlying
causes of problems or affect structural changes within their organization (Strand
et al. 2003). In addition, organizations are increasingly being asked to collect
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quantitative data to assess their success as an organization (Strand et al. 2003).
CBR partnerships can help by taking pressure off of the community partner and
acting as an important resource by designing, collecting, and assessing data for the
organization. CBR partnerships can also benefit the community by helping the
organization develop skills, expand resources, provide energy and expertise, and
assist with the identification and securing of funding (Strand et al. 2003). Overall,
CBR assists community organizations with capacity building in both the short and
long term (Stocking and Cutforth 2006; Strand et al. 2003). In addition, the com-
munity partner receives assistance and becomes better equipped to improve
their community as a result of the project (Bach and Weinzimmer 2011). CBR is a
hands-on way of making a difference within a community (Chapdelaine and
Chapman 1999).

Research shows that CBR projects directly benefit the students and faculty
involved in the project. CBR provides students with a better understanding of the
research process through the application of social science research to real-world
settings (Bach and Weinzimmer 2011; Chapdelaine and Chapman 1999; Strand
et al. 2003; Stocking and Cutforth 2006). Chapdelaine and Chapman (1999) found
that the CBR project helped to improve students’ writing skills, increase critical
thinking, and solidify understanding of research method-specific skills. In addi-
tion, participating in the CBR project increased students’ awareness of social
issues, and students reported the experience as highly positive (Chapdelaine and
Chapman 1999). Students also learned team-building skills, problem-solving
skills, and interpersonal relationship skills (Stocking and Cutforth 2006).

CBR also provides benefits and opportunities for faculty. As Stocking and Cut-
forth (2006) state, “CBR provides the unique opportunity for faculty to integrate
research, teaching, and service activities expected and valued in university set-
tings. This integration is increasingly recognized as a criterion for promotion and
tenure related to the scholarship of engagement” (p. 57). CBR has the potential to
benefit faculty as it includes elements of research (often absent from traditional
service-learning) that increase its credibility in some disciplines (Stocking and
Cutforth 2006). CBR complements research agendas and allows faculty to apply
their knowledge and skills in an applied way through collaboration with a com-
munity agency (Chapdelaine and Chapman 1999; Stocker and Cutforth 2006).
Additionally, Chapdelaine and Chapman (1999) found that both faculty and stu-
dents benefit from recognition of service by the university and community and
from the rewarding collaborative interactions.

CBR PROJECTS AT ELIZABETHTOWN COLLEGE

Elizabethtown College is a private liberal arts college located in south central
Pennsylvania with approximately 1,900 undergraduate students. For the past
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seven years the first author of this chapter has successfully integrated a CBR project
into a required 300 level two-course sequence, Research Methods and Statistical
Analysis, with six different community partners. The first project was conducted
during the 2008-09 academic year.

Starting with the 2013-14 academic year, we began to formally assess student
outcomes associated with the CBR project. We received IRB approval during
August of 2013. During the first week of the methods course, all students complete
a questionnaire consisting of 67 questions that examine satisfaction with experi-
ences in the department, involvement and participation in the department, confi-
dence in research skills, expectations of research methods and statistics, knowl-
edge and excitement about working with the community partner, importance of
the goals of the course, and basic demographics. Students receive the same ques-
tionnaire at the completion of the Research Methods course (fall semester) and
again at the completion of the Statistical Analysis course (spring semester). This
chapter presents the quantitative results from the pre-test and last post-test (col-
lected at the end of the spring semesters) of all students enrolled in the Research
Methods and Statistical Analysis courses at Elizabethtown College during the
2013-14, 2014-15, and 2015-16 academic years.

Beginning in the 2014-15 academic year, the Research Methods and Statistical
Analysis course sequence received the Signature Learning Experience CBL desig-
nation. At the completion of the Statistical Analysis course, the Elizabethtown
College Center for Community and Civic Engagement requires students to
complete a short assessment of their Community-Based Learning experience to
receive credit for the experience (in addition to successfully passing the class). The
student quotes used throughout the remainder of this chapter are taken from the
student reflection part of this assessment from the 2014-15 and 2015-16 academic
years.

Benefits We Have Found

Consistent with the literature, we have found numerous positive outcomes for stu-
dents as a result of participating in a CBR project. First, CBR has been a trans-
formative experience for our students. For example, participation in the CBR
project has contributed to increased graduate school applications and enrollment,
led to changes in a concentration within the major, and introduced the possibility
of research as a career. For example, a senior History and Sociology/ Anthropol-
ogy double major stated, “To experience first-hand everything that goes into this
type of research will benefit me for the rest of my life”

Data from an end of semester survey suggest that the CBR project indirectly
contributed to increased integration, social interaction, and a stronger tie to the
departmental community. At the end of the CBR project, compared to the start
of the CBR project, students reported being significantly more satisfied with
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interactions with fellow majors (t = -2.572; p = .013) and mentoring relationships
with a faculty member or student teaching assistant (t = —2.557; p = .012). They also
felt significantly more involved in the department (t = —4.761; p = .000).

Consistent with previous research, we found that participating in the CBR
project develops professional skills and creates a culture of professionalism. At the
conclusion of the CBR project, students reported feeling significantly more confi-
dent in specific research skills, such as assessing a client’s research needs and mak-
ing recommendations to a client. Students also noted in their written responses
that one of the most positive experiences of working on the CBR project was the
skills they developed. For example, a sophomore Sociology/ Anthropology major
stated, “I felt that the CBL project we conducted as a class allowed me to apply
skills I learned in class in a real-world setting. I value these skills much more now
because I can see first-hand how useful they are in life outside of Elizabethtown
College” These skills such as working in teams, taking meeting minutes, giving
presentations, and making recommendations to a community-partner are all
transferrable to nearly all work environments.

Implementing a CBR project can assist with cohort career advising, including
how the applicability of the skills acquired during the class is important for specific
careers in the discipline. Students reported being significantly more satisfied with
the quality of career advising after participating in the CBR project (t = -2.814; p =
.006). Although we cannot say for certain that the CBR project caused these
changes, qualitative responses from students indicate that their experiences in the
CBR project helped shape their knowledge and decisions about careers. For exam-
ple, a junior Mass Communications and Sociology/ Anthropology double major
stated, “The experience also allowed me to reflect on future career choices, and I
am excited for further opportunities with the project”

DEVELOPING A CBR PROJECT

Now that we have identified the potential benefits associated with using CBR, both
within the literature and from our personal experience, we intend to guide faculty
through the steps needed to conceptualize, design, implement, and assess an effec-
tive CBR project. Despite the well-documented benefits of using CBR projects,
such benefits are largely dependent on successful integration of these pedagogies
into the course (Garouttee and McCarthy-Gillmore 2014). Although we will con-
tinue to use examples from the successful implementation of a CBR project in a
Research Methods and Statistical Analysis course sequence, it is important to note
that nearly any type of course can utilize CBR projects. As Strand et al. (2003)
point out, one “rather obvious” place to use CBR to teach discipline-specific course
content is in the social sciences (p. 125). The most important component is being
able to connect the project to course content.
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Step 1: Finding a Community Partner

The first step is to find a community partner willing to collaborate on a project.
When looking for a community partner, it is important to broaden your definition
of “community” As Strand et al. (2003) point out, community partners include, but
are not limited to, educational institutions, community-based organizations, and
any other type of group or agency that may not be in close proximity to the
college/ university but has similar values and goals. For example, we have partnered
with alocal living history museum in the same town as the college (Winters Heritage
House Museum), groups/programs on campus (Elizabethtown College Student
Senate and the Sophomore Year and Faculty/ Staff Purposeful Life Work Retreats), a
historical society approximately 30 minutes from the college (LancasterHistory.org),
an honor society whose headquarters is four hours away from the college (Alpha
Kappa Delta [AKD] International Sociology Honor Society), and a global partner
whose headquarters is located over 8,500 miles away from the college (Mindanao
Peacebuilding Institute Foundation). For your first CBR project it is important to
choose locally, not globally. Global partnerships add a whole new layer of challenges:
time differences, language barriers, international IRB, etc.

All of our partnerships developed from situations where each of the community
partners expressed a need for or interest in the completion of research of some
kind. Another option is for the instructor to approach a community partner to
inquire about research needs. In our current assessment-based society, many
organizations are deficient in the skills and resources needed to conduct assessment
and analyze data. We have found community partners to be both enthusiastic and
grateful for free or low-cost assistance, and they have been dedicated to providing
an experiential learning opportunity for students. Interestingly, our community
partners have been just as concerned about what the students have learned through
the project as they have been about the recommendations made in the final report.

Initially, you may not be able to find a partner who expresses an interest in hav-
ing research conducted for their specific organization. Another way to find a
potential partner is through a center at your institution that is dedicated to civic
engagement, service-learning, teaching and learning, or global citizenship. These
types of centers often have connections with organizations in the local commu-
nity, and they are a good place to start looking for community partners, especially
for your first time implementing a CBR project in your course.

When choosing a community partner it is also important to match the topic of
research to the course subject. For example, if you are implementing a CBR project
in a social work class focused on aging, you will want to partner with an organiza-
tion that deals with aging either directly (like a nursing home) or indirectly (like
Meals on Wheels). If you implement a CBR project into a Research Methods
course, the type of community partner or topic of research is not as important
since the topic of interest for your students is everything research methods.
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Another important consideration includes building a meaningful relationship
between the students and the community partner. The degree of involvement by
the community partner varies by their location, availability, and desire. Since stu-
dents may not be doing much (or any) of their CBR work at the location of the
community partner, creating connections will encourage greater investment in the
project. For example, during the Winters Heritage House Museum and Lancaster-
History.org projects, all students in the class took tours of the facilities. Alternately,
when it is not possible for all students to physically meet with the community
partner, it is important to find other ways to connect. For example, with the AKD
project, several students volunteered to represent the class at the Eastern Socio-
logical Society Annual Meeting, where they presented preliminary results of the
project and met representatives of the community partner. Upon their return, the
students related their experience to the rest of the class including the expectations
the community partner had for the final product. All of our projects began with an
initial research design meeting, in person, with the community partner.

Step 2: Learning about the Community Partner
and Setting Goals

To design the most effective CBR project, it is imperative to fully understand the
community partner’s expectations of the project. This requires early, clear com-
munication between the instructor and the community partner. Ideally, three to
six months prior to the start of the CBR project, the instructor should establish the
research question(s), anticipated research design, project objectives, and funding
requirements with your community partner. The challenge is to anticipate the
needs and barriers inherent in the project so you can help your students authenti-
cally navigate the discovery and problem-solving process. Having the research
design and important details set up ahead of time with the community partner will
allow you to guide your students through the important steps while alleviating
high levels of stress and uncertainty during the project.

After you have learned about and communicated with your community part-
ner, it is important to establish the specific student learning outcomes and project
objectives. Both faculty (Polanyi and Cockburn 2003; Stocking and Cutforth 2006)
and students (Willis et al. 2003) have attested to the importance of setting clear
outcomes or goals at the beginning of a CBR project. It is essential to have student-
learning outcomes, community-partner outcomes, and specific objectives for the
project. This is also where you will establish the connection between the project
and course content.

Step 3: Organizing Work Teams

Our version of CBR uses a team-based approach. Therefore, the next step is to cre-
ate the work teams for the project. The number and type of teams will depend on
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the number of students in the class, the structure and needs of the community
partner, and the project goals for the specific course. It is important that all teams
have a roughly equal workload, even though the busy time may occur during dif-
ferent parts of the semester. For example, the IRB team will do most of its work
early in the semester while the Report/ Writing and Editing team will have more
work toward the end of the semester.

A challenge with any type of group activity or assignment is determining how to
create teams. Individuals enrolled in the methods course are required to complete
a 30-minute online strengths assessment called the Clifton StrengthsFinder devel-
oped by StrengthsQuest and the Gallup Education Practice (focused on higher edu-
cation). The StrengthsQuest inventory can be found at www.strengthsquest.com
and costs approximately s$10. The inventory identifies the top five talent themes, out
of a possible 34, for each individual based on research within the field of positive
psychology. Furthermore, the talent themes can be categorized according to four
domains of leadership including executing, influencing, relationship building, and
strategic thinking. Research by Rath and Conchie (2009) found that teams excel
when strengths in each of the four domains existed; although each individual team
member need not have strengths in a particular domain, the team should be well
rounded. We used the collective results to group individuals into teams, with each
team having members fitting within the four domains. Furthermore, using research
examining Clifton StrengthsFinder and attending workshops held by a Strengths
coach, we carefully distributed particular strength themes. The themes of competi-
tion, command, and social intelligence were carefully distributed to ensure that
none of the teams would have more than one individual with those strengths to
avoid conflict and allow for a greater likelihood of collaboration.

As Stocking and Cutforth (2006) point out, students’ personal characteristics
play a critical role in the success of CBR projects. Utilizing the StrengthsQuest
inventory also helps you, as the instructor, to understand your class more holisti-
cally and know where you may need to allocate more time or resources. For exam-
ple, if your class has no or very few executors, you may need to build in extra
deadlines to help them get tasks completed in a timely manner. Similarly, if the
class has few relationship builders, you may need to spend more time on relation-
ship-based skills such as conflict management or ways to build cohesion and col-
laboration within the class.

In addition, if resources allow, it is ideal to have undergraduate or graduate
teaching assistants (TAs) assist with the project. For our projects, we assign under-
graduate TAs to each group, and they act as the liaison between the teams and the
professor. This helps structure the project more like a “real world” consulting firm
and allows for TAs to become more experienced on certain aspects of the project.
TAs are responsible for meeting with teams, collecting and providing feedback on
meeting minutes, keeping track of the tasks that need to be completed by each
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group, as well as being a resource for the project and community partner. This type
of structure also helps alleviate some of the faculty workload.

Step 4: Establishing Professional Norms

It is vital to establish the professional norms for the course. One way we chose to
do this is through the creation of a CBR resource guide. We titled this guide The
Research Methods Playbook (because of our emphasis on teams and teamwork).
We use it to help facilitate collaboration both within and between teams and the
community partner. The TAs created our playbook, we update it every year, and
we distribute it to the class during the first week of the semester. While our play-
book has “Research Methods” in the title, the information included is applicable to
any course containing a CBR project after some modification. Basically, your guide
should contain resources that you think students need to be successful in the
project, from general information about the structure of the project to specific
templates. The playbook provides a more holistic approach to teaching that focuses
on the whole student and helps provide additional information on “real world”
skills, like collaboration, business casual attire, and writing meeting minutes. Pre-
vious research has noted the importance of providing students with clear support
systems throughout the project (Stocker and Chapman 2006; Willis et al. 2003).
Our playbook is one way we accomplish this.

Another way we establish professional norms throughout the project includes
the keeping of meeting minutes. In order to foster greater accountability and
transparency, and to track the decisions that have been made, we require that each
team submit professional meeting minutes after each meeting. Even if your cam-
pus is not residential, students could meet as a team briefly during, before, or after
class. All meeting minutes have to follow the same template and must be submit-
ted to the supervising TA for approval within 48 hours of the meeting. At the
conclusion of the project, we include all minutes in the final report that is submit-
ted to the community partner.

Next, it is important to educate students about the difference between CBL,
CBR, service-learning, and volunteering. Stocker and Chapman (2006) refer to
this as “ensuring student readiness” that “relates to the extent which students are
familiar with and sensitive to the community; understand the principles of CBR,
and possess the relevant research skills and substantive knowledge” (p. 62). We
accomplish this in our class by assigning required reading that includes specific
articles on CBL and CBR. Students then have to answer questions about the defini-
tions, benefits, and perceived challenges during the first group meeting. Not only
does this help students become familiar with the different terms, we also use the
assigned journal articles to discuss strategies for reading scholarly work. Finally,
using the resources in the Playbook, the journal articles, and research about the
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community partner, the class develops an “elevator talk” summarizing the project
that everyone in the class memorizes.

Step 5: Developing an Assessment Plan

Faculty will need to develop a project assessment plan that includes an evaluation
of student performance. Evaluation of student performance has been identified as
one of the most challenging aspects of implementation of CBR (Stoker and Cur-
forth 2006). Some ways that student learning has been assessed in the literature
include the evaluation of written components (Chapdelaine and Chapman 1999;
Stoker and Curforth 2006) and field notes (Wickersham et al. 2016), as well as in-
class and formal public presentations (Stoker and Curforth 2006).

At the conclusion of Research Methods, we base students’ grades for the CBR
project on several components: completion and quality of group tasks, submission
and quality of group status reports and meeting minutes, the mid-project or final
project report, and an end of semester assessment. We give the end of semester
assessment to students during the last week of class, and structure it like a take-
home final exam. The final assessment requires students to answer questions about
all areas of the project, from research design and IRB to sampling and data collec-
tion, as well as provide a 250-word reflection on what they learned and their over-
all experience with the project.

While students may consult with each other and specific teams for answers to
the questions, they are expected to write their reactions independently. The pur-
pose of this assignment is threefold. First, this assignment allows us to evaluate
who has been engaged with the material during class throughout the semester and
to determine overall retention of material. Relatedly, this assignment rewards indi-
viduals and teams who have been collaborating and working diligently all semes-
ter. Third, the reflection piece serves as an assessment of learning, personal growth,
and the value of CBR in the classroom.

It is important to note that in the six years we have been using a CBR project in
the course sequence, not a single student has ever asked about how they are being
graded for the project. In fact, it does not seem like the grade is the motivating
factor for completion of the project. The students seem to care more about their
team representing the college in the community. Additionally, students seem
highly concerned that their final product accurately exemplifies the class and each
individual’s work ethic. Similarly, undergraduates from a variety of institutions
stated, “As students, we were devoted to our projects well beyond just receiving
grades” (Willis et al. 2003:40).

Students’ grades on the CBR project during Statistical Analysis are based on
several of the same criteria (completion and quality of group tasks, submission
and quality of group status reports and minutes, and the final project report), but
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instead of an end of semester assessment, all students in the class present the
project at Elizabethtown College Scholarship and Creative Arts Day (http://www
.etown.edu/programs/scad/); present it at an additional conference, such as the
Mid-Atlantic Undergraduate Social Research Conference or Eastern Sociological
Society Annual Meeting; and participate in a presentation to the community part-
ner (in some format). These presentation-type assessments align more closely with
the “real world” skills and desired outcomes for the course. In addition, requiring
students to present the project at the end of the semester keeps them motivated
and on task to finish the project in a timely manner.

CHALLENGES

As with executing any project, creating a CBR project inevitably runs into at least
one challenge. Every CBR project, no matter how well planned, is a work in
progress. We have identified a few of the main challenges we have faced when
implementing a CBR project.

Relationships

Although the CBL literature documents the benefits to students, faculty, and the
community partner of collaboration, it has been our experience that students fin-
ish the project feeling more negative toward the community partner than at the
start of the project. More specifically, while students were significantly more likely
to think the community partner was important for the community (t = —2.991;
p = .004), feel confident that they know a great deal about the community partner
(t=-7.023; p = .000), and feel confident that they know a lot about the people who
are serviced by the community partner (t = -6.721; p = .000), they were not sig-
nificantly more excited about working with the partner. Students often voiced
negative feelings about the community partner in class as well as in written feed-
back. For example, as a sophomore Sociology/ Anthropology major stated, “It was
also very time consuming and frustrating when the group we were working with
wouldn't respond in a timely manner” While we do not suggest implementing a
CBR project for the sole purpose of getting students to care about the community
partner, we do believe collaborating with a community partner provides a rare
opportunity to learn about patience and working in the “real world”

Time
As with any successful pedagogy, CBR projects are incredibly time- and work-
intensive, for both faculty members and students (Chapdelaine and Chapman 1999;
Polanyi and Cockburn 2003; Stocking and Cutforth 2003; Willis et al. 2003). On the
part of faculty members, organizing and coordinating a CBR project often means
3-6 months of planning before the semester even begins. In addition, although this
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project is supposed to simulate a real-world work environment, these are still col-
lege students, so the normal 9-5 workday will not apply. You may have to make
yourself available to meet with students outside of normal business hours.

CBR projects are often more time-consuming and demanding for students than
traditional modes of assessment, such as exams. When asked to rate their agree-
ment with the following statement, “I expect to view the course as involved, time
consuming and/ or demanding” on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree) the students averaged a 4.18 at the pre-test, which increased to a 4.72 by the
post-test (p = .004). So while students were expecting the course to be time-
consuming and demanding, it ended up being even more so than they expected.
As one senior English and Sociology/ Anthropology double major stated, “The
time commitment was my biggest challenge. Between other classes, two jobs, and
an internship it took serious time management to get everything done”

Uncertainty

Another obstacle for faculty before (and while) implementing a CBR project is the
high level of uncertainty (Chapdelaine and Chapman 1999; Stocking and Cutforth
2003; Willis et al. 2003). What if the community partner quits during the project?
What if we do not complete the project? These same questions cause us to lose
sleep every semester, even after successfully completing numerous CBR projects in
the past. We have never had a partner quit nor have we ever failed to complete a
project. Remember, no matter how much you plan, something will go wrong. For
example, the day we launched the questionnaire for one of our CBR projects, the
first author was sick at home and began receiving multiple emails from individuals
trying to take the survey about an issue with one of the questions. She had to con-
tact the class from home, who then had to figure out how to fix the problem
remotely. Fortunately, the TAs were responsible, and the students had plenty of
resources to problem solve. It ended up being a confidence-building experience
for all involved. During another CBR project, students were supposed to interview
individuals who participated in specific programs at a museum, but none of those
who agreed to be interviewed beforehand showed up for the workshops. We had
to make an onsite decision to interview anyone who was at the museum that day,
eliminating some workshop-specific questions from the interview guide. Once
you begin a CBR project, you must see it through to completion. Be prepared to
assure students, and yourself, that through hard work and diligence, the project
will come to a successful conclusion.

One problem we have encountered consistently is that the class fails to complete
(to our standards) the final report. This is not to say that students did not do a great
deal of work or that they just did not complete the project. Rather, it is our experi-
ence that students get busy with other tasks at the end of the semester and do not
compile the final reports as carefully as we would like. Furthermore, previous
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research on CBR has stated over and over again that because of format, depth, and
time commitments, CBR projects do not fit well within the traditional semester
format (Stocking and Cutforth 2003; Willis et al. 2003). Since these reports are often
all the community partner reads about the process, we want the final reports to be
of the highest quality. We now plan for and expect to be editing the final report for
the community partner over winter and summer break before we send it out. In
addition, when funds are available, we have hired students to work as research
assistants over break to finish the project. We are not alone; research shows that
other faculty have had different students take over projects (Stocking and Cutforth
2006) or have had students finish on their own after the end of the semester either
through grants, independent studies, honors projects, or being hired as research
assistants (Stocking and Cutforth 2006; Willis et al. 2003).

FINAL THOUGHTS

CBR improves student learning, increases confidence in research skills, fosters
professionalism, encourages relationship building, and increases interest in social
issues. Furthermore, we have found CBR to be transformative, cohort building,
skill developing, and rewarding. CBR has the potential to be successfully incorpo-
rated into any type of course using the steps identified in this chapter.

One unexpected benefit we have recently identified has been watching students
use CBR and the skills they developed from the project independently in applied
settings. We would like to close with a story of one particularly rewarding exam-
ple. The past two years, the first author served as the faculty sponsor of an institu-
tional team of students who participated in the Client Problem Solving Competi-
tion (formerly the Judith Little Problem Solving Competition) at the Association
of Applied and Clinical Sociology (AACS) Annual Meeting. Prior to the meetings
each year, the student team researched and co-authored a grant proposal that
secured funding for the trip from the Dean of Faculty at Elizabethtown College.
The proposal construction incorporated many skills and professional norms
gained from the CBR project. Once at the AACS annual meeting, the student
teams were well prepared for the intense 48-hour experience. The competition
requires student teams to meet with a client where they were given a “problem” to
solve, including the compilation of a literature review, data collection, writing an
executive summary, and then presenting a “solution” to the client. This format
closely resembled the CBR project described in this chapter. With a truncated
timetable to work with for the competition, both student teams were able to use
the skills they developed to successfully present their solution to a panel of eight
judges including the client representative. The Elizabethtown College team was
named the winning team both years. Another team will be competing this year to
continue the tradition and once again test their skills obtained from the CBR
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project. We never anticipated that students from the course sequence would want
to spend their Fall Break working 48 hours to complete a CBR project. Further-
more, the end goal for both teams was not to win; rather, it was to develop a viable
solution for the community partner and provide the best possible supporting data.
Without the CBR project, the team would not be prepared or interested in such a
competition.

This chapter had three main goals: to provide a foundation of scholarship on
CBR for faculty interested in pursuing and implementing their own CBR project;
to provide background and assessment of our own CBR project in order to illus-
trate the benefits to students and faculty; and to serve as a practical guide for
explaining how to successfully integrate a CBR project into a course. We hope you
use information from this guide to create your own journey that will enable you to
experience the benefits for yourself, your students, and your community beyond
what we describe in this chapter.
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5

Strategies and Resources for
Internationalizing the Curriculum

Christine K. Oakley

Anthony Giddens (2002) characterized globalization not as something solely “out
there” (e.g., global financial systems, geopolitics, climate change), but included
what is “in here” (sexuality, intimacy, work, family). Reimers (2016) reminds us
that we live in a world where “[IJocal and global affairs are deeply intertwined, and
technology has transformed the ways in which most people interact, access knowl-
edge, work, and participate civically” According to the American Council on Edu-
cation’s (2011) Blue Ribbon Panel on Global Engagement, colleges and universities
are obligated to prepare students for the realities of living and working in a
globalized environment “so that they can meet their responsibilities as citizens”
(p. 14).

Yet only slightly more than half of colleges and universities identify some aspect
of preparing students to engage and excel in a globalized world among their top
five strategic priorities; less than a third have a comprehensive plan for integrating
global learning into curricular and co-curricular offerings (American Council on
Education 2012). The purpose of this chapter is to provide tools and strategies to
educators who want (or have been asked) to “internationalize the curriculum. I
begin with a brief discussion of historical and contemporary contexts in which
higher education has been viewed as strategic in educating students for global
engagement. I then introduce specific tools available to educators to “internation-
alize the curriculum,” beginning with a more macro examination of a discipline’s
program of study, then identifying various ways to infuse globally related material
into a specific course. The chapter ends with some tips for becoming more
international as an educator, teaching students abroad, and teaching in an interna-
tionally diverse classroom.
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HIGHER EDUCATION AS A SITE FOR INTERNATIONAL
EDUCATION

It is important to understand the historical context of the contemporary interna-
tionalization movement in higher education to appreciate it as an ongoing process.
The challenges posed by internationalizing our own approaches to teaching,
research, and service are worth the effort, if the outcome is “informed, open-
minded, and responsible [students] who are attentive to diversity across the spec-
trum of differences, [who] seek to understand how their actions affect both local
and global communities, and [who] address the world’s most pressing and endur-
ing issues collaboratively and equitably” (Association of American Colleges and
Universities n.d.).

Although higher education has always been “international,” as travelers sought
“learning, friends and leisure” in university cities in the Middle Ages (de Wit
2002:5), recognition of the value of global learning, as it is carried out on U.S. col-
lege campuses today, began in the twentieth century shortly after World War I. The
founding of two present-day organizations, the Institute for International Educa-
tion (IIE) in 1919 and the German Academic Exchange Service or DAAD (Deut-
scher Akademischer Austauschdienst) in 1925, to foster peace through under-
standing between nations through international educational exchange (de Wit
2002), marks the onset of this movement. After World War II, the Fulbright Act
was passed to “[foster] bilateral relationships in which citizens and governments
of other countries work with the U.S” (Fulbright 2016). Yet it was the Cold War
and the success of the Soviet satellite Sputnik that crystallized the relationship
between national defense and international education with rare federal dollars for
education secured through the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) in 1958
for science, math, and foreign language training. In the following decade, Con-
gress appropriated over a billion dollars to fund NDEA programs, resulting in a
doubling of college enrollments between 1960 and 1970 (U.S. House 2016). How-
ever, the failure of the 1966 International Education Act, designed “[to] provide for
the strengthening of American educational resources for international study and
research” (IEA 1966), prompted one of the leading scholars on global issues in
higher education, Hans de Wit, to conclude that the inherent value of an interna-
tional education in and of itself is not strong enough to secure the type of eco-
nomic and institutional support needed to transform colleges and universities into
global institutions (2002).

Comprehensive Internationalization

De Wit’s cautionary remarks are instructive for today’s educators in two significant
ways. Regardless of whether you want to infuse global content into a course or
participate in assessing your departments curriculum for indicators of global
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TABLE 5.1 Adapted from CIGE Model for Comprehensive Internationalization (2012)

Institutional Features

Areas of Inquiry

Articulated institutional

commitment
Administrative
structure and
staffing
Curriculum, co-
curriculum, and
learning outcomes
Faculty policies and
practices

Do mission statements, strategic plans, and formal assessment mechanisms
express an institution’s commitment to internationalization?

Are there administrative/ faculty positions dedicated to
internationalization? Is there an International Office? Does it report to
Student Affairs, the Provost, or the President?

Are international opportunities, courses, and programs reflected in the
general education and language requirements, co-curricular activities and
programs, and specified student-learning outcomes?

Is there support for hiring international faculty? How well is international
travel supported? Are international collaboration, study abroad, and
international grant awards reflected in tenure and promotion policies?

Student mobility What percent of students study abroad? What percent of students are
international? Are there incentives for student-incoming and -outgoing
mobility?

International Are there joint-degree or dual/ double-degree programs with

collaboration and international partners? Are there incentives to form international collabo-

partnerships rations?

soURCE: American Council on Education. 2012. “Mapping Internationalization on U.S. Campuses: 2012 Edition”
Washington, DC: American Council on Education. Retrieved December 30, 2016 (http://www.acenet.edu/news-
room/Documents/2011-CIGE-BRPReport.pdf).

learning, first learn about your institution’s strategic, financial, and/or academic
investment in internationalizing itself. Second, discover ways to become a part of
that investment. By doing so, you may be able to access resources and collaborate
with like-minded colleagues, who can assist you in this process. This section high-
lights some of those institutional elements that support comprehensive campus
internationalization.

Hudzik (2011) defines comprehensive internationalization as “a commitment,
confirmed through action, to infuse international and comparative perspectives
throughout the teaching, research, and service missions of higher education”
(p. 6). Over the past three decades much has been written about the value, barriers,
structure, and politics of internationalization in higher education; for example, see
Parcells, O’Brien, and Wordruff’s (2013) comprehensive bibliography, in addition to
Altbach and Knight (2007), de Wit (2002), Green (2012), Hudzik (2011), and Mesten-
hauser and Ellingboe (1998). The National Association for International Educators
(NAFSA) and the American Council on Education’s Center for Internationalization
and Global Engagement (CIGE) have provided useful guides for initiating compre-
hensive internationalization. Altbach and Knight (2007) recognize, however, that
while comprehensive internationalization appears to be a central influence in today’s
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institutions of higher education, certain trends may affect its pace. Changes in
national security and immigration policies that impact visa accessibility, for exam-
ple, could affect both study abroad and international student recruitment, faculty
exchange, and other factors impacting the cross-border academic initiatives that
contribute to internationalization.

The general features in Table 5.1 can assist you in learning about the degree of
internationalization on your campus. Ideally each feature should be both integrated
throughout an institution’s general policies, programs, and initiatives, and, of
course, adequately resourced. Best practices recognized as notable achievements in
comprehensive internationalization are available through NAFSA’s Simon Interna-
tionalization Best Practices Index (2016).

INTERNATIONALIZING THE CURRICULUM

Given that the national averages for students studying abroad approximate the
percent of international students studying in the United States (both around 5 per-
cent) (Farrugia and Bhandari 2015), many institutions are looking for “at home”
strategies to internationalize. Cogan (1998) asserts that until the curriculum is
internationalized, “all other efforts [at campus internationalization] will be sec-
ondary” (p. 106). Leask (2013) defined internationalization of the curriculum
broadly as “the incorporation of an international and intercultural dimension into
the content of the curriculum as well as the teaching and learning arrangements
and support services of a program of study” (p. 106). This definition allows for the
internationalization of an entire program of study, as well as the individual course.

Curriculum Mapping

Internationalization of the curriculum is ideally accomplished by establishing gen-
eral education and disciplinary-specific student-learning outcomes that contribute
to global learning. One tool to evaluate the degree to which a program of study is
internationalized is a curriculum map or curriculum matrix. Based on Jacobs’s
(1997) foundational work to foster curricular integration in K-12 settings, compre-
hensive curriculum maps are designed to graphically display: (1) an institution’s
expected undergraduate learning outcomes, (2) how these outcomes are operation-
alized in discipline-specific programs of study and/or the institution’s general edu-
cation curriculum, (3) which courses provide students with opportunities to accom-
plish these outcomes, and (4) what activities in those courses assess the degree to
which a student achieves a level of competency of a given outcome. Institutions of
higher education vary in their goals for constructing curriculum maps. For exam-
ples of discipline-specific curriculum maps, see Florida International University’s
online compendium of assessment rubrics and curriculum maps. For those seeking
a simplified process, Carney (2015) offers easy-to-follow tips for map designs that
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identify gaps in the curriculum to fulfill student-learning outcomes. The CIGE has
developed an Internationalization Tool Kit that offers extensive examples of interna-
tionalized curricula, co-curricula, and global learning outcomes.

The value of curriculum mapping to internationalization is twofold. It enables
the examination of both institutional and disciplinary learning outcomes with glo-
bal learning goals in mind. A map may also show the degree to which a program of
study provides opportunities for students to gain global perspectives and intercul-
tural skills by identifying which courses meet specific outcomes. If an introductory
course, for example, is the only course in a program of study that provides “global
content,” to what extent would that curriculum be considered internationalized?

Course Content Infusion

Many of us may not have the opportunity to become involved with international-
izing the curriculum at that level, but would still like to internationalize a current
course in our teaching portfolios. Cogan (1998) and others support this approach
over the creation of new “global” courses. Groennings and Wiley (1990) reported
an inattention to international content in courses they examined across the seven
humanities, social science, and communication disciplines. They discovered that
faculty with international interests and experience across these disciplines genu-
inely understood the positive relationship between global learning and student
success after graduation, but that international content was isolated to a few gen-
eral education courses and not incorporated throughout the curriculum.

Cogan (1998) offers three simple suggestions for infusing international content
into existing courses. While he notes that these simple strategies are not “new or
earthshaking . .. curricular infusion does require some international experience
so that one’s assumptions about the world and the way in which we do things are
challenged” (p. 116).

1. Assign globalized reading material to ensure a variety of cultural perspec-
tives and methodological approaches are used to explore a specific topic.

2. Construct assignments that enable cross-cultural perspectives and interna-
tional foci, or require students to work with students from different cultural
backgrounds. Baldassar and McKensie (2016), for example, incorporated
the investigation of international students’ lived experiences into the
teaching of qualitative research methods. Through this course, students not
only gained practical research experience, but by engaging with interna-
tional students, they learned cultural perspectives from their peers in
meaningful ways that served to advance campus internationalization.
Bernardo and Deardorf’s Building Cultural Competence (2012) is an
excellent resource for intercultural communication activities and skill
development. Written in a workbook format, this text offers explicit
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classroom and professional development activities on topics such as
understanding difference, navigating identity, building global teams, and
managing cultural transitions. Each activity includes learning outcomes,
facilitation tips, and debriefing strategies.

3. Use authentic globally related examples in lectures, discussion prompts, and
visuals drawn from one’s own international experiences. In my Global
Leadership Capstone Course, I show videos from students who have
traveled with me to share their research about a complex global issue. It is
empowering for students to see their peers in Bangladesh, for example,
discussing water filtration systems with villagers negatively affected by
contaminated wells. Other examples of global infusion include inviting
visiting international faculty to guest lecture or rewarding students for
participating in relevant international activities on campus, such as Interna-
tional Women’s Day or celebrating the Chinese New Year. It is important to
note, however, that Cogan is not suggesting an “add global and stir”
approach. Infusing global content into any course must enable a student to
achieve a global competency objective established in the course’s student-
learning outcomes.

Another strategy for infusing global learning into existing coursework is to
draw from the Association of American Colleges and Universitiess VALUE rubrics.
Although these 16 rubrics were designed for assessment purposes (VALUE = Valid
Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education), they provide a wealth of
ideas for curricular innovation and course revision. For example, the VALUE
rubric for Intercultural Knowledge and Competence frames topics such as culture,
empathy, and intercultural experience within the wider contexts of self-knowledge
and personal and social responsibility. I use the Global Learning VALUE rubric as
a scaffolding for my leadership course. Beginning with an examination of the self,
the students have an opportunity to explore how culture influences certain aspects
of their personal identity. The rubric enables me to systematically move from the
micro (self-awareness), through intercultural skill development, to understanding
the global systems and the importance of applying knowledge for social change.
The VALUE rubrics can be especially useful in internationalizing the core require-
ments in a discipline such as introductory, research skills, theoretical foundations,
and capstone courses.

Virtual Intercultural Exchange

The State University of New York was one of the first to experiment with using
online technologies to enable intercultural learning between U.S.-based class-
rooms and students in classrooms abroad. Their resulting practice was termed
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) (Rubin and Guth 2015).
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COIL should not be considered a specific technology or set of technologies, but a
framework that institutions can adapt to a wide variety of courses, disciplines, and
levels of faculty expertise. The basic components include: (1) an international fac-
ulty partnership, (2) a collaborative assignment or project, and (3) online tools
easily accessible in both countries. Some international faculty partners team-teach
a course from a syllabus they co-designed within the context of the COIL frame-
work, while others incorporate intercultural learning through one project or
assignment using simple online technologies. Two excellent online resources that
provide valuable information on the development and implementation of COIL
courses are SUNY’s COIL Center and the University of Washington’s COIL
Initiative.

Levinson and Davidson (2015) examined another approach to international
education through the use of online learning. They observed parallel increases in
two similar experiential learning trends: online learning and study abroad. They
identified three different types of course offerings that combine these two trends to
provide cross-cultural experience: virtual study abroad (no international travel), a
hybrid of international travel and online learning, and comprehensive offerings
that extend beyond a semester. Although they emphasize the need for rigorous
student-learning outcome data, they suggested that such studies would best be
collaborative efforts among international educators, experts in online learning,
and researchers in the scholarship of teaching and learning.

Barriers to Faculty Engagement in International Work

Lisa K. Childress identified a number of barriers that impede faculty engagement
in internationalization of the curriculum, as well as the mechanisms that institu-
tions can use to overcome these barriers (cited in Leask 2013). She found a lack of
financial resources for faculty international engagement as a commonly cited bar-
rier, and she suggested that the provision of even small grants for international
work, including those for internationalizing teaching and learning, can increase
faculty involvement. She also identified a lack of recognition for international
work in tenure and promotion and suggested that institutions not only reward
international research, but also international fellowships and service. Goodwin
and Nacht (1991) identified challenges posed to faculty who conduct work abroad.
Their work relays some obvious, and a few subtle, costs of international travel.
Even when the travel is for research purposes, faculty cited interruptions in gradu-
ate student mentoring, participation in departmental decision-making, and on-
campus service obligations as “costs” of being abroad. While technology has miti-
gated some of the challenges to overseas communication, time differentials and
in-country technical limitations still pose difficulties. They also mentioned the
burden that international travel has on family, especially if a partner or child is
unable to accompany the faculty abroad.
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Despite these challenges, Ellingobe (1998) identified faculty engagement as one
of six components that administrators, faculty, and staff indicated as key to cam-
pus internationalization. In her University of Minnesota case study, she found that
faculty engagement contributed significantly to the availability of globally focused
courses across the disciplines, to international collaborations, and to a more inclu-
sive campus climate that fostered faculty interactions with international students
and scholars. I have selected two additional ways faculty can foster global learning.

Faculty-Directed Study Abroad

Shari Becker Albright defines the global classroom as “one that creates a global
vision and culture, recruits and prepares internationally-oriented teachers, trans-
forms curriculum and instruction by integrating international content, empha-
sizes language proficiency, and expands student experiences through harnessing
technology, international travel and partnerships, and international service learn-
ing and internships” (cited in West 2012:3). While this description is of a brick-
and-mortar classroom, we can apply it to the study abroad classroom of a faculty-
directed program. Faculty-directed (or faculty-led) study abroad programs are
applicable to all disciplines from animal science to accounting. Faculty-directed
study abroad programs are a form of experiential learning in which a faculty
member directs the educational experience of students abroad, most commonly,
for four to eight weeks during the summer. These programs often include teaching
credit-bearing courses in a given program of study, facilitating excursions to in-
country sites relevant to the course material, and providing opportunities for serv-
ice learning or career development. Faculty, for example, might take a group of
students to Brazil to study from-farm-to-cup coffee production, a crop not easily
studied in the United States, or travel to Jordan to experience the history and pres-
ervation of the architectural wonders of Petra.

Many faculty engaged in this type of teaching and learning design programs for
locations where they have international partnerships or collaborations, taking
advantage of existing networks to design student-learning opportunities. This type
of teaching, however, requires the same attention to student learning as does the
development and delivery of an on-campus course. It is imperative that the aca-
demic rigor, course contact hours, and adherence to an itinerary that maps activities
to student-learning outcomes is equal to or even exceeds that of a traditional class.

While there are inherent challenges engaging in international travel with
undergraduates, with the proper training, support, and program design, directing
a study abroad program provides a learning experience for both faculty and stu-
dents that is not achievable in a campus classroom. It enables faculty to explore
alternative teaching styles and develop assessment tools for experiential learning.
It also provides students the opportunity to learn course material in a culturally
relevant environment (Hulstrand 2006).
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While NAFSA and the Forum on Education Abroad have resource materials on
faculty-directed programs, the best resource for faculty interested in this type of
international engagement is their institution’s study abroad office.

International Pedagogy

In 2014-15, the number of international students studying in the United States
increased by 10 percent, bringing the number of students from all over the world
to 975,000 (Farrugia and Bhandari 2015). Although student mobility is an essential
element of comprehensive internationalization, faculty may not be prepared to
teach a diverse array of international learners. While much has been written about
the institutional and pedagogical impact of international students and scholars on
campus (Parcells et al. 2013), the University of Michigan Center for Research on
Learning and Teaching offers accessible online resources for effectively engaging
international students in the classroom. These practical approaches are effective in
creating a safe and supportive environment for diverse student learners. The fol-
lowing examples are among the simplest to incorporate into current teaching
practices:

Slow down; use a lecture pace that allows time for note-taking

Provide an agenda or outline for each class

Post PowerPoint slides

Illustrate key points with visual material

Create study guides and study questions to help students prioritize reading
material

Ask all students to write responses to questions asked in class; ask students to
read their responses

Use pairs so all students can talk about an idea

Clarify idioms and cultural references when used

Question generalizations and cultural stereotypes

See difference as a valuable resource in the classroom to facilitate learning
from various cultural perspectives

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

As professional educators, faculty have an obligation to prepare students to lead
and excel in a global society. Although efforts to internationalize the curriculum
require time and resources, pedagogical change, and in some cases a disciplinary
stretch, the potential impact on student learning and the development of intercul-
tural competency cannot be understated. While much work needs to be done to
assess the relationship between our work to internationalize the curriculum and
our students’ global competency, it has been my experience as an international
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educator that our work has contributed to the development of global citizens. I
have been privileged to see this transformation in many of my students, whether
they have studied abroad or gained their global perspectives “at home.” Their will-
ingness to learn, their commitment to social justice, and their courage to bridge
cultural and language differences inspires me to continue to be engaged in this
rewarding work.
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Understanding the Effects of a General Education
Flipped Classroom on Student Success
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The present study investigates the effects a flipped university classroom has on
student success. It seeks to investigate the relationship between the flipped design
on student performance and content knowledge in an introductory American
Government core curriculum class. Specifically, this chapter addresses the ques-
tion, “Does a flipped classroom model improve performance and content knowl-
edge?” We expect to find that this model does indeed improve student success in
both areas. The expectation is that a high correlation exists between the flipped
model and an increase in student performance measured by a decrease in Ds, Fs,
and student withdrawal (DFW) rates and an increase in student performance
measured by end-of-course grades (As and Bs particularly, or AB rates). We also
expect the findings to show that students in this pedagogical environment improve
their general knowledge content at a level higher than students taking the same
course, but with a traditional lecture format.

This study is the result of a two-phased process. The first phase, or the pilot
study of the class, was run in the Spring semester of 2015 and generated mixed
results on the relationship between the flipped classroom and student engage-
ment, performance, and satisfaction (Albert, Pettit, and Terry 2016). Importantly,
Phase I produced a valuable “lessons-learned” study that helped the investigators
redesign the course taking into account those lessons. The present chapter seeks to
incorporate results from Phase II, measuring the effectiveness after designing the
pilot study and implementing changes based on the pilot-study findings. Essen-
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tially, we posit that the flipped model engages students far better than other class-
room techniques and argue that to increase student persistence rates, end-of-
course grades, and general content knowledge, and to decrease DFW rates, this
pedagogy should be more widely implemented, especially in required core classes
throughout the general education curriculum. We proceed in four main sections.
The first section contains a brief review of the literature pertinent to the flipped
classroom pedagogy. Second, this chapter discusses the methodology, research
design, and university/class dynamics and course design. Third, this chapter
delivers the results of Phase II, comparing them to the Phase I data. Last, it con-
cludes with a discussion of the results of, and limitations to, the flipped pedagogy
and the direction for future research. This section concludes with ideas for satis-
factorily implementing a flipped classroom. Although this study is specific to a
political science course, we believe it is generally applicable to any social science
course. To begin, this chapter examines the flipped concept in the literature.

THE FLIPPED PEDAGOGY

This literature review begins with defining flipped pedagogy and listing similar
models of teaching and learning. Although there is no single way to flip a class-
room, the main purpose of flipping is to shift responsibility for learning from the
teacher to the student. According to Bergmann and Sams (2012), flipping a class is
more of a mindset than a formula, with the goal being for students to learn instead
of just completing assignments. Instead of the traditional model of listening to a
lecture in class and working on problems at home, students read material and view
videos before coming to class. The at-home assignments prepare students for in-
class activities that engage students in active learning such as case studies, labs,
games, simulations, or experiments (Herreid and Schiller 2013). Other similar
models include blended learning, hybrid learning, reverse instruction, and the
24/7 classroom. Nearly every discipline and major in higher education has
attempted to integrate flipping in some way.

Researchers have varying thoughts on what aspects are crucial to flipped class-
rooms. Although they found few studies that met the criteria, according to Bishop
and Verleger’s model (2013), flipped classrooms must have interactive group-
learning activities inside the classroom and direct computer-based individual
instruction outside the classroom. To counter some misconceptions about flipped
learning, the Flipped Learning Network (2014) has identified four pillars of F-L-I-
P: Flexible environment (students choose where and when they learn), Learning
culture (shift from instructor-centered to student-centered), Intentional content
(what is taught directly or self-taught), and Professional educator (planning and
expertise are crucial). These pillars combine to form the definition of flipped
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learning as “a pedagogical approach in which direct instruction moves from the
group learning space to the individual learning space, and the resulting group
space is transformed into a dynamic, interactive learning environment where the
educator guides students as they apply concepts and engage creatively in the sub-
ject matter” (p. 1). Interestingly, Bishop and Verleger (2013) believe flipped class-
rooms must use computers, but the pillars of F-L-I-P do not include that as a cri-
terion. The present study is consistent with addressing the elements from all
aforementioned definitions of flipped classrooms by including interactive activi-
ties for group learning in the classroom, individual instruction outside class using
technology, as well as student choice and flexibility that comes from thoughtful
planning by a professional educator.

Although it is not a requirement to use technology such as YouTube, textbook
publishing ancillaries, or learning management systems to create learning outside
of the designated classroom time, we believe these technologies are effective in
utilizing the flipped classroom model. The SAMR model—substitution, augmen-
tation, modification, redefinition—is a useful lens through which to evaluate
flipped classroom practice. According to the hierarchal SAMR model, which helps
educators infuse technology into teaching and learning (Puentedura 2012), flipped
learning should occur at the modification (third) level of technology use and stu-
dent engagement. In the SAMR model, the lower two levels merely enhance an
existing activity. Meanwhile, the higher two levels are actually transformational in
nature because the technology is being used to do things not otherwise possible
without the implementation, instead of just being used to substitute or augment an
activity that already exists. Specifically in our context, the opportunities provided
for in-depth class explorations as a result of flipped learning would not be possible
without the flipped implementation, in which case the current example success-
fully falls into the targeted modification level of SAMR.

Research on flipped classrooms has yielded positive results across disciplines
on student learning and engagement (Bishop and Verleger 2013). These positive
interdisciplinary results have come from Programming, Physical Therapy, Nurs-
ing, History, Chemistry, Architecture, and Calculus, among others (Alpaslan,
Cavlazoglu, and Zeytuncu 2015; Harrington et al. 2015; Murphree 2015; Murray,
McCallum, and Petrosino 2014; Souza and Rodrigues 2015; Yestrebsky 2014; Zappe
et al. 2009;). Flipped classrooms have also been utilized with positive results in
courses that were not previously “lecture-heavy” and with English Language
Learners (ELLs) (Hung 2015; Kvashnina and Martynko 2016). Kvashnina and Mar-
tynko (2016) found that ELLs demonstrated a positive reaction to the flipped class-
room model and benefited from being able to work at their own pace, the amount
of materials at various levels of English difficulty, and the development of autono-
mous learning skills.
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Some researchers claim that since beginning college students do not have much
exposure to online learning, they are potentially receptive to “new methods, tools,
and interventions to help them navigate this evolving environment” (Lang and
O’Connell 2015). Additionally, others contend that students are accustomed to dig-
ital learning, so instructors are speaking their language through the implementa-
tion of flipped learning (Bergmann and Sams 2012). Taken either way, flipped
learning opens possibilities for innovative and motivating classrooms in the
twenty-first century.

The literature on flipped classrooms includes a variety of benefits found with
use of the model, such as an increase of student interaction and a strengthening of
relationships (Bergman and Sams 2012). Other benefits include differentiation,
elimination of many classroom management issues, and making the instructors’
objectives transparent (Bergmann and Sams 2012). Additionally, results from a
chemistry course using flipped instruction showed increased performance with
higher exam scores and overall class success (Ruddick 2012). Furthermore, Nouri
(2016) focused on students’ perception of the flipped classroom model within the
context of a postsecondary research methods course and found statistically sig-
nificant differences between low achievers and high achievers in evaluations of the
use of video components, the sense of increased learning, and the perception of
more effective learning in the flipped model; low achievers reported a stronger
positive perception of these elements and outcomes in their own learning. The
flipped classroom model can also be a way to encourage the development of com-
munity as a tool to create student involvement (McCallum et al. 2015). For exam-
ple, one student participant reported, “If we didn't have so much activity, I wouldn’t
be able to know her (the instructor) so well. Otherwise, I would just be staring at
the board and taking notes” (Nouri 2016:49). Another student says of the class-
room environment, “There is more bonding. . . . You don't get that when you have
a bunch of lecture classes. I mean, we actually enjoyed it because you were trying
to compete with other people and you're not thinking about it, but you are actually
learning about some of the terms” (p. 49). The class time created through online
learning at home can be used to create “student-centered activities that require
communication and collaboration—necessary components of a community of
inquiry” (Tucker 2012:198).

In summary, flipped learning has the possibility of deepening concept learning
in mathematics, providing time for practical use of language in a foreign language
class, focusing on inquiry learning in science, and allowing for integration of more
current events in social studies. Bergman and Sams (2012) provide a helpful ques-
tion to frame decisions concerning flipped learning: “Which activities that do not
require my physical presence can be shifted out of class time to activities that are
enhanced by my presence?” (p. 96). Hopefully, using this guiding question can
help ensure the use of flipped learning in meaningful ways across courses of higher
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education. This chapter next discusses the structure of the experimental class used
in both phases of this project, focusing on best pedagogical practices in a flipped
design. This section also discusses the study’s research design and methodology.

CLASSROOM DESIGN, RESEARCH DESIGN,
AND METHODS

Before beginning to describe the research design and methodology; it is first nec-
essary to describe how the flipped model was used in this particular class, which
we developed from best practices. With some modifications, it can be imple-
mented in any general curriculum course. We would like to convey that the fol-
lowing is not meant to be a fully inclusive review of how a flipped pedagogy can be
utilized; rather, it is one of many ways to do so successfully, especially in the social
sciences and humanities. For the sake of brevity, we cannot fully explain all the
methods associated with flipping, but we would like to emphasize that Socratic-
based classrooms, those with little to no use of technology, and the use of in-class
applications activities all work in addition to what follows. There are many ways to
flip effectively. What proceeds is a quasi case-study example. The university where
we used this model is located in the Deep South and has approximately 8,500 stu-
dents, including undergraduate, graduate, and medical students. It is a public
research institution. The institution has recently merged two separate universities
into one; one was formerly a standalone medical college, the other, a commuter
liberal arts college. Currently, and during all phases of this study’s investigation,
the university has focused on becoming a tier-1 research institute. Most students
live off-campus, but around a thousand students live in campus residence halls.
The course under investigation (Introduction to American Government) is
required by the state legislature for all students in order to earn a degree. There-
fore, each class has a mixed population of majors and nonmajors, military, and a
few nontraditional students (over the age of 25). Most students are underclassmen,
but it is not unusual to have a few upperclassmen. Typically, each class is capped at
30 students, though combined sections of up to 75 students are not rare and were
included in the control and experimental sections for the purposes of this study.
Learning from best practices in the literature, as well as data from Phase I, the
primary investigator (PI) decided to implement the flipped design in several ways.
First, the professor recorded all course lectures via video, but rather than record-
ing an actual lecture, the professor recorded voice-over PowerPoint presentations.
The decision was made to keep these around 20 minutes in order to maintain stu-
dent attention. To assess student understanding from the lectures, the PI created
short, multiple-choice online assessments of the PowerPoint presentations. There
was one assessment per PowerPoint lecture, totaling about 20 for the entire semes-
ter. Additionally, the PI provided the written notes upon which the lectures were
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based, though they were not complete (for example, specific examples provided in
the lectures were not recorded in the notes, therefore giving reasons for students
to watch the presentations rather than just reading the notes). These assignments
were untimed, allowing students to have a fairly stress-free environment in which
to complete the assignments, though there was a specific due date. Generally, all
assignments were uploaded through weekly modules, so students knew what had
to be completed for the week and allowed them the entire week to work.

In addition to these low-impact, lecture-based assignments, the PI decided to
work with a textbook publishing company, Norton, to offer online modules and
assignments associated with their text, We the People: 10th Essentials Edition. Nor-
ton created an online platform to help keep students engaged with different assess-
ment assignments that the professor easily integrated to the university’s Learning
Management System, Desire2Learn. The professor generally gave these assign-
ments a week in advance and listed all of them individually on the syllabus to help
students keep track of the multiple, daily assignments. These were broken into
several categories (by the publishers) and included under the syllabus “grades”
section so students would know precisely what assignment counted for what por-
tion of the course grade. Assignments were untimed but had specific due dates. Six
different online modules were offered, including textbook chapter post-tests. The
PI counted the remaining five modules as class participation, allowing for forma-
tive assessment, weekly data to discover which students were at-risk by retrieving
individual student data to see the students who were failing to complete assign-
ments as well as those performing consistently at lower than 8o percent total grade
level. The PI would then send out emails to students determined to be at-risk, in
an effort to help them improve. These assignments were all generally multiple-
choice in nature, although a few included open-ended, short-answer/ essay ques-
tions, and some involved student analysis of graphs, charts, videos, and text
depending on the module, all provided by the publishing company for use in con-
junction with the textbook.

Additionally, the PI required the students to discuss three topics online via
Desire2Learn. The three topics were the lectures and module assignments, current
events, and the readings (textbook and additional reading discussed below). The
syllabus, provided to each student, contained the rubric for number of posts
required per letter grade, so students would know beforehand how much partici-
pation was required for them to earn an A on this portion of the class. The non-
textbook readings consisted of typically 5-8 pages per class night of Alexis de
Tocqueville's Democracy in America, which Albert and Ginn (2014) demonstrated
as achieving higher student success and satisfaction in introductory American
Government classes than using traditional textbooks or other sources. The stu-
dents were expected to read the selections prior to class and complete online
assignments over the readings each week. These quizzes were short answer / essay
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and were untimed, although they had specific due dates. As with all assignments
above, the PI generally gave the students a week to complete the quizzes. To help
prepare students for class time, and to help them do well on the reading assign-
ments, the PI provided students with guided reading questions for each class day’s
reading selection. The students were not required to answer these questions, which
were only given to help them with the reading material and to help them have
informed answers for discussions in class that stemmed from these guided-reading
questions.

Class time was then spent mainly in Socratic dialogue, encouraging debate and
understanding from the lectures, modules, and readings. The PI tended to devote
more time to the readings than lecture since we believed that this practice would
help develop more higher-order thinking. Socratic dialogue involves questioning
the students in discussion format, rather than typical lecturing. It usually involves
answering a question with a question, but with enough clarifying information that
the student is more capable of finding the answer independently. It also focuses
more on the professor as question-asker while the student becomes the expert. In
other words, the PI asks thematic, analytical questions, and the students provide
the answers. The classroom thus becomes a student-centered discussion forum
rather than an instructor-focused lecture. In order to force students to be engaged
and to bring technology into the classroom, which has been demonstrated to help
in-class engagement (Heiberger and Junco 2011), the PI used an iPhone applica-
tion (iLEAP Pick A Student) to randomly call on students to answer professor-
guided discussion questions on the lectures and readings. Once the original
respondent provided an answer (or could not provide an answer), the PI allowed
random students to participate. In so doing, the PI forced students who may not
otherwise pay attention in class or participate to be on their toes, constantly antic-
ipating the random student generator. It also, however, allowed the more ambi-
tious students ample time to express themselves.

Additionally, the PI tried to incorporate real-time polling in the classroom,
which has also been demonstrated to increase student engagement (Burkhardt
and Cohen 2012). To save money and to make it more interactive, the professor
utilized another phone application, Poll Everywhere. This application allows the
PI to create several types of polls, including open-ended questions, multiple-
choice, and true-false, and they are projected onto the screen for students to view.
They then vote either through their phones or other online platforms such as lap-
top or touchpad, and they can respond via the website itself linked by the profes-
sor, via text or Twitter account, which has also been demonstrated in the literature
to promote student engagement and motivation (Lederer 2012; Mazer, Murphy,
and Simonds 2007). Notably, these in-class techniques would not be possible in
the Socratic fashion without teaching through a flipped method. Most of these
methods would require too much time if combined with an in-class lecture, and
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something would have to be left out of the learning environment. By using the
flipped method, the student does not lose valuable information, and more engaged
practices are utilized during class time as a result. It is precisely this method that
allowed different pedagogical practices to occur during class time to also focus on
engagement. Thus, the class focused on increasing engagement online and during
actual face-to-face time. Now that we have described the classroom design, we can
discuss the research design and methods.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

This study’s research question is, “Does a flipped classroom model improve stu-
dent performance and content knowledge?” To investigate this question, this study
has two hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: The flipped pedagogical model increases student performance in
the course more than traditional lecture-based classes.

Hypothesis 2: The flipped pedagogical model increases students’ course content
knowledge more than traditional lecture-based classes.

To test these hypotheses, we needed to test the experimental course described
above (run in Fall 2015 and Spring 2016) against the same professor’s classes run in
the previous years not using the flipped model (Fall 2013 and Fall 2014). We also
compared Phase II to Phase I results to see if any meaningful difference emerged
from the two distinct phases of the study. We also needed to test the flipped course
against the rest of the department’s Introduction to American Government classes
run in Fall 2015 and Spring 2016 and against the entire department’s Introduction
to American Government classes in the previous two years.

To test the first hypothesis, we decided to utilize two tools as a measure of stu-
dent performance: DFW (grades of D or F and withdrawals) and AB (grades of A
or B) rates. Certainly, course withdrawals have a direct relationship with student
performance. Therefore, a decrease in course Ws would demonstrate a higher rate
of student performance. It can also be surmised that a decrease in the number of
Ds and Fs in a course corresponds to an increase in student performance. We
expected to find that the flipped model increased student performance of the
experimental course over all control courses, including department-wide and
professor-specific controls. We also decided to compare end-of-course grades of
either an A or B in the experimental course to the same control courses described
above. We expected that the flipped model would result in an increase in AB rates
when compared to all control courses, including department-wide and professor-
specific courses, thus demonstrating that the experimental course improves stu-
dent performance when compared to traditional lecture-based classes.

To test hypothesis 2, all participating professors administered a 15-question
pre/ posttest content knowledge instrument on the first and last days of class. The
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instrument was given to both the experimental and control sections of the course.
The instruments were all anonymous, with students providing only their birthdays
(in eight-digit format) for paired analysis purposes. We expected that students in
the experimental course would improve the total number of correct answers pretest
to posttest when compared to students in the control sections of the same course.

RESULTS

Grade distribution data was gathered from the university’s database. As noted pre-
viously, concerning hypothesis 1, student performance, we considered DFW rates
as a measure of student performance. A reduction in DFW rates would be a sign
of increased student performance.

The data in Table 6.1 show that the PI's DFW rates tend to be higher than the
DFW rates of the department as a whole. However, when two-sample proportion
tests were run on these data, the only time a difference was statistically significant
was in Spring 2015. Both the PI's and the rest of the department’s DFW rates show
a general downward trend.

Comparing the PI's DFW rates during the control semesters to Phases I and II
when the flipped approach was used, some interesting patterns emerge. The DFW
rate from the Phase I semester is fairly high, the second highest of the semesters
considered. This could have happened for a variety of reasons. The PI was teaching
with the flipped method for the first time and likely had some problems to work
out. Adopting a new teaching style may have also frustrated the expectations of
some students who enrolled in the PT’s classes expecting a traditional lecture style.
By Phase II, the PT's DFW rates are the lowest of the semesters considered, but the
differences from previous semesters do not come out statistically significant,
except when the Fall 2015 rate is compared to the Fall 2013 rate. The practice with
the new method in Phase I and the revisions in the method from Phase I to Phase
II likely contributed to the reduction in DFW rates. Although results are not sta-
tistically significant, we believe that with more semester data collected, better
results will emerge. Regardless, it is clear that the method is getting DFW rates to
decline, which is progress, even if not yet significant.

We also used AB rates as a measure of student performance. An increase in
these rates would suggest better student performance in the course (see Table 6.2).
The PI’s AB rates are quite similar to those of the rest of the department, with the
PT’s sometimes being higher and sometimes lower. When two-sample proportion
tests were run comparing the rates, the difference was never statistically signifi-
cant. There is an overall upward trend in both sets of AB rates, which is not sur-
prising as this mirrors the downward trend in the DFW rates.

The pattern in the PI's AB rates suggests that students’ performance is
increasing. While the PI was using a traditional lecture approach, the rates were
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TABLE 6.1 DFW Rates

Fall 2013 Fall 2014 Spring 2015 Fall 2015 Spring 2016
DFW Rates Control Control Phase I Phase IT Phase II
PI 24.6% 18.6% 23.5% 12.1% 16.0%
n =61 n=70 n =66 n =66 n=>50
Rest of 17.0% 12.6% 13.7% 8.0% 9.3%
Department n =507 n =555 n =306 n =450 n =291

Two proportion tests done using a = 0.05.

soURCE: Craig Douglas Albert, Stacie K. Pettit, and Christopher Terry

TABLE 6.2 AB Rates

AB Rates Fall 2013 Fall 2014 Spring 2015 Fall 2015 Spring 2016
Control Control Phase I Phase II Phase II
PI 60.7% 71.4% 62.7% 75.8% 80.0%
n=6l n=70 n=>51 n=66 n=>50
Rest of 64.3% 70.5% 70.3% 79.3% 77.0%
Department n =507 n =555 n =306 n =450 n=291

Two proportion tests done using a = 0.05.
SOURCE: Craig Douglas Albert, Stacie K. Pettit, and Christopher Terry

quite similar to that of the department as a whole. The AB rate during Spring 2015,
when the PI used the flipped method for the first time, was somewhat low, again
likely reflecting the struggles involved in trying out a radically different approach
to teaching. However, when we ran statistical tests comparing his AB rates, none
of the differences come out as significant. In Phase II, when the PI was using the
flipped approach for the second and third times, the PI achieved the highest AB
rates of the semesters under consideration. The rates for both Fall 2015 and Spring
2016 come out as statistically significantly higher at a 10 percent level than that for
Fall 2013, and the rate for Spring 2016 is statistically significantly higher than the
rate from Fall 2015 (the first attempt at flipped). This, coupled with the content
knowledge data considered next, suggests that the flipped teaching style is having
a positive effect on student performance.

Hypothesis 2, student content knowledge, was tested through a pre/posttest.
During the two semesters of Phase II, Fall 2015 and Spring 2016, all students enrolled
in a section of Introduction to American Government received a 15-question
political science general knowledge test at the beginning of the semester. The same
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test was administered at the end of the semester. We analyzed the Fall 2015 data in
two ways. We looked at changes in individual students” scores from the pretest to
the posttest as well as the change in percentage correct on each question from pre-
test to posttest. The mean change in score from pretest to posttest for students being
taught by the PI using the flipped method was 2.083 additional questions correct.
For the rest of the department, who all used a traditional lecture style, the mean
change in score was 1.185 additional questions correct. A two-sample t-test compar-
ing these means results in a p-value of 0.0056, which is evidence that the students
learning through the flipped method had, on average, a greater increase in score
from pretest to posttest, suggesting their content knowledge had improved. The
change was greater for the flipped students on 12 of the 15 questions, and the mean
change in percentage correct was 13.9 percent as compared to 7.5 percent for stu-
dents taught using traditional lecture. Here, there is clear evidence that the flipped
method increases student content knowledge. However, the results for Spring 2016
confuse this conclusion.

The Spring 2016 data and results were not as encouraging. The flipped students
improved on only 5 of the 15 questions. Strangely, the change in percentage correct
was negative on 7 of the 15 questions, meaning students did worse on the posttest
than the pretest on those questions. The mean change in percentage correct was
-o.7 percent for the flipped students as compared to a mean change of 8.8 percent
for students taught using traditional lecture. The investigators are not sure why
there is such a drastic difference in the two semesters under consideration. With
such a high improvement in the first semester, coupled with negative results in the
flipped sections for the second semester, the investigators believe that more testing
is needed, and data collection is underway to have more semesters taken into
account for the purposes of future studies. It is possible the data were somehow
contaminated in one of the semesters, biasing the results. Ongoing data collection
will resolve this puzzle in future research.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

To date, the pedagogical literature analyzing data from flipped courses compared
to traditional courses has demonstrated promising results. Concerning this chap-
ter’s results, there are reasons for optimism that flipping works, though the results
generated herein are mixed. The first hypothesis was that flipping would improve
student performance, measured by DFW and AB rates. We believed flipping would
decrease DFW rates, thus demonstrating an increase in student performance.
After statistical analyses, however, there are no significant results, thus, the hypoth-
esis is not supported. Although the data seem to discount the hypothesis, the
flipped method clearly lowers the DFW rates for the PI from Phase I to Phase II.
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Although results are not significant, the data are trending toward better results and
are substantial. With more data collection underway, we believe that statistically
significant results will appear in future studies.

The investigators hypothesized that the flipped method would increase student
performance as measured by AB rates. We believed that the flipped method would
result in higher AB rates when compared to the rest of the department, acting as a
control, and when compared to the PI's nonflipped courses. Here, the results are
more promising than for DFW rates. When testing the flipped courses against the
department’s control courses, no statistically significant results appear. However,
the data demonstrate that the rates for the flipped course do correlate and trend
with the department’s rates overall. Both are increasing, though not at statistically
significant levels. At the least it can be asserted that flipping does not hurt student
success when compared to more traditional forms of learning. The results are better
when analyzing only the PI's experiment courses with the PI’s control courses. Data
demonstrate that AB rates are increased at statistically significant levels when com-
paring the PT’s flipped courses to the PI's nonflipped courses. These results demon-
strate that flipping does work, at least at the instructor level. The results are trending
positively, increasing student performance as measured in AB rates. More students
earned As and Bs in the first phase of the experiment compared to the PI's control
courses; Phase II also showed an increase over Phase I. Thus, the results are mixed.
When compared to the rest of the department, the data match overall, with no sig-
nificant differences. However, the hypothesis is confirmed at the instructor level.
We are confident that future research will continue to demonstrate an increase in
AB rates at significant levels. Further data collection is ongoing.

For hypothesis 2, we believed that the flipped method would increase course con-
tent knowledge more so than nonflipped courses. As with hypothesis 2, the results are
mixed. For Phase I of the experiment, there are substantial and significant results to
confirm the hypothesis. However, rather alarming results were illustrated in Phase II.
For some questions, students actually performed worse than in the control courses.
Although alarming, we think there were some unaccounted factors that affected the
results. First, the Phase II data do not match Phase I data; second, Phase II data dem-
onstrate a decrease in DFWs and an increase in AB rates. This would lead one to
believe that, logically, one could expect an increase in content knowledge since DFW
rates were lower and AB rates were higher. Additionally; it could be that because of the
flipped classroom, students were experiencing more higher-order thinking that
caused multiple-choice assessments to be oversimplified.' In other words, the posttest
was not an effective measurement of the analytical thinking students were discover-
ing in the new environment, and thus, results were not as positive. We are confident
that future research will provide positive, statistically significant results concerning
content knowledge. As such, we can neither confirm or deny hypothesis 2, but do
believe the results are promising and warrant future research and experimentation.
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Although the data produce mixed results, we believe that more professors
should experiment with the flipped pedagogical design. Especially with millenni-
als, it is critical to provide differentiated and sophisticated course design for tech-
nologically savvy students who are inundated with social media. Students no
longer “stay tuned” to traditional lecture-style courses. In fact, in qualitative data
being analyzed for future research, a plurality of students stated that the flipped
method was their favorite part of the course. Most stated that this was true because:
(1) they had time to work on their own and at their own pace with online work;
and (2) class time was exciting and engaging because of the debates, discussion,
and dialogue that a flipped course allowed. Because of this, we encourage more
professors in different courses to study and implement the flipped pedagogy.

Many publishing companies are developing online material that lends itself to
the flipped classroom. One of the modules used in this study, Norton’s “InQuiz-
itive” feature, is being developed and rolled out in many disciplines. For sociology
alone, there are over 6,000 students participating in Fall 2016. Overall, there are
over 80,000 students who have answered 75,000,000 quiz questions, with over 2
million grades recorded.” These numbers demonstrate that higher education is
moving toward a flipped method where more work is done online and outside of
class than ever before. As such, it is critical to investigate how this is affecting stu-
dent success. More research is needed to understand clearly the relationship
between student success and the flipped pedagogy. For now, this chapter demon-
strates mixed results. But now that we have established a base, there is optimism
for future growth concerning flipped pedagogy, and evolution of material in future
courses, we believe, will continue to illustrate substantial and significant results.

The question remains, after reading this chapter: How should a professor want-
ing to try this pedagogy begin? It is important to understand three main points.
First, an instructor new to this format will want to become immersed in the schol-
arship of teaching and learning (SoTL) concerning flipped, hybrid, and blended
learning to try to get a more complete picture of what it all entails. As with research
agendas, starting a new teaching practice should begin with an intense review of
the literature. We hope this chapter lends itself to this endeavor. Second, and per-
haps the most important tip for implementing a flipped course, is time manage-
ment. A flipped course demands that the professor spend a significant amount of
time in preparation and implementation to ensure success. In fact, when begin-
ning implementation, the PI in this study spent far more hours designing the
flipped classroom than any other class. It was far more time-consuming than even
the first course prep of the PI’s career. This does not make it unworthy, however.

When an instructor sees the type of increased engagement within the classroom,
all the extra hours pay off. In fact, this study’s investigator’s future research is looking
solely at how this pedagogy affects student engagement. Additionally, and perhaps
more importantly for student success, an instructor must be cognizant of the time
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demands that a flipped pedagogy places on the student as well. One of the more seri-
ous lessons learned from this study’s evolution was that even though course work is
completed at home, professors must not inundate students with copious amounts of
work. It is important to keep in mind that students have other courses that require
their time and effort, and to understand that to keep students engaged, ambitious,
and determined, one cannot kill their morale by assigning too much work.

Third, it is extremely helpful to network with a publishing company you trust,
which has an online learning platform attached to a book you find appropriate for
your course. Many companies, for instance in this study, Norton, have very useful
online modules paired with books to help in a flipped environment. These are usu-
ally paired out by chapter and directed at fulfilling different Student-Learning
Outcomes (SLOs) based on Bloom’s taxonomy. Work with a representative or fig-
ure out which publisher is a great fit for your purposes. However, one cannot rely
solely on these types of platforms. Students will grow tired of the same type of
assignments. Therefore, it is useful to have additional readings that are completely
different from the textbook; as mentioned earlier, the PI for this study uses a book
on political philosophy in addition to the text. In-class assignments are thus mixed
between discussing Tocqueville one day, current events the next, and assignments
from the textbook and its accompanying online learning platform. This is why, in
addition to the SoTL research, time management is so important. A novice profes-
sor to this pedagogy must understand how much time a mini-simulation will take,
how much preparation is needed, what materials to assign out of class to make
sure in-class time is used efficiently, etc. After doing a simulation, switch to a week
of Socratic discourse based on a theoretical book. Next, have open discussion on
current events relevant to one’s course. The fourth week, have student debates
based on an assignment in the textbook. I often have Socratic discourse on Dermoc-
racy in America one week, followed by student debates on marijuana legalization
the next (an assignment over this topic is included in the Norton modules).

Beside the above three meta-concerns when implementing a flipped course, sev-
eral smaller issues could also help ease a new professor, as well as students, into this
design. First, write a letter to the students or dedicate a significant part of the syl-
labus to explain the flipped pedagogy to them, the reasons you are using it, and the
expected benefits of it. Provide some data on how it potentially helps serve student
success over more traditional lectures. Transparency is perhaps one of the most
undernoted virtues of a talented professor. The PI for this study included a few
pages on the syllabus about the flipped pedagogy,’ added a section about being new
to the format and asked for patience with any mistakes, and gave a low impact
online quiz over the syllabus to ensure the students read it in detail and understood
the PT’s reasoning. Based on qualitative evaluations, this earned respect from the
students. Additionally, allow room for online discussions. Post your own questions
based on readings, for instance, and heated classroom topics, but also provide an
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open forum for students—in other words, one that they control and direct and in
which they decide the topics to discuss. Read all of these at least cursorily, and
respond with comments to encourage critical, creative thinking. Foster honest aca-
demic debate as well as higher-order thinking. Do not nitpick if details are fuzzy;
rather, encourage the thought process over specifics in this type of forum. Class
time can be devoted to any serious confusion over details.

The most important piece of advice on implementing the flipped pedagogy we
can offer is to try and overcome the fear of failure. Anything worth doing is going
to face unexpected challenges and pitfalls. Do not be discouraged when a simula-
tion does not work, when students are not engaged on a particular topic, or when
the entire semester just did not work! This happens. Focus on discovering why
something did not work—learn from and improve on the experience. One method
to limit failed attempts or to evolve less successful ones is student evaluations. The
PI gives monthly student evaluations (and adds a little extra credit to them to alle-
viate any concerns that the professor will penalize a student for criticism) that ask
students to name three strengths and three weaknesses of the class so far. These
evaluations allow the student to feel included in the process and allow a modicum
of transparency. Additionally, the professor can see what really works and what
does not. These evaluations will help inform instructors on what to evolve, what to
keep, and what to throw out. Not to mention that if one does this monthly through-
out the semester, the final university-administered evaluations will perhaps be bet-
ter because problems have been addressed all semester. Have thick skin, however,
and do not respond negatively to criticism. Finally, based on these evaluations,
make course improvements and explain them to the students before implement-
ing them. Anecdotally, doing so seems to increase student respect for the instruc-
tor and helps deliver the message of professor empathy to student concerns. And
always remember—not trying is the only consequential failure.

NOTES

1. The authors would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for this insight.
2. Data provided by Norton at PI's request.
3. Please contact the PI for a copy of the syllabus.
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Reaching and Teaching
“Nontraditional” Students in
Community Colleges and Beyond

Sara Parker

The community college system was established in the early twentieth century.
Since its inception, it has been tasked with an eclectic mix of mandates. Commu-
nity colleges provide open access education, a foothold to the promise of higher
education, vocational training and occupational retraining, personal educational
enrichment for lifelong learners, an alternative educational path for students
under the age of 18, and a community engagement center. They are deeply embed-
ded in the communities they serve and play an important civic engagement role
(Cohen, Brawer, and Kisker 2014).

Today, over 12 million Americans (approximately 7.5 million for credit and 5
million not for credit) take advantage of the accessible, affordable, and quality edu-
cation that the 1,123 community colleges in America provide. Credit-seeking stu-
dents at community colleges accounted for 46 percent of all American undergrad-
uates in the United States in 2013 (AACC 2015). Further, community colleges are
vibrant and diverse institutions whose students disproportionately represent first-
generation college students, minority students, parents, and other “nontraditional”
students as compared to four-year institutions (AACC 2015).

The “traditional student”—the student who enrolls in college immediately after
high school, is financially supported by their parents, whose primary “job” is
attending school, and is between the ages of 18 and 22—is a minority in higher
education (Giancola, Munz, and Trares 2008). In this respect, the “new majority”
(Svanum and Bigatti 2006) is composed of “nontraditional students” Mounsey,
Vandehey, and Diekhoft (2013) use the umbrella term of “nontraditional” to capture

«

all students who fall into one or more of these groups: “(a) postpone entering
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college, (b) enroll part-time, (c) work full-time, (d) rely on selves financially, (e)
financially support others, (f) single parent, (g) did not earn a high school diploma
... (h) received education from a two-year program, and (i) is female” (p. 379).
Community colleges serve these students, and they do it well. Students who begin
their higher education at community colleges have a higher likelihood of complet-
ing a bachelor’s degree within eight years than students who start at four-year insti-
tutions (Shapiro et al. 2013). Close to half of all students who complete degrees at a
four-year institution were enrolled at a two-year institution during the previous 10
years (National Student Clearing House 2015). Four-year college faculty should
understand the diversity and challenges of teaching community college students
both because community college transfer students become their students and
because community colleges are a microcosm of contemporary America. There-
fore, they are a preview of what students across the higher education system will
look like in the near future.

This chapter provides an introduction to teaching community college students
by identifying four significant and overarching characteristics of this population:
(1) academic underpreparedness, (2) significant populations of first-generation
and/or immigrant students, (3) complicated attendance patterns, and (4) hetero-
geneity. In each of these categories, I summarize the existing literature about how
to increase success for these students.! The last section of the paper presents evi-
dence from a successful classroom intervention using best practices.

ACADEMIC UNDERPREPAREDNESS

Students entering community college arrive with divergent levels of academic pre-
paredness, and we know that this is a strong predictor of baccalaureate attainment
(Wang 2009). According to Barr and Schuetz 2008, “underprepared refers to a
constellation of factors that together indicate that a student is not yet emotionally,
socially, or academically prepared for college-level work” (p. 8). About 60 percent
of all entering community college students need at least one remedial course (Deil-
Amen 2011). In California community colleges, 9o percent of incoming freshman
are below preparedness in transfer-level math and 73 percent are below prepared-
ness for transfer-level English (Brown and Niemi 2007). As Perin (2013) cites, the
list of explanatory factors for under preparedness is long: “inadequate instruction
during the K-12 years, low English language proficiency, learning disabilities, low
motivation, and barriers associated with low socioeconomic status and minority
race and ethnicity” (p. 119).

Historically, the task of addressing basic skills deficiencies has been relegated to
English, math, and English as a Second Language (ESL) departments. But, of
course, students do not limit their course loads to these classes, so all instructors
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must be prepared: “If community colleges continue to provide an academic envi-
ronment largely designed for prepared students with the view that the underpre-
pared students are the problem, there should be little expectation of any significant
improvement in outcomes for students” (Barr and Schuet 2008:15). In today’s
higher education, it is appropriate for all instructors to view themselves as “basic
skills” educators.

A concerted focus on the integration of basic skills into discipline-specific curric-
ula does not “water it down? In fact, research has shown that enrolling in remedial
courses can significantly inhibit student progress (Sudrez-Orozco et al. 2011:157);
placement assessments “severely misplace” about one third of all students (Belfield
and Crosta 2012), and students who bypass the development system are more likely to
pass college-level English and math courses (Hayward and Willett 2014). We help
community college students succeed in all of their courses when we embed basic
skills across the curriculum.

What Works in the Classroom? Embedding Developmental Education

There are many models for improving student reading and writing skills. The most
common include: the incorporation of developmental reading and writing instruc-
tion into content-area courses to enable students to access disciplinary texts,
enhancing literacy and/or writing skills, and/or referring underprepared stu-
dents to supplemental instruction or tutoring (Perin 2011, 2013).

Studies do not find widespread use of these models in the community college
system (Perin 2011); however, a policy shift supportive of embedding developmental
skills into college coursework is underway (Barr and Schultz 2008; Perin 2013). One
such example is the Reading Apprenticeship Program, a program that supports
instructors to “develop advanced academic literacies, including disciplinary specific
ways of reading, writing, researching and problem solving” (Reading Apprentice-
ship n.d.). The Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) movement (also known as
Writing in the Disciplines) has been around for decades and has achieved strong
success at four-year institutions. However, just 33 percent of community colleges
utilize a WAC model (McMullen-Light 2010). An instructional approach called
Content Comprehension Strategy Intervention (CCSI) supplements classroom
instruction with reading comprehension and writing skills instruction using con-
tent-specific texts, also known as “contextualization” (Perin et al. 2013). Educational
technologies designed to increase academic writing skills are increasingly common.

Another common pedagogical technique is “scaffolding” (Browne, Hough, and
Schwab 2009). Scaffolds are “forms of support provided by the teacher (or another
student) to help students bridge the gap between their current abilities and the
intended goal” (Rosenshein and Meister 1992:26). This technique is often associ-
ated with ESL education but can be used for any skill and may be particularly use-
ful for higher-order critical thinking.?
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A 2005 study of first-generation community college students found that they
perceived “life skills” such as time management, focus, and self-advocacy as con-
tributing to their success (Byrd and MacDonald). Cox (2009) suggests that some
of the best ways to help students include addressing their fears of failure through
incorporating encouragement and examples of quality coursework into classroom
instruction. Recent scholarship on “Habits of Mind” encourages instructors to
broaden their focus on what a student knows and encourages instructors to help
students evaluate their own work critically, learn from others, and think “flexibly”
(Costa 2008).

IMMIGRANT AND / OR FIRST-GENERATION
STUDENTS

It is estimated that immigrants make up 15 percent of the U.S. population and they
are 20 percent more likely to begin their postsecondary education at community
colleges (Conway 2010). Immigrant students face financial need, but are less likely
to apply for student loans and spend more hours per week on family responsibili-
ties than their native-born peers (Teranishi, Suarez-Orozco, and Suarez-Orozco
2o11). Limited language proficiency can negatively impact students’ experience
applying to college, and immigrant and ESL students may fear interacting with
native-born students in the classroom (Bledsoe and Baskin 2014). Limited English
proficiency affects a significant number of immigrant students and is correlated
with educational outcomes among immigrants (Baum and Flores 2011).

Those who would be the first in their families to attend college are far less likely
to enroll when compared to students whose parents attended college: 54 percent
versus 82 percent (Choy 2001). It is estimated that first-generation students com-
prise 36 percent of all community college students (AACC 2015).

In addition to being at greater risk of academic underpreparedness (Engle
2007; Teranishi et al. 2011), immigrants and first-generation college students are
considerably more likely to lack the skills necessary to navigate college success-
fully, often referred to as “cultural capital” (Baum and Flores 2011). “Students who
lack cultural capital are less integrated in both academic and social aspects of col-
lege life and may lack the support networks that other students can rely on as they
learn to navigate higher education” (Mekolichick and Gibbs 2012:40).

According to Mekolichick and Gibbs (2012), “cultural capital” accounts for the
difference between the experiences and relevance of higher education to students
from privileged versus working-class families. The difference in median income
between freshmen whose parents attended / did not attend college is extreme:
$99,635 to $37,565 (Mangan 2015).” Research shows that immigrant and minority
students may self-select into institutions below their qualifications and/ or prefer
to remain closer to home (Baum and Flores 2011; Conway 2010). They tend also to

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

104 CURRICULAR INNOVATIONS

be more risk averse (Mangan 2015). The combination of these factors may contrib-
ute to the significantly increased likelihood of first-generation college students
going on academic probation (Conway 2010).

Finally, there is a growing number of undocumented students in the American
community colleges, particularly in those states where they are allowed to pay in-
state tuition (Baum and Flores 2011)." Already stigmatized and disenfranchised,
these students face even greater challenges than their documented immigrant peers.

What Works? Regular, Positive Interactions with Students,
among Students

As with academic skills, classroom instructors can nurture “college skills” When
instructors create a supportive classroom environment for all students, their’ feel-
ings of anxiety lessen (Bledsoe and Baskin 2014). Tovar’s 2015 study on nearly 400
Latino/a students in a diverse, urban community college in California found that
regular, positive interactions with faculty outside of class increased GPA among
Latino/as. Lundberg (2014) cites evidence that faculty mentorship increases stu-
dent persistence, positive interactions boost student confidence and help students
improve their skills, and procedural assistance is particularly valuable for first-
generation students. Sudrez-Orozco, Pimentel, and Marin looked at the relation-
ship between immigrant students and school personnel (including faculty) and
also found that relationships increased student engagement, student effort, and
stronger grades (as cited in Baum and Flores 2011:175).

When students engage with faculty outside of the classroom, such as during office
hours, extracurricular events, or in learning communities, it deepens their relation-
ship to the institution and reinforces perceptions of themselves as legitimate college
students. Weaver and Qi (2005) find that faculty interactions help students “learn
professionalism, view criticism in a constructive way, and enhance students’ confi-
dence in the classroom” (p. 587). These interactions carry over beyond individual
faculty-student exchanges, because “personal relationships between students and
instructors can create inroads of trust in the classroom” (Bledsoe and Baksin
2014:38). Even a small but critical mass of allies in the classroom can create a sup-
portive culture that improves student work ethic and engagement.

Faculty can utilize demonstrated pedagogical techniques in the classroom to
encourage students to get to know their classmates. Because first-generation and
immigrant students are more likely to have significant oft-campus responsibilities,
they spend less time on campus (Bickerstaff, Barragan, and Rucks-Ahidiana 2012).
Therefore, the classroom may be one of the only places they can develop the social
connections that make them feel like inclusive members of the campus community.
Faculty can integrate community-building activities into their courses, facilitate the
creation of study groups, mix up students during partner and group activities, and
make choices to ensure their classrooms are centered around student learning.
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COMPLICATED ATTENDANCE PATTERNS

Some of the most important and predictive characteristics of community college
students have to do with attendance patterns. Community college students are
more likely than not to start and stop their education or to attend erratically
(Crosta 2014). The fluidity of community college students is extreme.

“Upward transfer” is when students move from community colleges to four-
year institutions. This is the stated goal of two-thirds of community colleges stu-
dents and a central mission of the community college, yet actual transfer rates
remain between 20 and 30 percent (Conway 2010). Students frequently “lateral
transfer” between community colleges. One of the largest studies conducted on
transfer students focused on the California Community College system and found
that 27 percent of first-time students transferred between community colleges
within six years of enrolling (Bahr 2009). Students at four-year institutions increas-
ingly “reverse transfer” or dual-enroll in community colleges, and students at
community colleges “reverse transfer” to trade or certificate programs (Bahr 2012).

Community college students are very likely to work, and to work long hours,
yet only 2 percent receive federal work-study funds (NPAS 2013). “The average
public 2-year collegian works extensively (27.7 hrs/week for dependents and 34.9
hrs/week for independents).The majority of students work to pay their tuition
fees, and living expenses (55.7 percent for dependents and 77.4 percent for inde-
pendents) as opposed to being employed for relevant job experience or spending
money” (Perna, Cooper, and Li cited in Wood, Harrison, and Jones 2016:328).
Working long hours can contribute to heightened stress and reduced success rates
(Dundes and Marx 2006; Mounsey et al. 2013; Wood et al. 2016).

The vast majority of community college students enroll part-time. “Despite
empirical evidence indicating that continuous, full-time enrollment is the optimal
scenario for degree completion, many community college students find that route
impossible to follow. ... Only 31 percent of community college students enroll
exclusively full time; indeed, 26 percent enroll less than half time” (Goldrick-Rab
2010:454). While Crosta’s (2014) research suggests that frequent switching between
full-time and part-time status does not appear to have a negative impact, we know
that students characterized by part-time or discontinuous enrollment have lower
transfer rates and are less likely to earn credentials.

What Works? Establishing a Classroom Culture and Using Course
Design to Encourage and Reward Attendance

Many of the teaching techniques already discussed in this chapter, such as forming
supportive relationships and keeping students engaged, can increase the likeli-
hood that students prioritize their attendance. For students who are new to a cam-
pus, spend little time on campus, and/ or are already coming to class overwhelmed
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by obligations outside of school, a welcoming classroom environment is particu-
larly important. “Stress and anxiety levels also go down when students feel they
have regular opportunities to provide feedback on what they [are] learning—or
not—in the classroom” (Bledsoe and Baskin 2014:38). Bickerstaff et al. (2012) cite
research that “if a student does not expect to achieve success, he or she is less likely
to engage in positive, self-regulatory behaviors related to academic performance”
(p. 2 citing Oyserman, Bybee, and Terry 2006).

Cox (2009) notes that lack of confidence among community college students
may lead to attrition and poor performance. A study on confidence among com-
munity college students found that confidence fell when students received nega-
tive feedback on their work, low grades, and realized they would need to invest
more time to be successful in college than they had in high school. On the flip side,
students gained confidence when instructors recognized their potential, which
Bickerstaft et al. (2012) refer to as “experiences of earned success” Faculty mem-
bers can proactively create earned success opportunities for their students.

Research also substantiates the link between test anxiety and poor academic
performance (Hancock 2001). Hancock finds that this phenomenon is acutely
exacerbated by classroom conditions “perceived as highly evaluative” Her 2001
findings suggest that test-anxious students are far more sensitive to competitive,
teacher-centric environments than those students who do not suffer from text
anxiety (p. 288). Furthermore, a competitive environment lowers performance
even for students who have low levels of test anxiety. She advises professors to
reduce the degree in which students feel they are competing with one another.

An area where faculty choice can make a significant difference for students is in
their textbook/course materials. One study found that far more students do not
read before coming to class than do, another found that as many as 64 percent of
students at one university did not purchase the required textbooks (Hilton III
2016). Although I am not aware of any study that assesses how many community
college students drop or fail courses because they do not have access to a textbook,
this is a common phenomenon among my students. Hilton’s (2016) analysis of 16
studies cautiously suggests that the use of open educational resources does not
appear to decrease student learning.

EXTREME HETEROGENEITY

As previously detailed, community colleges are more ethnically, racially, and lin-
guistically diverse than four-year institutions, include more first-generation and
immigrant students, and increasingly, have greater age diversity (Maxwell et al.
2003). The life experiences of community college students differ: they are more
likely to be married, come from low-income families, take care of others, and com-
mute (Lundberg 2014). In addition, 49.1 percent of all unmarried student parents
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attend community colleges, where they make up about 16 percent of the student
population (most of those parents attend full-time and work at least 15 hours a
week) (Goldrick-Rab and Sorensen 2010). Aspirational differences among stu-
dents dependent upon income, parental education, and immigration status also
exist (Conway 2010).

On the one hand, this generates the potential for diverse interactions among
students (Lundberg 2014). The chance to engage with peers who are different from
you has been shown to provide positive educational benefits (Gurin et al. 2002).
On the other hand, this heterogeneity can pose challenges. For example, instruc-
tors cannot assume common reference points in terms of cultural or historical
knowledge. Students may perceive their own experiences, circumstances, or edu-
cational goals as too unique from their classmates to connect with them. The fol-
lowing are introductions provided by three students that aptly capture the reality
of the community college classroom:

Tam currently a full-time student . . . as I am a full-time employee . . . I am 21, live on my
own. I am willing to put all the effort I can into all my classes even though it is very hard
at times balancing sleep, meals, school, and work. But my dreams are big so giving up /
quiting [sic] is not an option . . . I try my best not to let my obstacles take away my focus
from school. Its really my priority because it’s the only way I excape [sic] the reality of
where I come from not many reach to see my age, therefore I want to suceed [sic] for me,
my family, and for all those children that don't have an opportunity to education.

I just turned 33 years old. I have a husband and son. My Mom stays with us. I served
almost 10 years in the U.S. Navy as a Military Police Officer. I met my husband in
Japan while we were stationed there. I am excited about this class . . . I still feel like a
new college student. It’s great to be here.

I have been in the nursing field since 1975 and decided to go back to college to study
forensic medicine. Since I work full time it has taken a few years but I have enjoyed
the classes . . . I really only have one concern about the class and that is, because I'm
older, I will have much different perspectives on current events. I know many of my
fellow students have never worked or owned property.

Wyatt (2011) recommends that faculty adapt their teaching methods in ways that
respond to the learning styles of nontraditional students. Options for doing this
include culturally responsive teaching, contextualized teaching, and active-learning
strategies, all of which capitalize on social capital to benefit student learning.

What Works? Culturally Responsive, Contextualized Teaching
and Active Learning

A 2014 Center for Community College Student Engagement Report found that
Latino and African American men experienced some of the lowest educational
outcomes despite the fact that they were among the more engaged students. “The
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Center attributes this in part to stereotype threat and emphasizes that community
colleges must devote specific efforts to actively counteract threats through effec-
tive culturally relevant pedagogy, narratives focusing on belonging, and student-
agent relationships characterized as positive, supportive, and demanding” (Tovar
2015:52). Some of the pedagogical techniques that have been shown to be highly
beneficial for student performance are “learner-centered activities, personalized
instructions, relating learning to students’ experiences, assessing student needs,
climate building, encouraging student participation in the learning process, and
maintaining ‘flexibility’” (Bledsoe and Baskin 2014). When instructors ask stu-
dents to work on shared goals and explicitly encourage students to bring their own
experiences to bear on tasks at hand, they “enter a new world of academia together”
(Bonet and Walters 2016:227).

The Research and Planning Group for California Community Colleges (Center
for Student Services 2013) produced a primer titled “Contextualized Teaching and
Learning,” a concept that connects subject content to the real world with the goal
of improving both students’ marketability as well as “their capacity and confidence
in themselves as life-long learners who can adapt to the changing demands of the
workplace” (p. 5). Two of the report’s many recommendations are: employ a hyper-
focus on curriculum relevance through the use of real-world examples that are of
interest to students, and empower students to identify issues of importance and
concern to inform the curriculum. The practice of including diversity content has
been shown to increase success for minority students (Sweat et al. 2013).

Just as positive faculty interactions can improve student learning (Lundberg
2014), student collaboration also contributes to engagement and learning (Brax-
ton, Hirschy, and McClendon 2004). Although the proportion of in-class time
students spend listening to lecture has declined over the years, it remains the
most dominant instructor approach in higher education (Panacci 2015). A meta-
analysis of 225 studies on lecturing and active learning in the STEM fields found
that students in traditional lecture-based courses were one and a half times more
likely to fail (Freeman et al. 2014). Research shows that women, minorities, and
adult learners, specifically, are more likely to benefit from group and peer learning,
interactivity in the classroom, and hands-on learning (Panacci 2015; Ramsay 2005;
Sweat et al. 2013;).

“Active learning” is a term used to refer to a wide range of pedagogical tech-
niques including the integration of videos, group work, student presentations, and
simulations. Group work is among the most common strategies used in the class-
room to engage students (Bledsoe and Baskin 2014), yet “‘Active learning’ is more
than just cobbling together questions for class discussions or small group work: it
is about developing a clearly-sequenced teaching strategy that weaves together
‘information and ideas, experiences, and reflection’ where experiences are com-
prised of ‘doing’ and ‘observing’” (Fink 2003:106).
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EVIDENCE FROM THE CLASSROOM

Years ago, interested in creating a classroom environment that integrates as much
of “what works” for teaching community college students as possible, I began
building a cache of small-scale, active-learning activities that could be integrated
into the curricula of my introductory International Relations course. In Fall 2014
and 2015, I incorporated structured active-learning experiences to illustrate spe-
cific course concepts into every other week of the course (eight in total). For exam-
ple: to introduce the composition and structure of the United Nations, students
were assigned a country and provided information to act out several real-world
scenarios. These activities supplemented regular classroom interactions, such as
partnering and group discussion activities. Loggins (2009) identifies a series of
components that define effective simulations: being oriented toward the real
world, loosely structured and complex, generative of multiple hypotheses, consist-
ent with desired learning outcomes, built upon previous knowledge and experi-
ence, and helping to promote the development of higher order cognitive skills.
Four additional criteria defined the small-scale activities I used: (1) use 20 minutes
of class time; (2) reconfigure students physically in the classroom to enable them
to interact with one another; (3) do not require advance preparation (other than
regular outside-of-class expectations); (4) lead students through an experience to
bring a concept to life.

The use of these activities addressed best practices for teaching community
college students by helping to build community (regular, positive interactions),
enable students to practice and build academic and college skill sets such as com-
munication, critical thinking, and problem solving (embedding basic and college
skills), require participation for scheduled exercises (emphasize in class work),
and create opportunities for students to demonstrate their unique knowledge
(contextualized, active learning). This pedagogical approach positively influenced
course outcomes by: increasing student attendance and participation, creating a
more welcoming classroom culture, and improving student-learning and course
outcomes.

In February 2016, I sent a survey to students from my Fall 2014 (31 students)
and Fall 2015 (29 students) classes asking them to reflect on the use of these activi-
ties in my course. The combined response rate to the survey was 37 percent. While
the sample would have been larger if I gave the survey to students in class at the
end of the semester, I would not have been able to assess whether these activities
had any long-term impact. Table 7.1 shows the survey results pertaining to the role
these activities played in improving classroom culture.

The survey asked students to comment on the overall value of doing these
activities as related to their education in the course. One student wrote: “These
small learning actives [sic] helped emphasize and visualize the material. Not
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TABLE 7.1 Survey Results of Classroom Activities

These activities . . . Not really A little bit Definitely

... made me more likely to 0% 9% 91%
come to class (n=22)

... helped me get to know 4.5% 32% 62.5%
my classmates better (n=22)

... were fun (n=22) 0% 14% 86%
... were unique (n=22) 0% 0% 100%
... were inclusive (n=22) 0% 9% 91%

SOURCE: Sara Parker

TABLE 7.2 Student Outcomes Data

Fall 2011 Fall 2012 Fall 2014 Fall 2015
Average Final 76% 86% 89% 89%
Participation Grade
Success Rate (“C” or better; 60% 66% 84% 85%
excludes students who withdrew
from the class)
N= 33 41 31 29

SOURCE: Sara Parker

only did they help reaffirm the material but also created a sense of community
within the class in which everybody was safe to share ideas or opinions” Another
wrote, “T also liked it because it made the class get to know each other more
instead of everyone being quiet & uncomfortable. It's always nice when the teacher
tries to include everyone & have fun” And, “These small activities are largely
positive for understanding IR concepts and definitely promoted attendance; with-
out being engaged the way I was, I wouldn’t have really understood the theories
section, much less the other key concepts taught. Plus given the nature of IR
[International Relations] major, in hindsight it is a great way to network during
these activities”

Student success data supports the impact this approach had on course out-
comes: both student participation and passing rates increased from Fall 2011 and
2012, prior to the regularized use of learning activities, as compared to 2014 and
2015 (see Table 7.2).
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In reading student comments I realized that these activities served as building
blocks, giving students confidence in their understanding of the material in ways
that helped them mentally and emotionally. Students were able to retain knowl-
edge about key concepts. The literature tells us that students remember only a
fraction of what they learn. One scholar cites several research findings that show:
“‘students retain 10 percent of what they read, 20 percent of what they hear, 30
percent of what they see, 50 percent of what they see and hear, 70 percent of
what they say, and 9o percent of what they do and say together’” (Asal 2005:359).
To evaluate this more concretely, I asked students to recall learning outcomes
associated with five activities identified only by title. Over half of the students sur-
veyed were able to correctly identify an intended learning outcome in at least
four referenced activities. Students believed these activities helped them learn
the material. As one student wrote, “When you learn about something, you
don’t really understand it until you've been placed in a situation where youre con-
ducting an activity and learning material, because only then does it become a
personal experience, which is more likely to be remembered.” Eighty-two percent
of students said that these activities definitely helped them to understand the mate-
rial better.

IMPLICATIONS

Teaching “nontraditional” students is extremely rewarding largely due to the life
experiences they bring to the classroom. Students reference native countries and
cultural traditions, and they draw on everyday relationships with children and
extended family, work experiences, stories of struggle, triumph, and future goals.
As the demographics of the United States continue to shift to a minority-majority
country, we can expect to see the entire landscape of American higher education
reflect this degree of diversity.

Pedagogically grounded, innovative, passionate teaching serves all students,
but first-generation students, underrepresented minorities, returning students,
and others who fall into the “new majority” particularly deserve our focused
efforts to teach in ways that respond to their unique needs.

NOTES

1. Although many of the ideas introduced herein may be effective in an online setting, the scope of
this chapter focuses on classroom teaching.

2. For an excellent overview of scaffolding, see Rosenshein and Meister 1992.

3. Note that these figures include both two-year and four-year students.

4. Currently, 18 states allow undocumented students to pay in-state tuition; six states allow them to
receive financial aid; three states prohibit undocumented students from enrolling (http://www.ncsl
.org/research/education/undocumented-student-tuition-overview.aspx).
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Addressing Learner Variability on
Campus through Universal Design
for Learning

Shannon Haley-Mize

Universal Design (UD) is a term used to describe the process of planning with
intentional consideration of usability, accessibility, and inclusion for a wide range
of users with variable skills and characteristics (Burgstahler 2015a). Initially used
in the field of architecture to describe structure and space that is designed to be
accessible to those with a range of physical capacity, UD has translated into several
theoretical models that are applicable to education. These include Universal
Instructional Design (UID; see Chickering and Gamson 1987), Universal Design
for Instruction (UDI; see Burgstahler 2015a), and Universal Design for Learning
(UDL; see Meyer, Rose, and Gordon 2014). Despite many features shared among
the three models and similarities in the recommended instructional practices,
some distinctions exist between them (see Burgstahler 2015¢). Each of these
frameworks can assist institutions in moving closer to the goal of equitable access
and full inclusion in higher education.

The primary focus of this chapter is on UDL because the recommendations for
implementation draw on research and strategies that align with this model; how-
ever, the chapter also includes some review of research and projects that use either
one of the other models or the broader term UD. After a review of UDL theory and
its relationship to diversity, this chapter examines the research on UD in higher
education, application of UDL to various elements of course design, and briefly
considers UDLs application to online learning environments and appropriate sup-
ports for college students with mental health issues. The chapter concludes with
suggestions for implementation.
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OVERVIEW OF UDL

Universal Design for Learning (UDL), developed by the Center for Applied Spe-
cial Technology (CAST), is a framework for learning experiences and programs
that are intentionally designed to meet the widest range of individual needs to
allow universal access (Meyer et al. 2014). The UDL model is composed of the
three principles of representation, action and expression, and engagement, and it
espouses the notion that enhancing access for one group of individuals will ulti-
mately benefit all. Each of the three principles, based on research in cognition and
neuroscience, is associated with an area of the brain and align with what we know
about how individuals learn. For each principle, CAST provided checkpoints that
provide further detail on specific teaching and design approaches that support the
three principles. These checkpoints can be invaluable tools for evaluating and
improving current practice. CAST (2011) defines the UDL principles as follows:

1. Representation—The principle of representation is associated with the
recognition network of the brain and is the “what” of learning. It includes
how learners gather and categorize information perceived by the senses. To
support recognition, instructors should present content in a variety of ways
to facilitate learning. This includes multiple options for perception through
different modalities (e.g., vision, hearing, or touch); options for language,
mathematical expressions, and symbols to avoid inequalities in how
students perceive content and support comprehension; and options for
comprehension that include any scaffold necessary to ensure all learners
have access to knowledge.

2. Action and expression—Action and expression is the domain of the strategic
network of the brain and encompasses the “how” of learning. The principle
of action and expression considers how learners organize and express ideas
to plan and perform tasks. This domain incorporates options for physical
action as well as expression and communication. Action and expression
encompasses assessment of learning and includes providing options for
students to demonstrate their knowledge, use of multiple media for
communication, and support of executive functions such as goal setting.

3. Engagement—The principle of engagement is aligned with the affective
networks of the brain and includes the “why” of learning. This principle
examines why certain learners become engaged and are able to sustain
motivation during the learning process. To achieve learner engagement,
instructors should consider options for recruiting interest, sustaining
effort and persistence, and self-regulation. Options that support engage-
ment include optimizing choice and fostering collaboration, among other
considerations.
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UDL AND DIVERSITY

UDL is a potentially powerful tool to address equity and access issues that are pre-
sented by the growing diversity in the student body at institutions of higher educa-
tion. UDL fills a void in research-based practice on equitable access for postsecond-
ary students with disabilities. In contrast to the lack of research on students with
disabilities in higher education, there is a growing body of work that deals with the
impact of a racially and ethnically diverse educational community, and this research
helps to guide campus supports. Disability is examined less frequently (McCune
2001), prompting some scholars to point out that even in conversations about inclu-
sion, disability is marginalized (Higbee, Katz, and Schultz 2010).

UDL has the potential to impact all learners, but given the dearth of research on
appropriate access for students with disabilities and the numbers of individuals
with disabilities, it is imperative to eradicate barriers for this population specifically.
Approximately 11 percent of college students report having a disability (NCES
2016). One study that examined types of disabilities reported approximately 31 per-
cent of these students indicated a learning disability, 18 percent reported attention
deficit, and 15 percent cited mental health conditions (NCES 1999). A variety of
other disabilities such as autism were reported less frequently. There is a significant
difference in achievement for this group when compared to peers who do not have
a disability or other at-risk status. For example, college students with disabilities are
far less likely to graduate when compared to peers without disabilities. About 38
percent of students with disabilities who begin attending will finish, compared to 51
percent of students who do not have a disability (Sanford et al. 2011). Both indi-
vidual and institutional factors influence these poorer outcomes (Burgstahler
2015b). One example of an individual factor is self-determination skills, such as the
ability to advocate for accommodations that remove barriers to access of facilities,
services, and content. Institutional factors that impact these outcomes include
accessibility of services and courses (Burgstahler and Cory 2008).

Many individuals with disabilities who go on to postsecondary institutions face
barriers that contribute to the lower rates of retention and graduation. There is
evidence that many students with disabilities do not enroll in campus disability
services and, thus, do not request accommodations and modifications (Getzel
2008). The large number of students who do not access these services is likely par-
tially attributable to the stigma surrounding disability as a construct. The model of
requiring students to self-identify as having a disability and to request accommoda-
tion perpetuates the idea that the individual has a deficit and, thus, needs a “fix” to
be able to participate. In contrast, UDL is aligned with the social model of disability
that “posits that it is not an individual’s impairment or adjustment but the socially
imposed barriers—the inaccessible buildings, the limited modes of transportation
and communication, the prejudicial attitudes—that construct disability as a subor-
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dinate social status and devalued life experience” (Berger and Lorenz 2015:1). Advo-
cates for a UDL approach to course and service design recognize that addressing
accessibility and inclusion during the planning process communicates that differ-
ence, or learner variability, is the expectation—the rule rather than the exception.
As Burgstahler (2015b) intimates:

focusing on difference rather than deficit supports the social model of disability and
other integrated approaches within the field of disability studies that consider
variations—such as those with respect to gender, size, socioeconomic status, race,
ethnicity, and ability—a normal part of the human experience. Thus, disability is
viewed simply as one aspect of a spectrum of human variations. (P. 7)

UDL theory also exemplifies a social justice perspective because it ideally
results in “full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually
shaped to meet their needs” (Adams, Bell, and Griffin 2007:1). This perspective
makes UDL especially relevant to the teaching across disciplines that demonstrate
a “long disciplinary history of engagement with social issues” (Petray and Halbert
2013:441) and allows faculty and support staff at institutions of higher education to
assume and model the role of change agents. Additionally, UDL encourages exam-
ination of both environmental and individual characteristics employing sociologi-
cal imagination to contextualize experience in terms of social structures to avoid
confinement in the individual experience (Mills 2000). This inspires a transforma-
tive mindset. This view insists that the environment is the source of the disability
and, thus, should be the focus of interventions (Evans 2008).

Accommodations vs. UDL

The American with Disabilities Education Act (1990) defines a reasonable accom-
modation as one that renders existing facilitates accessible and useable by indi-
viduals with disabilities. This includes modifications to equipment, examinations,
and content materials. It also includes provision of accessible documents and qual-
ified readers or interpreters. Providing accommodations for individual students in
areactive fashion has disadvantages beyond perpetuating the idea that the disabil-
ity is a problem or individual deficit and requires a solution. Institutions only pro-
vide accommodations to students that self-identify as having a disability and artic-
ulate that the course or service is inaccessible. This is a problem because, as
previously noted, research shows that most college students with disabilities do
not reach out to disability service offices, which makes them ineligible for supports
(Wagner et al. 2005). Securing accommodations requires that the student make an
extra effort that is not necessary for other students. This process of seeking out
accommodations to access course materials and other campus services marginal-
izes students with disabilities. Accessible documents and materials may not be
readily available and require time to produce, which may result in the student not

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

120 CURRICULAR INNOVATIONS

having access to content in the same time frame as other students. In addition,
providing accommodations to individual students does not have the potential to
benefit all students.

In contrast, UDL is a proactive approach that involves designing courses and
other student services in a manner that deliberately analyzes and removes barriers
that may be present for a wide variety of learners. The UDL process prompts fac-
ulty and staff to think like designers and to create content, experiences, services,
and environments that are more likely to be accessible to all. This represents a
paradigm shift from a narrow focus on a “normal” user to instead consider a wide
range of human characteristics and variability (Myers, Lindburg, and Nied 2013).

RESEARCH

As Edyburn (2010) articulated, there is a lack of empirical research on the applica-
tion of UDL in learning environments. The existing, relatively small foundation of
empirical research is more robust if the examination includes the broader term of
UD as search criteria. Most of the work examined in the published reviews and in
additional studies cited in this section is qualitative, including action research.
This section includes a few examples of quasi-experimental studies (e.g., Davies,
Schelly, and Spooner 2013) and one experimental study (Spooner et al. 2007).

A review of current research on UD in educational settings conducted by Rao,
Ok, and Bryant (2014) identified only 13 journal articles that empirically evaluated
application of UD to the teaching and learning process. A review by Roberts et al.
(2015) included 19 articles, with five studies overlapping between the two reviews.
Overall, results indicated that studies reported gains in specific academic outcomes,
improved access for students with reading difficulties, increased student engage-
ment, fostered formation of community, and increased interaction in college courses.
Rao et al. (2014) warn that “the evidence should be interpreted with caution as a set
of preliminary positive results based on varied methods of analysis” (p. 162).

A recent study by Black, Weinberg, and Brodwin (2015), not included in either
of the aforementioned reviews, examined the perspectives of college students with
disabilities on teaching methods and pedagogy that they perceived as being sup-
portive of their learning. The researchers then determined if the strategies identi-
fied by the students as beneficial were aligned with UDL. Students reported that
they experienced barriers to learning and that UDL practices were helpful. One
interesting theme that emerged was the students’ belief that faculty and staff would
benefit from basic awareness training and professional development on how to
work with students with disabilities. In a similar vein, students reported that some
accommodations were not appropriately executed.

Some evidence exists that faculty professional development (PD) is effective in
improving application of UD to course design and instruction. For example, a
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study by Zhang (2005) found that sustained and targeted PD was effective in
improving participants’ growth and use of technology. Faculty identified UDL as a
high-need training topic, and web-based, self-paced PD increased participants’
self-efficacy in meeting the needs of students with a wide variety of needs (Izzo,
Murray, and Novak 2008). Davies et al. (2013) also reported that students per-
ceived UDL professional development had significant positive effect on teaching
methods employed by faculty.

The research investigating UD application to online course development dem-
onstrates a positive impact on a variety of student factors and perceptions of learn-
ing. Ye He (2014) found that student self-efficacy in teaching and learning online
improved after participation in a course using UD principles. Participants reported
that pacing and flexibility were the most impactful elements in the course.

APPLICATION

UDL is a powerful academic design tool when employed in higher education.
Consideration of several components of course construction using a UDL lens is
advantageous, and resources for instructors are readily available. The following
recommendations were compiled using resources available at CAST’s UDL on
Campus site (www.udloncampus.cast.org) and the DO-IT program housed at the
University of Washington (http://www.washington.edu/doit).

Syllabus

The syllabus serves as a roadmap for the course and shapes the students’ initial
impressions of the type of learning environment that the instructor will establish
in the classroom. Therefore, at a minimum, the syllabus should be an accessible
document. Because UDL is best integrated during the design of the course, the
syllabus is the perfect starting point for constructing a UDL course. The course
instructor can use the syllabus to set the climate of the course, to articulate expec-
tations, and to give information about options and accessibility. There are several
modifications that can be made to syllabus design to support a broader range of
individuals and improve access. For example, the course calendar can list the read-
ings and media in all formats available and give guidance on how to access the
content. The syllabus also usually outlines how learning will be assessed and allows
another opportunity to articulate the UDL options embedded in the course by
highlighting options for action and expression.

The syllabus should serve as a personal introduction of the instructor. A section
in the syllabus should be dedicated to introducing the instructor, and this section
can be used to engage students through use of a photo and video. This type of
enhanced introduction allows students to get to know the instructor, the expecta-
tions, and the structure of the course. Several methods of communication and
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options for obtaining answers to questions should be provided such as email,
phone, text, discussion boards dedicated to course questions, and links to any
instructor, professional social media accounts.

The course syllabus should include the statement on accommodations, a
description of the course, and course objectives. Instructors can apply UDL con-
siderations to each of these syllabus components. First, consider putting the disa-
bility statement and available supports at the beginning of the syllabus rather than
at the end. This ensures that students see the information, and it communicates
that the instructor prioritizes their success in the course. Second, the course
description should identify clear goals for the course and establish relevance to the
students. Third, carefully articulate the objectives and connect them directly to the
assignments. This makes the purpose of each assignment in the course explicit. To
clarify the course material, divide objectives by topic. Utilizing a graphic organizer
helps to display how course objectives relate.

Course Materials

During course design, instructors can also assemble course materials using the
UDL approach. A UDL course designer considers a wide variety of materials
beyond printed text. Content can be provided in different formats such as digital
versions of class presentations. Videotaping the course sessions and making the
videos available on the online course platform ensures multiple pathways to the
content. Designers can also make any materials such as handouts, videos, and
PowerPoint presentations accessible online. These alternatives allow for multiple
sources of representation of the same content and increase engagement. Designers
can invite students to contribute to a collection of materials related to the course
content to encourage shared ownership. These materials might include online
resources such as streaming video, related social media accounts, or links to perti-
nent professional agencies that extend the course content. As materials are
amassed, the instructor should ensure that included material is accessible to all
learners. For example, videos should have closed captioning, documents should be
compatible with screen reader technology, and images should have captions.

Assignments and Assessments

Course assignments and assessments are under the purview of the UDL principle
of action and expression. This principle prompts course designers to consider
choices for physical actions, expression and communication, and executive func-
tions. Potential barriers, including construct-irrelevant factors, should be identi-
fied. Instructors must differentiate the actual content that they want to test, from
construct-irrelevant factors that potentially act as barriers. For example, if the pur-
pose of an assessment is to analyze the students content knowledge on a specific
topic, it may be that requiring an essay response on an assessment includes factors
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that are irrelevant to the learning objective but are nonetheless required for the
response. If part of the learning objective is to assess the student’s ability to synthe-
size information, then an essay response may be appropriate, but perhaps spelling
ability or the speed at which the student completes the response are construct
irrelevant, so the designer could eliminate those potential barriers by allowing
access to a dictionary and unlimited time for completion.

A course that incorporates dependable routines and expectations assists stu-
dents with planning and prioritizing. Instructors should explicitly state assign-
ment deadlines in the course schedule and incorporate feedback into a predictable
routine. These routines can be outlined in the syllabus with weekly content and
connections with the course objectives. A well-designed, UDL course also allows
numerous opportunities for the instructor to detail expectations for learners.
Instructors can articulate these expectations in the introductory video and revisit
them frequently at different intervals over the length of the semester.

Course Delivery

Course delivery is a vital consideration from a ULD perspective. There are some
general recommendations in this realm. For face-to-face classes, provide a digital
space for collecting accessible artifacts and materials and to extend the discussion.
Artifacts and materials include captioned photos of products created during class,
digital versions of notes and presentations, and links to streaming or other videos
used during class. Opportunities to extend the dialogue in the online course space
might include discussion boards, designed boards for questions about the course
content, or links to online platforms that include forums. For online courses, offer
at least one opportunity for a meeting in person. The students may not take advan-
tage of it or may not be able to meet due to factors such as distance, but it is a
consideration when feasible.

Considerations for Online Learning

In order to meet the requirements of federal law and to provide equitable access,
UDL should also be applied to online learning experiences (Case and Davidson
2011). There are some affordances of online learning for students with disabilities.
In general, digital text is more flexible and malleable than printed material. Digital
spaces can support multiple media and hyperlinked text that allow options for
representation of content and scaffolding. Digital content can be varied in order to
facilitate and support student engagement. Many digital platforms also support
collaboration, allowing for options for action and expression.

To realize the potential of these affordances, instructors should create accessi-
ble materials and documents. The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG
2.0 2016) provide guidance in the form of four principles to consider when creat-
ing accessible, web-based content.
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In addition to the WCAG 2.0 guidance, data from studies conducted with stu-
dents with disabilities identify priorities for UDL-designed, online learning expe-
riences. For example, Catalano (2014) collected interview data from students with
disabilities who were participants in a course using a UD design. The common
themes that emerged from this examination included the need for clear expecta-
tions, frequent interaction with the professor, audio accompaniment for tutorials
and presentations, and feedback on assignments. The students also highlighted a
video introduction of the instructor, an invitation to meet in person, and timely
answers to emails as essential components.

These student recommendations are consistent with CAST’s suggestions on
how to design effective online courses for a wide variety of learners. CAST also
emphasizes the need for executive functioning support in an online environment.
Executive functioning includes setting appropriate goals, planning and organiz-
ing, developing steps to achieve a goal, and using strategies for problem solving.
Other executive functions are prioritizing, self-discipline, and monitoring progress
(Huizinga, Dolan, and van der Molen 2006). Executive functioning is essential for
success in all learning experiences, but becomes especially critical in an online
environment. Designers can provide the necessary supports by incorporating
clear, interactive course headings and icons; grouping content into small, logical
modules; incorporating checklists for monitoring progress; and providing self-
check quizzes and activities with immediate feedback. Students also benefit from
options to create notes in various ways, annotate material, and organize resources.

Students with Mental Health Needs

Although it is difficult to discern exact statistics due to reliance on self-disclosure,
evidence does exist that the number of college students with mental health issues is
increasing, and these learners often experience educational challenges (Rickerson,
Souma, and Burgstahler 2012). One estimate indicates that despite this growth in
enrollment, as many as 86 percent of students with psychiatric disabilities withdraw
before completing their degrees (Collins and Mowbray 2005). Teaching strategies
consistent with UD can address various characteristics of this type of “invisible dis-
ability” Application of UD principles is especially important for these students
because studies have found that as few as 10 percent access accommodations, which
is likely due to the stigma associated with mental illness (Koch, Mamiseishvili, and
Higgins 2014). Another contributing factor may be the lack of awareness of services.

Several components of the traditional college classroom may present barriers
for these students. They may struggle with paying attention to the lecture and class
discussion while simultaneously taking adequate notes. Pacing of courses may
require that students grasp concepts quickly and that students navigate complex
interactions with the instructor and their peers—especially if the instructor
employs a variety of pedagogical strategies and uses flexible grouping.
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Applying UDL to course design to reduce barriers for students with mental
health issues also means that instructors should give consideration to testing and
class assignments. These students may struggle with heightened test anxiety, which
may impact performance. Poor time management and limited ability to organize
multiple assignments can further negatively impact performance. Because of these
factors, instructors must consider a variety of alternative assessment strategies that
encourage students to express their knowledge in a variety of ways. Examples
include portfolios, presentations, research assignments, peer and self-evaluations,
and creative projects that align with the learning objectives. Digital tools provide a
wealth of options for multiple means of expression from digital storyboards to
comic strips. Class assignments can also include multiple means of expressing and
gaining knowledge. These alternatives can incorporate activities such as debates,
case studies, and discussion. Other tools include brainstorming sessions and
cooperative projects. Students might also benefit from scaffolding for more com-
plex assignments and frequent due dates for smaller portions of a large project.

IMPLEMENTATION
Institutional Level

Professional development (PD) to raise awareness for faculty and staff across cam-
pus has been demonstrated to be effective in establishing a foundation for greater
accessibility and inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education (Lom-
bardi and Murray 2011; Murray, Lombardi, and Wren 2011). To support faculty in
making meaningful changes in course design and teaching practices, PD should
include specific action steps (Edyburn 2010). Assessment tools are available to
evaluate inclusive teaching practices (Lombardi, Murray, and Gerdes 2011) and
guide PD topics.

Change Process at a Course Level

Nelson (2014) suggests the following steps to integrate UDL into instruction:

1. Reflect on the needs of students. Ask yourself, “What are my students
struggling with?”

2. Identify a principle or a specific checkpoint that addresses the student need
identified. Ask, “How might I use this checkpoint to meet the needs of
learners?”

3. Investigate and create new pedagogical methods or strategies. Pose the
question, “What brings this principle or checkpoint to life?”

4. Teach alesson with the new method/ strategy. Prompt yourself to think
about “What does this principle or checkpoint look like in my teaching
environment?”
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5. Assess the method/strategy by asking, “In what ways did my students
demonstrate knowledge or skills?”

6. Reflect on how the new method/ strategy worked by considering, “How did
the principle or checkpoint enhance student outcomes?”

CONCLUSION

The impetus for using the UDL framework is multifaceted and grounded in the
social model of disability that conceptualizes learner variability as the expectation,
rather than a problem to be rectified. UDL shifts the traditional deficit-based view
of disability to a critical analysis of the curriculum as a source of potential barriers
and provides guidance on ways to ameliorate those barriers. UDL has the potential
to benefit all learners and is applicable to online learning environments. UDL also
provides solutions for faculty and staft struggling to meet the needs of the growing
population of students with mental health needs. Campuses can build capacity for
the use of UDL across academic and student services by providing professional
development and supporting a gradual implementation that includes incremental
changes and reflection.
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Without Apology

Reclaiming the Lecture

Diane L. Pike

On the way to my roundtable at the Midwest Sociological Society AKD work-
shop, a colleague whom I knew slightly asked me what my topic was.

“How to give better lectures,” I answered.

She raised her chin, actually snorted, and declared, “I never lecture in my
courses.”

Seriously?

“Of course you lecture,” I thought to myself, as I faked a smile and let her
g0 ahead—clearly not on her way to join my group.

This encounter illustrates an enduring 30-plus year trend in higher education to
bash, dismiss, question, and declare dead the lecture as a meaningful pedagogy in
college learning. Such assertions often appear anchored in some purported moral
high ground. Particularly, but not exclusively, in the natural sciences and profes-
sional studies, there persists an approach to lecture that is reminiscent of the
Queen of Hearts” tendency to pronounce “Off with their heads!” (Fortunately, the
King quietly pardons the condemned when the Queen is not looking.)

The problem, however, is not lecture per se. Lecture remains the dominant
modality in undergraduate college and university teaching, despite the attention
to active and experiential learning and to the integration of technology (Cashin
2010; Weimer 2014). Most of us continue to spend significant time explaining in
depth, presenting ideas, crafting arguments, imparting information to students,
and engaging in what is called “direct instruction.” Walk down most any hallway
and peer into classrooms to confirm this pattern. You might also track for a week
or two the amount of time spent lecturing in your own courses and see what these
data reveal.

133
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The problem is lousy lectures, too much lecture, and lecture for the wrong pur-
poses. Whether we lecture for 20 or 8o percent of a class session or an entire
course, it matters that we lecture so that students are engaged and learning; such
an approach to lecture is commonly understood to be “interactive lecture” The
traditional college classroom lecture has been defined as everything from “the pro-
fessor speaking for most of the period” (Wiggins 2014) to “more or less continuous
expositions by a speaker who wants an audience to learn something” (Bligh 2000)
to “a special form of communication in which voice, gesture, movement, facial
expression, and eye contact can either complement or detract from the content”
(Cashin 2010). For our purposes here, lecture refers to face-to-face, oral delivery
by the professor of prepared course-relevant material. Done well, lecture is one
valuable way to establish relationships between people and ideas, engage with new
material, model thinking, and create a classroom environment that works.

Yet we are in a moment in higher education when lecture alternatives are being
aggressively marketed and put into practice. This trend is a result of both pressures
to adopt new technologies and therefore different pedagogies, as well as the cycli-
cal realization that we need to take teaching seriously and keep our teachings cur-
rent. Nearly wholesale rejection of lecture is being promoted in many places, but it
fails to serve either the students or instructors very well.

My hope is that this chapter succeeds in helping us reclaim a pedagogy that
endures for at least the foreseeable future. I make three claims that, while neither
wholly original nor even new, nevertheless bear repeating, are worth acting upon,
and contain some valuable insights into our teaching. First, we must pay more
attention to when and how we lecture. Second, we must simultaneously under-
stand that “the lecture” continues to morph to fit the current educational context
to which we must adapt. Third, there are better and worse ways to execute this
pedagogy. We should try for better.

THE TENACITY OF LECTURE

“Why lectures are dead (or soon will be)” (Bates 2014). This dramatic statement by
a British educator and author in his blog / open textbook is just one example of the
sweeping claims made about lectures and lecturing. Nary does a week go by with-
out someone in the Chronicle of Higher Education, on blogs, in university leader
press conferences, or in TED talks boldly disdaining lecture and advocating for its
replacement. They rarely advocate for its improvement. The claims are frequently
made by faculty and nonfaculty (publishers, politicians, pundits) who embrace
digital learning as the solution to every problem in higher education (Christensen,
Horn, and Johnson 2008; DeMillo and Young 2015; Skonnard 2015)." Bates writes
that technology in lecture (e.g., tablets in class, clickers, PowerPoint) is just “lip-
stick on a pig” because all lecture can do is transmit information. He closes his
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discussion suggesting that institutions might better spend their money, not on
classrooms and lecture theatres, but “on digitizing the curriculum and making it
openly available” since lectures, in the future, will likely be “‘special events’ that are
multi-media, synchronously and asynchronously delivered” (2014).

To physics Nobel laureate Carl Wieman, the college lecture is the educational
equivalent of bloodletting (Westervelt 2016). By all accounts a brilliant research
scientist, Wieman appears to have discovered midcareer that teaching could be
improved if faculty did not lecture all the time. At the broadest level, the shift
appeared to be that having students observe a professor work a problem on the
board in a huge lecture hall was less useful than having the students work the
problem in class with peers. Wieman became focused in his rejection of lecture
and in his affection for clickers, leading to the Science Education Initiative while
still teaching at CU Boulder (http://www.colorado.edu/sei/). Today at Stanford,
holding a joint appointment in physics and the graduate school of education, Wie-
man and his partners continue to apply a scientific approach to teaching.

Similarly, Harvard’s Eric Mazur, who like Wieman gives lots of lectures about
not lecturing, helped revolutionize the teaching of physics.> As recently as June
2016 the lead article in the Chronicle of Higher Education characterized Mazur as a
“teaching evangelist” who wonders “whether lecture (is) an ethical teaching choice
(because) as the primary vehicle for teaching, it’s completely outmoded” (Berrett
2016). Mazur fleetingly acknowledges the place of some lecture, some of the time,
but the message is clear.

This awakening to the challenges of teaching well, and the resulting media atten-
tion on those individuals who are leading the charge, is what I have come to call the
“Harvard Effect”—if someone at Harvard (or with a Nobel Prize) points it out, it gets
attention. Think of this idea as a version of Merton's Matthew Effect—that scientists
who have stature benefit disproportionally. Wieman, Mazur, and others promote
good practices based on the scholarship of teaching and learning, and they add to the
knowledge base with their own research. But their “discovery” that teaching is diffi-
cult to do well, and specifically that traditional lecture does not work as well as we
think, is not new. Maybe it is like seeing snow for the first time if you grew up in Tahiti.

For decades, faculty developers and scholars of teaching and learning, as well as
instructors in the trenches, have made the case for taking teaching seriously and
building our skills with the same high-quality expectations we look for in discipli-
nary research. This movement has been especially strong in sociology. The deep
body of cross-disciplinary work produced in the 1980s through today includes that
of Wilbert McKeachie et al. (1987), Chickering and Gamson (1987), Kenneth Eble
(1976), Maryellen Weimer (1990), Barr and Tagg (1995), Smith (1996), and Stephen
Brookfield (1995). Sociologists Kathleen McKinney (1993, with Mary Graham-Bux-
ton) and Daniel Chambliss (1999) have done seminal work in the scholarship of
teaching and learning and on scholarly teaching. Many valuable ideas are included
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in the still relevant volume by Pescosolido and Aminzade, The Social Worlds of
Higher Education (1999). Recent resources include the ASA journal Teaching Sociol-
ogy, ASAs TRAILS digital library on teaching resources, First Contact (Greenwood
and Howard 2011), and In the Trenches (Atkinson and Lowney 2016).

Acknowledging the existence of this wealth of accumulated knowledge and
practice wisdom is important when we evaluate the present recommendations for
change and when we identify new evangelists. There is no fault in Nobel laureates
and Harvard professors doing more good work to promote good teaching. I just
think that we should be clear that there was already snow.

To be sure, teaching in higher education today demands deep improvements, as
do most other institutions (politics? banking? K-12? health care, anyone?). So, the
effort here to reclaim lecture as an effective teaching and learning tool is not an
assertion that lecture as it is currently practiced is just fine. Does some lecturing
work pretty well? Yes. Does enough of our lecturing work pretty well? No. As crit-
ics have long pointed out, lecture in practice is in need of some serious upgrading
(Bonwell and Eison 1991; Faust and Paulson 1998; Prince 2004). This upgrading
requires more explicit attention to why, when, and how we lecture.

LECTURE TODAY

The settings of our teaching are in some ways unchanged from centuries of mod-
ern Western education—usually one professor, multiple students, a syllabus, a
slate, a chalk- or whiteboard, a digital projector/laptop depending on the decade,
readings, assignments, course units, and so on. There are things some of us have
done for decades because they work.

There are things, of course, that have changed. Increased heterogeneity of student
demographic profiles, evolving student motivations, digital learning opportunities
and requirements, new knowledge and skills, and the stakeholder expectations as to
what an education should and can be are all challenging our professional practices.
These differences are significant, and they matter for our teaching. Thus, some of the
things we did in the past (or still do) do not work today because the setting is chang-
ing. We can take more responsibility for what is working and what is failing.

So what should we pay attention to if we want to enhance our lecture practice?
What features strengthen and improve this pedagogy? What should we avoid?
Most importantly, how can effective, interactive lecture support the features of
learning that really matter?

One distillation of the large body of scholarship on teaching and learning in this
area is organized around the four dimensions in Table g.1: the lecture, lecturing, the
lecturer, and the lectured. The differentiations are not hard-lined and the character-
istics are interrelated. It is one model for thinking through aspects of this pedagogy
that we may fail to consider sufficiently when we sit down to prepare our lectures.
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TABLE 9.1 A Heuristic Model for Reflecting on Lecture

Variables
That Can
Improve
Lecture
Practice

Variables
That Can
Weaken
Lecture
Practice

Lecturing: The Lecturer: The Lectured:

The Lecture The Process The Instructor The Students
Quality content: Appropriate Characteristics Appropriate levels
determining function: when of the instructor of course work

what is worth
knowing and
why

Well-organized
materials

Transparent links
to learning
goals

Effective use of
technology,
e.g., “good”
PowerPoint,
audio, video,
databases,
whiteboards

Appropriate
visuals and
props

Tangential content
Disorganization /

too much
freestyling

Lack of clear
goals

Poor use of
technology

to lecture and
why

Clear learning
goals best suited
for the lecture
modality

Controlled length
and placement
of the lecture
in a session or
a course

Lecturing too long
without active
bridges

Posting PowerPoint
slides

Bad rooms (lights,
air, noise,
seating)

Distracting laptops/
cellphones

that can make a
constructive
difference:
Gender
Style
Preparation
Delivery
Age
Race/ Ethnicity
Expertise
Experience

Tired / burned-out
instructors

Dislike of lecturing

Inadequate
preparation

Boredom with
content

High level of student
preparation

Time of day
(varies)

Individual
motivations
(intrinsic and
extrinsic)

Previous relevant
experiences

Clear understanding
of the goals

Lack of sleep
Required courses

Failure to take
notes

Learning style
fit with teaching
style

SOURCE: Diane L. Pike
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The Lecture

The content of the lecture is critical. Content may not always be king, but it should
be front and center most of the time. Is the content worth knowing and more
than just traditional “coverage”? Have we attended to the clarity of the lecture’s
structure—a beginning, middle, and an end? Have we considered the importance
of the flow of the content, the relevance of the content to the learning goal of the
session, and the relationship of the content to the effective use of technology? All
these factors influence how the content of the lecture is experienced (Bligh 2000;
Cashin 2010; Davis 1993).}

Paying attention to the importance of logically organized content—what we
lecture on and in what order—can lead us to think more carefully about what we
include at all. We may recognize that some of our “coverage” is really esoteric facts
that will not be tested or used in analysis nor does it link to the main learning
goals. The content included needs to have a connection to explicit learning goals
for the course, the unit, and the session. (“Here’s what we're doing today and why.”)
With content, sometimes less is more, and sometimes, slower is more. Especially
in lecture when the goal is the story, the cognitive modeling, or the inspiration to
know more or understand why. Let’s make sure we have organized content that is
worth having the students know.

It is also important to keep in mind that the best way to use face time with live
human beings also speaks to differences in disciplines. While students working a
tried-and-true problem set together during class can make sense in physics or
math, much of social science learning is different from working problem sets. In
sociology, we often guide students through an understanding of cultural relativism
or the meaning of symbolic interaction theory. In an economics course examining
the Great Recession, there is likely a need for scaffolded discovery by the instruc-
tor to complement small group discussions or individual reading. In psychology,
lecture demonstration around classic findings, such as bystander issues or con-
formity, can be effective in multiple ways, both affective and cognitive. So we need
to nuance ideas about lecture, as Hattie (2011) puts it, “to our intentions.” It prob-
ably makes perfect sense not to ask students to sit still for 60 minutes watching
someone else work a complex chemistry problem on the board or explain a
detailed GDP slide, but that does not warrant the full-blown dismissal of lecture
whether for chemistry or one of the social sciences. Lecture can be one of the rea-
sons we are all in the room together, whatever the discipline.

As for the place of technology in lecture, the sheer quantity of attention to,
research about, advocacy for, and resistance against the use of technology in teach-
ing is both helpful and overwhelming. There are more opinions, research conclu-
sions, daily practices, institutional policies, and products than one can manage.
The jury is still out on what works and what does not. All we can do is go with our
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best understanding at any given time and work hard to separate the research find-
ings from the personal preferences and from the sales pitches. With respect to
technology in the lecture itself, two main ideas are offered here.

First, technology for technology’s sake is a problem. So as with any tool—from
whiteboard to smartboard, from clickers to online gaming to in-class exercises—
make sure that the technology chosen adds value to the achievement of the learn-
ing goal. Like any tool, do not overuse it. The same strategy over and over wears
thin for learners and instructors.

Second, be very careful with PowerPoint. A good image, map, or data that are
readable for everyone in the room can enhance lecture by providing visual engage-
ment, reference, or an opportunity for response by students. PowerPoint can be
used effectively.* However, a text-based slide, especially when read aloud to stu-
dents in case they cannot see it or apparently cannot read, is not an enhancement
to lecture. (If you do not believe me, you have not been to a professional confer-
ence lately.) The research on PowerPoint shows that students generally find
PowerPoint “boring” yet want the slides posted (Ralph 2015). Of course they want
the slides—they are the teacher’s notes. Used the way too many of us currently do
(walk down that hallway again or look at your own slides), it makes lectures more
boring rather than less. Let’s agree that boring decreases learning. (Full disclosure:
like Maryellen Weimer [2012], I am persuaded that PowerPoint is more often used
poorly than effectively. In part, this failure resulted from early initiatives within
faculty development and from instructional designers who encouraged faculty to
use it for lectures without much training or thought behind how teaching a class
with PowerPoint is different from a business presentation. Some research shows
students do not learn more with PowerPoint in lecture despite their stated prefer-
ence for it because slides organize and simplify course material [Hill et al. 2012]. As
a faculty development director and in my SoTL work, I have pushed back hard on
the notion that PowerPoint by definition is a good tool to use in lecture.)

The Lecture Process: What’s the Function?

Most of the research on lecture—and there is a great deal of it—cites the bible on
this topic, Donald Bligh's volume, What’s the Use of Lectures? (2000). Based prima-
rily on meta-analysis, Bligh sees the main function of lecture as effectively trans-
mitting information; he argues that lecture is not effective for promoting thought,
changing attitudes, or teaching skills (p. 3). There is a place for lecture done well
and 20-30-minute lectures should be part of a range of activities in the classroom
that vary stimulation (p. 56).

Newer work, however, has added to the discussion of what lecture actually
accomplishes. For example, Wiggins (2014) thinks that lecture can model thought
processes, share cognitive structures / mental models for understanding, provide
context, and tell stories. Cashins (2010) IDEA paper asserts that lecture can convey
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knowledge, communicate intrinsic interest, and demonstrate expertise, especially
for graduate students (2011). Cashin also identifies the dysfunctional consequences
of the lecture: the lack of usefulness for higher levels of critical thinking and the
problem of the passivity of the “non-interactive” lecture.

One of the most intriguing, more recent pieces is John Hattie’s chapter “Which
Strategies Best Enhance Teaching and Learning in Higher Education.” His work is
a synthesis of 800 meta-analyses in Mashek and Hammer’s edited volume, Empiri-
cal Research in Teaching and Learning: Contributions from Social Psychology (2011).”
Hattie concludes that all typical teaching strategies do work in the appropriate con-
texts, but then adds what appears to be significant in terms of effect size (the meas-
ure of significance in meta-analyses): “What matters most are the transparency of
the challenges and outcomes of the course, the use of multiple teaching strategies
that emphasize student problem solving and engagement with the content, and the
seeking by teachers of feedback about the impact of their teaching” (p. 139). So
maybe the argument should not be about the pedagogy per se, but rather about how
the chosen strategy in the right setting incorporates these features. How can lecture
function to support these goals? Does the lecture achieve the learning goal for
which you decided this was the best pedagogical road to travel?

The Lecturer: Individuals’ Skills and Practices

We need to let go of the idea that most of us are somehow just naturally interesting to
listen to. First, the literature is reasonably consistent in identifying what the lecturer
should do to make for effective lectures.® Preparation, practice, delivery, and perform-
ance are the basics. Universal design is one idea that can help contextualize lecture
pedagogy with its charge to provide multiple means of representation of the content
of the learning, multiple means of action and expression of that learning, and multiple
means of engagement and motivation to learn (National Center on Universal Design
for Learning 2012). Thinking about these dimensions can be a good starting point.

Second, we also know that characteristics like gender, race, age, and social class
can also influence how audiences perceive lecturers and how lecturers perceive
themselves. How is one’s status as a 30-year-old Asian female computer science
professor different from a 60-year-old African American male history professor?
For example, one study found that students perceived that females performed bet-
ter using clickers in class, while males performed markedly better with lectures
(Kang et al. 2012). While close examination of these variables is a separate chapter
altogether, it makes sense to acknowledge and learn how these sociological varia-
bles make a difference.

So, letting go of assumptions about our natural charm and effectiveness is a good
idea. Effective lecturing is learned behavior. (The belief that some of us are born lec-
turers simply fails to take us very far.) We can unlearn lecturing based on insufhicient
preparation on less important topics with little attention to delivery/performance
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and with the wrong focus on what students might need to hear rather than what we
want to say. We all have strengths. Figure them out with the help of the scholarship,
your peers, and your own analysis; then, work them.

The “Lectured”

The final category in Table 9.1 is one often only acknowledged perfunctorily. When
working on lectures, the focus is typically on what to say and maybe what slides to
prepare. For a long time, I did not think much about the characteristics of the
audience and how this might shape what I do and why. Of course, we are all aware
that the level of the course (intro or grad students) is important and that, over
time, the particular character of the current cohort of students emerges. But there
are other dimensions of audience/learners that we attend to less often.

Repeatedly, we assume that students are sufficiently similar in their readiness to
learn. Yet, we know that the rate of learning, cognitive skills, relevant background
knowledge, and subject matter interest (Cashin 2010) can be important variables
in shaping what a student may learn from lecture (or from any pedagogy for that
matter). While most successful instructors are aware of these variables, sociolo-
gists especially, we may need to act upon them as well.

We can add to this list the factors we all deal with daily: the amount of sleep
students had, life-event distractions, hunger levels, social media pulls, mental
health issues, and levels of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (see Deci, Koesnter,
and Ryan 1999). We cannot control most of these variables, but we can be more
intentional about when lecture might work more or less effectively. Our clarity on
the goals, our encouraging and rewarding student preparation, expectations of
note-taking, and our demeanor with students can have a direct impact on the
learners’ success in the setting we create. In addition, our efforts at securing a
classroom with good lighting, comfortable chairs, and decent airflow can also con-
tribute to the readiness of the learners.”

Probably the most helpful thing to do is to get some sense of who the students
are, why they are in the course, and what might be challenges for learning. We usu-
ally do this at the beginning of a course, but one can also incorporate this idea into
lecture strategies. Start the lecture with a prompt or pair/ share that might result in
students assessing what they already know about a topic or an idea that is the
learning goal for that lecture. Check in during the lecture to see how it is going,
and be willing to adjust as needed.

GETTING BETTER ALL THE TIME . ..

This chapter closes by offering three ideas to consider to improve lectures. These
recommendations are based on the research, my work in faculty development, and
my experiences consulting with sociology departments over the years as a program
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reviewer for ASA. These three ideas are one contribution to this large and well-
examined topic.

“It All Matters”

Three decades ago, one of the first panels I ever attended at a regional sociology
meeting was a panel presentation by four award-winning teachers. Distinguished
Professor Kathleen McKinney from Illinois State University, one of sociology’s
best and brightest in the scholarship of teaching and learning, talked specifically
about giving high-quality lectures to very large classes (McKinney and Graham-
Buxton 1993). As memory serves, McKinney bore no patience with the notion that
large lectures could not be engaging, interactive, and enjoyable.

But what has stuck with me all these years was her response to a question from
the audience about what matters in lecture. Her instant and forceful reply was, “It
all matters . . . how you dress, how you prepare, what you deliver, how you follow
up—everything” I took that advice to heart and it has served me well. For instance,
some research shows that women cannot get away with dressing like they are
doing yardwork in the way a charismatic male colleague can in history. Gender
matters in numerous ways including, for example, that women are more likely to
know and apply the SoTL research than men (see Miller 2016 for a recent sum-
mary of research).

Eye contact, good handouts, thoughtful content, and limited tangents are indi-
vidual things that collectively strengthen or weaken a whole lecture-based experi-
ence.® So, even if we are not all naturally interesting, we can learn to improve lecture
performance and delivery if we try to pay attention to what matters.

When my son was in medical school, he explained to me that lectures were
video recorded so that if a student missed class, the lecture was available. (It was
also available for review even if the student was present.) I asked him if most stu-
dents went to class anyway. Most did, with a few outliers who seemed to excel in a
highly individualized way and almost never went to any class. What then about the
recorded lectures? He explained that students usually watched the videos instead
of going to class when the instructor was not very good. When the lecture and
lecturer were great, everyone was there in person. So perhaps we should think
carefully about flipped classrooms, publisher-produced videos, and how we make
the most of being in the room together.

It Should Almost Always Be “Lecture and . ...

No self-respecting faculty development person has advocated for anything other
than what is more precisely called “interactive lecture” for decades; while those
who vilify lecture usually cast an image of the 60-minute drone (not a good idea,
no matter how rationalized by practitioners), that model has not been promoted
by scholarly teachers since active learning came into vogue.’
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So if the iconic view of the lecture is that we speak continuously for a long
period, it seems reasonable to conclude that such a practice is at best a limited
learning experience and sometimes a disaster. While few of us try to be ineffective,
just ask students if you want to be assured that this model of lecture still exists in
too many classrooms. The best lectures are ones where we intentionally stop talk-
ing for a while. I am not personally persuaded that lecture always needs to be
limited to 6 or 17 minutes as some suggest. Rather, we need to support extending
student attention spans, not capitulate to the idea that we need to be fast and furi-
ous because they watched too much Sesame Street as opposed to Mr. Rogers.

Lecture today means lecture and a brief pair/ share: lecture and a three-minute
video followed by two minutes of writing; lecture and responding to questions by
clickers (or clickers, then lecture); lecture and a small group discussion; lecture
and a one-minute paper; lecture and a break in the middle of a long class period;
lecture and questions (to or from the instructor; to or from each other); lecture
and collaboration on solving a problem or an equation; lecture and a demonstra-
tion . . . and so on.

New and existing technologies often improve lectures by helping to achieve
the learning goal for which the instructor has chosen lecture as an effective means
to that end. An image or short video as a lecture prompt, access to a database when
a question arises during lecture that warrants an immediate response, white-
boards, chalk or markers, props or demonstrations are all possibilities within the
lecture providing opportunities for engagement and contributing to the variety
that Hattie identifies as crucial. Yet, whatever set of tactics we create, lecture is the
dominant and critical thread that weaves the session and all its “interactions”
together.

Closing the Lecture Loop

If lecture is going to be one of the tools that helps students learn and is a mainstay
of our teaching practice, how can its impact be strengthened? One increasingly
recognized idea is the importance of expecting students to take notes (by hand, not
on laptops), showing them how to do it well, and reinforcing good note-taking.

While debate remains, recent articles make a strong case for good note-taking
as part of learning (May 2014; Meyer 2014; Mueller and Oppenheimer 2014). It
helps students think about what they are hearing and put it into their own words.
It slows the pace in a positive way when we make space for students to take good
notes. Therefore, we need to pause, use the board, ask them to repeat back an idea,
trade notes with another student, and have students tell us what they think is the
main point. Many of these ideas are versions of well-established classroom assess-
ment techniques originally identified by Angelo and Cross (1993).” When we get
caught up in something we feel passionately about, it is easy to forget about the
listeners as note-takers.
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One of the unintended consequences of PowerPoint is the diminishment of
note-taking. If the professor is just going to post the text slides anyway, why
bother? Often students do not bother, and it is a problem. As mentioned, the slide
is the teacher’s notes, not the students. If one merely scans slides, the cognitive
processing that typically comes with writing or summarizing or putting informa-
tion into your own words is lost. This gap is one of the reasons that detailed text
slides are generally not good lecture practice. Of course, all decisions must be con-
textualized in terms of accommodating students with learning disabilities and fol-
lowing principles of universal access.

One technique that instructors have found works well for lecture is the incom-
plete handout. In class, provide students a hard-copy outline that is not worth
much on its own. Especially for more complex lectures, lecture outlines or lecture
guides help clarify an instructor’s thoughts (we need a meaningful structure if we
are going to give a useful handout), and it helps the students see our logic for a
given goal. As we lecture, give examples, explain, tell inspiring stories, or provide
rationales that students write in their own notes. There are excellent resources on
note-taking of different forms.

With some practice, clear expectation, and instruction by the faculty member
to take good notes (“this idea/information is not in the books, so work to get it
here”), this “closing the loop” can enhance both understanding and retention. Typ-
ically, students are more likely to remember what they write down; they then also
have something of value to go back to and to study. We can guide our lecture style
by making sure we recognize the value of this practice and make it easier, not
harder, for students to get the most out of the lecture.

Laptops? With exceptions, laptops are generally not a good idea during lecture.
(Law schools can create their own policies, and this issue is not taken up here.) In
a traditional undergraduate class of any moderate size, it is nearly impossible for a
student to adequately focus during a lecture while on one’s laptop. Sure, anyone
can tune out or daydream, but it moves the needle too far when checking Face-
book, email, and websites. These distract the individual, anyone sitting near them,
and often the instructor. It is a question of the type of respectful classroom learn-
ing environment we are largely responsible for creating. If we say, “You are an
adult, do what you want when I am lecturing;” that is a mistake. Low expectations,
the risk of creating a disrespectful or distracting environment (the professor
should not be checking their phone while a student is talking), and data that show
that learning is decreased (see Fisher 2015) are negatives that outweigh the benefits
of the argument that “students paid for this, so they can do what they want™

The use of laptops or cell phones is also an issue where disciplines once again
matter because of the goals or the intentions of the instruction (Hattie 2011). For
example, in the same medical program referenced earlier, students were given
iPads so they could have the image of the organ de jour on both the large screen,
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as the physician lectured, and on the tablet. Students then used a stylus to add their
notes by hand while in class. This approach seems a good strategy given the focus
on learning highly detailed content (as opposed to skills and attitudes about med-
ical care executed with different teaching strategies). The parallel for the social
sciences might be looking at complex data or even working a statistics problem.

CONCLUSIONS

1. We should lecture some and lecture well.

2. If we follow the advice above, we do not need to apologize for using this
“dead,” “unethical,” “bloodletting” pedagogy.

3. The research, our peers, technology, and our own reflections can sustain
and improve lecture practice.

The Queen of Hearts was characterized in Lewis Carroll’s Alices Adventures in Won-
derland as a “blind fury” That is not a fair characterization of instructors working
hard to improve learning. But we need to be careful not to aim for a Pyrrhic victory
where the battle is won to nearly eliminate lecture but comes at too high a cost. We
might lose the larger struggle for effective learning if we reject lecture completely—or
even worse, ignore the need to expect good lecture practice—because it is not fash-
ionable or because publishers want to replace lecture, textbooks, and in-class exer-
cises with a digitized or automated product. We could very well find that we have
failed to achieve the larger goal of enhancing learning between human beings because
we rejected a useful tool that, like any other pedagogy, works when it promotes
engagement, has a steady stream of feedback, and is linked to clear learning goals.

NOTES

1. The impact of technology in teaching and learning is a related but also independent topic for
analysis. From MOOCs (massive open online courses) to clickers to flipped classrooms, technology is
boldly offered as a solution to major problems in higher education; claims include the potential to
address failing economic models for financial sustainability (online courses will bring in more revenue
and cost less to offer), and promises are made by both for-profit and not-for-profit organizations as to
the potential of new models of teaching and learning. Many of these assertions rest on a foundation of
casting current higher education as dismal and ineffective. Technology / online learning / automated
quizzes / asynchronous exchanges of typed text often look like hammers for which everything in higher
education is now a nail. The role of technology in teaching is relevant to our discussion of lecture to the
extent that the role of the live, face-to-face lecture is impacted when technology replaces it.

2. See “Confessions of a Converted Lecturer” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v = WwsIBP-
j8Ggl.

3. There are a gazillion websites, YouTube, and articles on lecture practice that typically address
both lecture content and instructor delivery. One good place to start is Edutopia’s “How to Build a
Dynamic Lecture” by Todd Finley at http://www.edutopia.org/blog/how-to-build-dynamic-lecture-
todd-finley.
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4. Some suggested resources include Tufte 2006; McDaniel and McDaniel at http://cgi.stanford
.edu/~dept-ctl/tomprof/posting.php?ID = 663.

5. Wiggins also cites Hattie’s work in his article, so I feel affirmed in a Wallace and Darwin kind of way.

6. See the extensive bibliographies and resources at Vanderbilt University’s Center for Teaching
and Learning website (https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/lecturing/) and Carnegie Mellon
University’s website (https://www.cmu.edu/teaching/designteach/design/instructionalstrategies/lectures
.html).

7. These factors are important for all pedagogies, but perhaps more so with lecture given the note-
taking and listening requirements.

8. I would suggest the same applies to our own conference presentations, which range from shar-
ing of impressive scholarship to “please, tell me you don't teach like this?” (shuftling through pages
highlighted in yellow, clearly not prepared, having two minutes left and still describing the methods
section, slides that cannot be seen past the second row, and so on).

9. For an analysis of some of the most recent research on rejecting “traditional lecture” in the sci-
ences see Freeman et al. 2014.

10. See also the recommendations made in the AVID program at http://www.avid.org/what-is-
avid.ashx.

11. http://www.avid.org/what-is-avid.ashx.
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Scribes in the Classroom

Effectively Using PowerPoint to Enhance the
Classroom Experience

Monica R. Sylvia and Brenda J. Kirby

Although debate exists regarding its value in the classroom (e.g., McDonald 2004;
Tufte 2003; Voss 2004; see especially Kernbach, Bresciani, and Eppler 2015 for an
historical overview), instructors in higher education frequently use PowerPoint and
similar presentation platforms (e.g., Prezi, Academic Presenter, etc.) to present
course material. Recognizing this, most colleges and universities regularly outfit
their classrooms with computerized projectors, and textbook publishers routinely
include pre-packaged PowerPoint presentations with their supplementary materials.
Students also have come to expect that their instructors will use PowerPoint, and
often request that instructors make slides available outside of the classroom itself.

With the above in mind, it is interesting to note that neither students nor
instructors may recognize the extent to which PowerPoint use can constrain the
teaching and learning process. Indeed, a meta-analysis by Kernbach et al. (2015)
identified three categories of constraining qualities that direct how information is
delivered, received, and understood. From a cognitive perspective, they discuss
research indicating that slides containing abbreviations and fragments may create
obstacles when it comes to information processing. Likewise, because slide pres-
entations tend to impose organization rather than allowing for a dynamic inter-
change between audience members and presenters, both groups may come to
trivialize points not included on the slides. From an emotional and social perspec-
tive, Kernbach et al. (2015) point to research indicating that slide presentations
may serve as a distraction and reduce audience investment in meaningful engage-
ment with both the presenter and material at hand.

With the above discussion in mind, we acknowledge that there are instances when
PowerPoint (and similar presentation technologies) should not be used, such as in
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upper-level seminar courses that require extended classroom discussions. Given the
ubiquitous nature of this tool and the low likelihood that we will discontinue its use,
however, this chapter explores how to facilitate the best learning environment from
both the instructor’s and student’s perspectives when PowerPoint is used.

WHY INSTRUCTORS USE POWERPOINT

Instructors cite many different reasons for utilizing PowerPoint within their class-
rooms. One such reason is to alleviate anxiety about presenting complex informa-
tion to students or audience members in a clear, concise, and understandable fash-
ion. Hertz, Kerkhof, and van Woerkum (2016) surveyed social science academic
conference speakers and found that those who had speech anxiety tended to use
slides as speech notes. Although the slides were intended to help the speakers alle-
viate anxiety, the authors asserted that overreliance on them actually may reduce
the quality of a presentation, with speakers becoming overfocused on the pro-
jected slides themselves; this, in turn, may reduce their attention to audience
members. In another of their studies, Hertz and colleagues (2015) interviewed
scholars from a variety of disciplines and at various stages of professional develop-
ment. All seemed to use the tool, claiming among the advantages were that it
serves as a memory support, focuses the attention of audience members on sig-
nificant content, and fulfills audience expectations. They also identified disadvan-
tages that included a tendency to use too much text, “loss of contact with the audi-
ence;” and “fragmentation of the narrative” (p. 282).

In a study of sociology instructors, teachers expressed an understanding that
many, perhaps even most, students expect slide presentations in their classes.
Some noted that fulfilling these expectations may be driven in part by “institu-
tional pressure to receive positive student evaluations of teaching” (Hill et al.
2012:253). Even so, many of these same teachers thought that using it helped them
to keep a good pace and present information in an organized way.

STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON POWERPOINT USE

Given its popularity, several studies also have investigated students’ attitudes, per-
ceived learning, and overall performance in courses where instructors used Power-
Point. In some cases, students reported feeling ignored or frustrated when instruc-
tors focused too much attention on the PowerPoint presentation itself or spent
excessive amounts of time simply reading the slides (Voss 2004). Armour, Schneid,
and Brandl (2016) report that 86.7 percent of a total of 1,905 students sampled over
several years from physiology courses preferred having professors write on a white-
board rather than use PowerPoint slides, and they indicated that this practice results
in better class pacing, note-taking, and attention to class material.
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In contrast to the above findings, students in some studies actually reported
increased attention to classroom material presented via PowerPoint versus the use of
a blackboard/whiteboard or overheads (Frey and Birnbaum 2002; Mantei 2000;
Szabo and Hastings 2000). Indeed, a study examining sociology courses revealed that
84 percent of the students perceived PowerPoint use as making the classroom experi-
ence enjoyable, and 69 percent preferred classes where it was used (Hill et al. 2012).
Students also reported benefits with regard to their ability to learn and recall class
content during exams when their instructors used PowerPoint to present material
(Frey and Birnbaum 2002; Mantei 2000). In certain cases, these benefits reportedly
extended to exam performance, with students regularly exposed to PowerPoint in the
classroom outperforming those exposed only to traditional lecture methods (Erwin
and Rieppi 1999; Smith and Woody 2000). As Pike (2018) notes, such findings suggest
that if used well, PowerPoint can serve to improve delivery of traditional lectures.

FORMATTING POWERPOINT SLIDES

Although evidence of students’ preferences for PowerPoint presentations over tra-
ditional lecture methods exists (e.g., Frey and Birnbaum 2002; Smith and Woody
2000), few empirical investigations focusing on the format of the presentations
themselves have been conducted (e.g., Collins and Massa 2006; Sylvia, Kirby, and
DiTullio 2004). Hill et al. (2012) noted that such empirical evaluation may provide
better guidance for how to use the tool. Instructors who use PowerPoint often do
so in a variety of ways, ranging from the use of slides containing a great deal of
text, thereby representing the emotionally constraining quality of “overloading”
(Kernbach et al. 2015:306), to slides containing only brief, bulleted outlines (see
Figure 10.1 for examples) or text-free photos, figures, or diagrams (Sylvia, Kirby,
and DiTullio 2004). Although much has been written regarding the best ways to
develop PowerPoint presentations (see Kosslyn 2007), most of the existing litera-
ture centers on helpful hints regarding how to construct and use slides appropri-
ately (e.g., Quible 2002; Seaman 1998), rather than on identifying whether various
formats differentially impact students’ learning and classroom experiences.

EMPIRICAL COMPARISON OF POWERPOINT
SLIDE FORMATS

After casual discussions with students regarding their preferences and our own
observations regarding the variety of PowerPoint slide formats used in the class-
room, we decided to complete a study examining the impact of slide format on
students’ perceptions of this technology. We particularly were interested in exam-
ining the perceived versus actual benefits and/ or drawbacks of using various slide
formats when it came to understanding the course material.
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In conducting our study, we each used PowerPoint slides on a regular basis
while teaching two sections of a second-level course (i.e., two sections each of
Child and Adolescent Development and Social Psychology); each section had an
enrollment of approximately 25 students. These courses were standard offerings in
the psychology department at Le Moyne College, a Jesuit college in Syracuse, New
York, with an undergraduate enrollment of approximately 2,800 students. In one
section of each course, we employed text-intensive slides with full definitions
and/or examples of critical concepts, whereas in the second section, we each uti-
lized bulleted-outline slides containing only a skeletal outline of the topics to be
discussed at certain points in time (see Figure 10.1 for example slides). After sev-
eral weeks, we surveyed students (N = 99) regarding their perceptions of how the
slide presentations contributed to their learning, assisted them in preparing for an
exam, and influenced their behaviors, including note-taking and ability to listen to
the instructor.

Procedure

For the first unit of study (approximately four weeks), we presented the course
material using only a traditional whiteboard. Following an exam on this material,
we each used text-intensive PowerPoint slides in one section of our respective
courses, and bulleted-outline slides in the remaining section for the entire second
unit of study (approximately four weeks). We standardized the font size, typeface,
background design, and number of slides between conditions, and none contained
graphics (see Figure 10.1 for example slides). During this time, students did not
have access to either hard or electronic copies of the slides. All classes were taught
in the morning; however, we balanced the conditions across the two courses (i.e.,
Child and Adolescent Psychology and Social Psychology) based on which section
was taught first by the given instructor.

During the class period following the second unit exam, we asked students to
complete a survey designed to assess the effects of the two different slide formats
on their perceived contributions to learning, classroom behavior, exam prepara-
tion, and anticipated grade on the second unit exam. Prior to completing the sur-
vey, we instructed students to focus exclusively on the PowerPoint used during the
second unit of study only and not to generalize their responses to any additional
experiences with PowerPoint outside of the course.

In completing the survey, each student provided basic demographic data,
reported their anticipated grade on the exam, and then rated a series of 14 state-
ments regarding the usefulness of the PowerPoint presentations. The ratings were
on a 7-point Likert scale, with the end-points representing strong agreement or
disagreement. We also asked students for permission to match their actual Unit 1
and Unit 2 exam scores to their survey responses; all but six agreed. Finally, as a
manipulation check, we asked students to categorize the PowerPoint slide format
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that was used for the second unit of study as containing “mostly words and descrip-
tions in text form” or “information presented in outline form?”

Results

When asked to categorize the PowerPoint slide format used for the second unit of
study, most students (N = 77) did so appropriately given their respective condi-
tions. Because focusing our data analyses exclusively on these students did not
significantly impact our results, the results that follow include those obtained from
the full data set. In addition, we categorized students’ responses as representing
general agreement (i.e., responses ranging from 1-3), neutrality (i.e., responses of
4), or general disagreement (i.e., responses ranging from 5-7). We then analyzed
this data using chi-square contingency tests with Bonferroni corrections for mul-
tiple comparisons (see Table 10.1 for frequencies).

Significant differences emerged with regard to student perceptions that Power-
Point use made the course material more difficult to learn, x*(2) = 88.97, p < .o0L
Follow-up analyses indicated that there were more students who disagreed than
agreed with this statement, x*(1) = 41.78, p < .oo1. Significant differences also
emerged with regard to students’ perceptions of their resulting notes, x*(2) = 67.82,
p < .oo1, with more students agreeing than disagreeing that the use of PowerPoint
“helped them to take better notes in class,” X*(1) = 28.58, p < .oo1. Similarly, there
were significant differences on their reported reliance on information presented
via PowerPoint, x*(2) = 62.36, p <.001, with more students agreeing than disagree-
ing that they “strongly relied on the information obtained from the PowerPoint
presentation when preparing for exams,” x*(1) = 33.91, p < .oo1. The same was true
with regard to the statement, “the use of PowerPoint helped me to recall course
content during the exam,” x*(2) = 22.06, p <.001, with more students agreeing than
disagreeing that this was the case, *(1) = 25.21, p <.001.

It is important to note that in each of the above instances, there were no differ-
ences between the PowerPoint conditions; students in both the bulleted-outline
and text-intensive conditions reported similar attitudes. That was not the case,
however, when it came to their classroom behavior. In this case, students reported
significant differences regarding the amount of time spent listening to the profes-
sor, X*(2) = 15.01, p = .oo1, with more students in the bulleted-outline than the
text-intensive condition agreeing that the use of PowerPoint increased the amount
of time spent listening to the professor, X*(1) = 9.26, p = .002, and more students in
the text-intensive versus the bulleted-outline condition disagreeing with this state-
ment, X*(1) = 5.23, p = .02. Likewise, when asked to express their preferences, 61
percent of students expressed agreement with statements indicating a preference
for an outline format, whereas only 48 percent of students expressed agreement
with statements indicating preference for a text-intensive format.
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THE IMPACT OF SLIDE FORMAT ON THE
ESTABLISHMENT OF AN INTERACTIVE LEARNING
ENVIRONMENT

The results of the above study highlight a general perception among students that,
regardless of actual slide format, the use of PowerPoint by an instructor assists
them in taking quality notes. This belief may drive students” requests for instruc-
tors to use this classroom tool, which in turn might help to explain its increasing
popularity over the past decade.

With the generally positive attitudes of students toward the use of PowerPoint, it is
interesting to note that we found few tangible differences between the two format
conditions, as the only significant difference came in the form of classroom behavior
(i.e., amount of time spent listening to the professor). With that in mind, one casual
observation we made was that students in the text-intensive condition seemed to
spend more classroom time transcribing the PowerPoint slides than those in the
bulleted-outline condition. We believe that this behavior may be due to the percep-
tion that text-intensive slides present the material in the instructor’s “own words”
When an instructor utilizes PowerPoint, students may feel obliged to copy all of the
information presented on a slide. This effect may have been magnified in this study by
the fact that we did not make copies of the slides available to students outside of class.

With regard to PowerPoint’s usefulness in note-taking and exam preparation, it
would seem reasonable that if students in both conditions simply copied the infor-
mation on the slides, then the resulting notes in the text-intensive condition would
have contained greater detail, which then could have been more useful in preparing
for and taking the exam. This, however, was not the case, as there were no differences
between the conditions when it came to students’ anticipated or actual exam grades.
Such findings stand in contrast to prior research indicating that taking notes from
text-intensive PowerPoint presentations on blank pieces of paper, rather than on
handouts of the actual slides, results in better transfer of learning between the class-
room and subsequent exams (e.g., Collins and Massa 2006). In this case, although
copying text-intensive slides may have provided students with an extensive opportu-
nity to rehearse, in written form, the information presented in class, there actually
was no difference between the text-intensive and bulleted-outline conditions with
regard to their resulting exam grades. Therefore, although some might suggest that
text-intensive PowerPoint slides facilitate students’ abilities to process and later recall
information, exam performance in this study suggests otherwise.

One of the major differences between the two format conditions involved the fact
that the majority of students in the bulleted-outline condition agreed that the use of
PowerPoint increased the amount of time they spent listening to the instructor,
whereas the majority in the text-intensive condition disagreed with this statement.
As noted earlier, we both observed a marked difference between the two conditions
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with regard to the amount of time that students spent copying the information pre-
sented on the slides. This suggests that one side effect of presenting students with
text-intensive slides is that they may be distracted by the desire to transcribe the
slides and, therefore, spend more time doing so rather than actively listening to
the instructor, engaging in classroom conversation, and/ or actively processing the
material as it is presented.

To the extent that we seek active engagement on the part of students, the above
issue raises an important question that college instructors must ask themselves
regarding the usefulness of text-intensive PowerPoint slides over bulleted-outline
slides: Are the perceived benefits of text-intensive over bulleted-outline slides by
students worth the significant trade-off that must be made in terms of their attention
and active participation in class? Given the lack of differences between the text-
intensive and bulleted-outline conditions with regard to exam grades and students’
general agreement that even bulleted-outline slides aid in note-taking and exam
preparation, it would seem clear that the answer to this question is a resounding
“no” A similar answer emerges when it comes to the question of whether instructors
should dedicate more of their class preparation time to the design of text-intensive
PowerPoint slides. Given the current data, it is clear that the increased amount of
time that instructors and/or textbook publishers contribute to the construction
of text-intensive versus bulleted-outline slides might better be spent on other areas
of course preparation and the design of supplemental learning materials.

The suggestion that the use of text-intensive over bulleted-outline slides appears
to decrease the amount of time that students spend actively listening and verbally
participating in class also raises another key issue when it comes to the transfer of
classroom information to exams and/ or future learning. In this case, it is likely that
students’ efforts to transcribe text-intensive slides may affect their ability to note
and/ or remember novel classroom information that does not simply review and / or
reinforce textbook readings or that is not presented in great detail on the slide. The
extent to which exams focus on such information may lead to additional variation
on exam grades as the result of varying slide formats and, therefore, should be the
focus of future studies in this area. Using the bulleted slides instead may offer more
opportunity for instructors to actively engage in the slide presentations—perhaps
even participating in what Knoblauch (2008) referred to as a “performance of
knowledge,” standing at and pointing at the slides as a way to draw attention to the
information and the instructor / student interaction.

BEST PRACTICES FOR CREATING SLIDES THAT
SUPPORT STUDENT LEARNING

The results of our study indicate that when it comes to the use of PowerPoint in the
classroom, less is definitely more. Although students clearly perceive the use of

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

EFFECTIVELY USING POWERPOINT 157

TABLE 10.1 Categorization of Student Responses Based on Expressed Agreement, Neutrality,
or Disagreement

Statement Condition Agree Neutral Disagree
The use of PowerPoint in this class Outline 5 6 39
made it more difficult to learn the Text-Intensive 10 1 38

course material.

The use of PowerPoint helped me Outline 35 7 8
to take better notes during class. Text-Intensive 36 1 12
The use of PowerPoint increased Outline 29 7 14
the amount of time that I was able Text-Intensive 10 10 29

to listen to my professor.

I strongly relied on the information Outline 32 7 11
that I obtained from the PowerPoint ~ Text-Intensive 38 6 5
presentations when preparing for

exams.

The use of PowerPoint helped me to ~ Outline 23 16 11
recall course content during the Text-Intensive 32 7 10

second exam.

SOURCE: Monica R. Sylvia and Brenda J. Kirby

PowerPoint by instructors as an important learning and note-taking tool, we must
be attentive to the critical balance between scaffolding students in their note-
taking endeavors and providing them with both opportunities and incentives to
engage in the learning process when designing our slides. Similarly, for those of us
who use PowerPoint as a memory support for our lectures, avoiding the trap of
simply reading from our slides and, instead, questioning and engaging in discus-
sions with students about the material at hand is key.

With the above need for balance in mind, it becomes clear that PowerPoint
slides designed to provide a skeletal outline format of the material best meet the
needs of students and instructors alike. This format can assist students in their
note-taking endeavors as it draws their attention to important vocabulary terms
and/ or concepts. As such, it simultaneously provides instructors with useful mem-
ory supports for their classroom presentations and discussions while helping them
avoid the trap of reading from the slides. Moreover, unlike text-intensive slides that
provide extended definitions and explanations in written form, bulleted-outline
slides free students from their perceived need to copy the information presented
and, instead, encourage them to listen and actively engage with the material being
discussed as this is the only way to gain an understanding of the terms and concepts
highlighted on each slide. Given the lack of differences between the two PowerPoint
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FIGURE 10.1. Example of Text-Intensive and Bulleted Outline Powerpoint Slides.

MANUAL DEVELOPMENT

Posture and balance play an important role
Pre-reaching: inaccurate, uncoordinated attempts that do not end in success

-Newborn reflex

Batting: rapid, somewhat accurate attempts to touch, but not obtain object
due to lack of hand shaping

-3 months

*  Reaching: accurate attempts to obtain object with hand pre-shaped and
control over torso

-5 months

MANUAL DEVELOPMENT

*  Role of Posture and Balance

+  Pre-reaching: newborn reflex

+ Batting: 3 months

+ Reaching: 5 months

SOURCE: Monica R. Sylvia and Brenda J. Kirby
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formats when it comes to expected and actual exam performance and the desire for
so many of us to engage students in our classrooms, using a bulleted-outline format
clearly is the most beneficial format when it comes to supporting a dynamic and
active-learning environment for students and professors alike.

Many individuals and organizations have published guidelines for best prac-
tices in creating PowerPoint slides. Most recommendations appear to be based on
personal experience and anecdotal information. One such set of guidelines comes
from the American Psychological Association (Rowh 2012), which recommends
that presenters use large, easy-to-read fonts, figures rather than tables, and avoid
using complete sentences on slides. Teaching centers at various universities such
as Vanderbilt University and the University of Oregon also have published recom-
mendations for presentation software use. Some recommendations include mini-
mizing the number of slides, not reading from the slides themselves, providing
verbal (rather than written) explanations for graphs or figures, and using the soft-
ware as an accompaniment rather than a replacement for presentation of content
(Teaching Effectiveness Program at the University of Oregon, Center for Teaching
at Vanderbilt University N.d.). Few, however, report empirical research demon-
strating support for their recommendations.

Future research must examine systematically the impact of certain PowerPoint
effects, such as the use of animated graphics and sound effects, on students’ atten-
tion to and interest in classroom material, as well as their overall attitudes toward
the usefulness of such effects to their learning experience. Given that text-intensive
slides can serve as a distraction from the instructor and classroom discussions, we
caution that the use of such graphics and sound effects also may compete for stu-
dents’ attention and therefore should be used only sparingly and with great care.
With this in mind, the results of the current study provide a strong first step in
providing both instructors and textbook publishers with useful, student-centered
information regarding two variations in PowerPoint slide formats.
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Discussion in the Social Science
Classroom

Jay R. Howard

Utilizing discussion as a pedagogical strategy is a risky endeavor. It requires that
the instructor relinquish a significant amount of control in the classroom. One can
never be certain that students will arrive in class having read the assignment,
reflected upon the content, and prepared themselves to contribute to a productive
discussion. There is also a risk that some students may express views that others
find to be microaggressions or even overtly racist or sexist.' Students may intro-
duce ideas that are, at best, tangentially related to the topic at hand. Of course, a
chance exists that no one will say anything at all, leaving the class to endure
painfully awkward stretches of silence. It is much safer for an instructor to take on
the “sage on the stage” role and be the only voice heard in the classroom. Given
these possibilities, why should an instructor risk utilizing discussion in the college
classroom?

The short answer to the question is that discussion forces students to be
engaged. An abundance of evidence demonstrates that engaged students learn
more (see, for example, Pascarella and Terenzini 1991, 2005). Discussion is not the
only strategy that assists with student engagement, but it is a commonly utilized
strategy. However, effective discussions are rarely spontaneous outbreaks of stu-
dent interest, enthusiasm, and reflection. Much more often, effective discussions
occur because the instructor has reflectively considered how to structure a discus-
sion and maximize the benefits.

Engagement in discussion forces students to move beyond superficial familiar-
ity with content and rote memorization. In a well-designed discussion, students,
along with their peers and the instructor, must deeply engage with the material,
weigh the evidence in support of viewpoints, compare and contrast opposing

161

EBSCChost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://wwmv ebsco.coniterms-of -use



EBSCOhost -

162 CLASSROOM TECHNIQUES

perspectives, and apply insights to society and their own life experience. This entire
process helps students develop critical-thinking skills (see, for example, Smith
1977). In the 2013-14 Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) survey of over
16,000 full-time faculty at 269 four-year colleges and universities, Eagan et al.
(2014) found that 99 percent of faculty with undergraduate teaching responsibilities
identified developing students” ability to think critically as a “very important” or
“essential” goal. Therefore, it makes sense to utilize pedagogical strategies, like dis-
cussion, which have been shown to contribute to the development of these skills.

The benefits of a reliance on discussion in the college classroom are increas-
ingly well documented and include increased student motivation, increased learn-
ing, development of communication skills, and even self-reported gains in charac-
ter, as well as development of critical-thinking skills (see Rocca 2010 for a review
of the literature). Across disciplines, when instructors structure their curriculum
to encourage students to take responsibility for and to reflect on their own learn-
ing, students benefit more from the college experience including higher levels of
self-reported intellectual and personal development and satisfaction with college
(Laird et al. 2008). Sociology majors report that talking with others about the
material, along with using application and real-world examples, are critical to their
learning (McKinney 2008). Students prefer courses that include discussion over
courses relying strictly, or primarily, on lecture (Aagaard, Conner, and Skidmore
2014). Given the overwhelming evidence that active-learning strategies promote
student engagement and lead to greater learning and the development of critical-
thinking skills, utilizing discussion is worth braving the associated risks. Yet the
academic dimension of higher education is inextricably interwoven with the social
dimension that can impact the nature and amount of discussion found in the col-
lege classroom (Aulls 2004).

DISCUSSION AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON

Teaching and learning occur in a social context that is not entirely under the con-
trol of either the faculty member or students (Tiberius and Billson 1991). Students
come to class with preconceived notions of what will and should occur, largely
based upon prior experience in other courses. Students’ expectations regarding
participation in discussion are one component of the social context. If students
(and faculty) view higher education as primarily being about information trans-
mission, then engaging in the collective construction of knowledge and meaning
through interaction may appear unnecessary, or possibly even counterproductive,
in the view of students. This perception may cause students to resist instructors’
efforts to engage them in discussion. Students may adopt a “student as customer”
mentality, wherein the student/customer should never be made to feel uncom-
fortable or be required to assist in the creation of knowledge and understanding
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(Howard and Baird 2000). Instead, such student/ customers perceive that it is the
instructor’s job to be a “bank of knowledge” from which they make “withdrawals”
by taking careful notes on the instructor’s lecture (Freire [1968] 2006).

DISCUSSION NORMS IN THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM

Karp and Yoels (1976) were the first to identify a pair of college classroom norms that
guide students’ and faculty members’ expectations regarding participation in discus-
sion. These norms are so presumed that we are often unaware of them, at least until
someone violates the normative expectations for participation in discussion.

Karp and Yoels (1976) labeled the first of these norms as civil attention. Rather
than actually paying attention, the real norm in the majority of college classrooms
is that professors expect students to pay civil attention. What is the difference?
Civil attention involves creating the appearance of paying attention. Students do
not have to actually pay attention as long as they appear to be doing so.

How is it that students in most college courses get away with paying civil atten-
tion instead of actually paying attention? Karp and Yoels (1976) place the respon-
sibility for the situation largely on faculty members themselves. In most college
courses, because faculty members view their students as responsible adults, stu-
dents know that instructors will not call upon them to respond to a question or
offer a comment unless the student signals a willingness to be called upon through
such nonverbal actions as raising one’s hand or making eye contact and holding
the instructor’s gaze. Most college faculty will not seek to embarrass students by
directly questioning someone suspected of being unprepared for class. This ena-
bles students to “get away” with only paying civil attention. Students know they are
unlikely to be “called out” if they are not paying attention in class. In this way,
faculty members, through their unwillingness to directly call upon individual stu-
dents who are not signaling a desire to speak, facilitate the norm of civil attention
that allows students to avoid participation in classroom discussion.

The second college classroom discussion norm identified by Karp and Yoels
(1976) is the consolidation of responsibility. Karp and Yoels (1976) and others (see,
for example, Crombie et al. 2003; Fortney, Johnson, and Long 2001; Fritschner
2000; Howard, Zoeller, and Pratt 2006) have found that regardless of class size,
five to eight students will account for 70 to 95 percent of all student verbal contri-
butions during class. This norm is particularly deceptive for faculty members. An
instructor can leave a class meeting convinced that the class was engaged in a won-
derful discussion, when in reality the instructor and five students were engaged in
a wonderful discussion, while the remainder of the students were observers of that
discussion.

Which students are most likely to become the dominant talkers? Student gender
is the most often studied variable when it comes to assessing student participation
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in discussion. This work was inspired by Hall and Sandler’s (1982) “chilly climate”
thesis, which contended that the higher education classroom was less welcoming to
female students than males. Therefore, males will participate in discussion at a
greater rate than females. However, the results of research on the relationship
between participation in discussion and student gender have been mixed and
inconsistent. For example, Earl-Novell (2001) found that while males contributed at
a greater level than females, the proportion of men participating was less than that
of women—in essence, the few men who talked, talked very frequently. In a study
of large, lecture sections of biology courses, male and female students made an
equal percentage of spontaneous, student-initiated comments (Eddy, Brownell, and
Wenderoth 2014). However, in the same study, when it came to instructor-initiated
interactions, males volunteered responses more often than did females (Eddy et al.
2014). Frequently, when researchers have found a gender effect, the study relied on
student self-reports of levels of participation. Students tend to rate their own par-
ticipation more highly than do their peers and instructor (see, for example, Burch-
field and Sappington 1999). While all students tend to overestimate their participa-
tion in class discussion, male students tend to overestimate by a larger margin than
female students. When researchers have relied on observations to count the number
of interactions per student, student gender is much less likely to have a statistically
significant relationship with participation. (For a review of the literature examining
this relationship see Howard 2015 and Rocca 2010.)

Conversely, student age has consistently been found to have a statistically sig-
nificant relationship with participation in discussion. Nontraditional students (25
years or older) participate at a much greater rate than traditional students (18 to 24
years old) in mixed-age classrooms (see Crombie et al. 2003; Fritschner 2000;
Howard et al. 2006; Howard and Henney 1998; Howard, James, and Taylor 2002;
Howard and Baird 2000; Howard, Short, and Clark 1996; Weaver and Qi 2005).
Older students are most likely to become the dominant talkers in class. Perhaps
because of their greater life experience, nontraditional students report more con-
fidence in their ability to contribute to class discussion in comparison to their
younger classmates (Loftin, Davis, and Hartin 2010).

Some evidence exists that nonwhite students and nonnative English speaking,
international students participate at a lower rate in American college classrooms.
The research on the impact of student race is quite limited, making it difficult to
draw firm conclusions. But some preliminary studies suggest minority students
participate differently (e.g., Howard et al. 2006; Packard 2011; Pitt and Packard
2012) and at a lesser rate (e.g., White 2011) than their white peers. There is some-
what more evidence to suggest that nonnative English speaking, international stu-
dents hesitate to speak up in class due, at least in part, to cultural differences
regarding respect for the instructor and due to a lack of confidence in their English
language abilities (Bista 2011; Nakane 2005; Tatar 2005).
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In addition to student characteristics that can impact participation in discus-
sion, so can contextual factors such as course enrollment (class size), instructor
gender, and classroom furniture/seating arrangements. While Karp and Yoels
(1976) found the norm of the consolidation of responsibility in operation regard-
less of class size, it is possible that enrollment in a course may impact the overall
number of contributions to discussion. Numerous studies have found that stu-
dents are less likely to participate in larger classes (Crombie et al. 2003; Howard
and Henney 1998; Howard et al. 2006; Loftin et al. 2010). Yet other studies (Howard
etal. 2002; Nunn 1996) have not found a strong relationship between class size and
levels of participation. Nunn’s (1996) work suggests that rather than a direct, linear
relationship between the number of students enrolled in a course and the amount
of participation, there may be a “tipping point” around 35 students where the per-
centage of students willing to participate falls off markedly.

Instructor gender is another contextual factor that may impact students” will-
ingness to participate in classroom discussion. Most recent studies have found that
students participate more frequently in courses taught by female instructors than
in courses taught by male instructors (Canada and Pringle 1995; Fassinger 1995;
Howard and Baird 2000; Howard et al. 2002; Howard et al. 2006). However, this
impact may be due to female faculty members’ greater willingness to utilize peda-
gogical strategies that encourage discussion rather than due to the faculty mem-
bers’ gender per se (Auster and MacRone 1994).

Seating arrangements in the classroom can also impact student discussion. Lof-
tin et al. (2010) found that students reported a greater willingness to speak up and
ask for clarification in class if they could see their classmates’ puzzled expressions.
Thus, seating arrangements such as a circle or horseshoe appear to encourage
greater participation than classrooms set up in rows facing the front of the room.
Additionally, a number of studies have suggested that dominant talkers are more
likely to be seated in the front third of the room (e.g., Howard et al. 2006), making
it important that instructors be able to move to the middle and back of the room
to engage additional students.

Research has demonstrated that both student characteristics and the social
context of the classroom influence the amount and quality of participation in
classroom discussion. What can instructors do to facilitate greater interaction?

ENCOURAGING CLASSROOM DISCUSSION

A couple of studies have attempted to identify which instructor behaviors lead to
increased student participation in classroom discussion. Dallimore et al. (2004)
asked students enrolled in graduate business courses to comment on ways their pro-
fessors can increase the effectiveness of discussions. They identified six categories
of behaviors that facilitate effective classroom discussions: (1) requiring/grading
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participation, (2) incorporating ideas and experiences, (3) active facilitation of dis-
cussion, (4) asking effective questions, (5) having a supportive classroom environ-
ment, and (6) affirming students’ contributions and providing constructive feed-
back. The authors concluded that these results provide support for “cold calling”
of students during class discussions. Of course, there are risks in attempting to
generalize from a qualitative study of graduate students in business to undergrad-
uates in general.

In a study of undergraduate students in introductory communications courses
designed to build upon the findings of Dallimore et al. (2004), Finn and Schrodt
(2016) developed an inventory that they titled the Teacher Discussion Facilitation
Instrument (TDFI). This inventory measured discussion facilitation and assessed
whether such behaviors impacted students’ interest and engagement, leading to
greater understanding. Finn and Schrodt (2016) found five dimensions of discus-
sion facilitation behaviors that were positively associated with student interest and
engagement. The first of these dimensions, which the authors labeled affirms, con-
cerned affirmation of students’ contributions and accounted for 45 percent of var-
iance in student interest and engagement. An additional 10 percent of the variance
was explained by students’ perceptions of how well the instructor organized class-
room discussion (organizes). The third dimension, provokes, accounted for just
over five percent of the variance. Asking probing, open-ended questions (ques-
tions) that could lead students through the material was the fourth dimension that
accounted for about three percent of the variance. The final dimension, corrects,
which accounted for between three and four percent of variance, concerned the
degree to which teachers gently corrected wrong answers while helping students
understand why they were wrong and then provided constructive criticism. Finn
and Schrodt (2016) concluded that effective classroom discussions can increase
students’ interest and engagement because effective discussions improve students’
understanding. An effective discussion is characterized by the five teacher behav-
iors identified: affirms, organizes, provokes, questions, and corrects.

CLASSROOM STRATEGIES THAT CAN MAKE
DISCUSSION MORE EFFECTIVE

Given Finn and Schrodt’s (2016) findings, instructors can utilize specific strategies
to facilitate classroom discussions that are likely to lead to greater student learn-
ing. Specifically, an instructor can develop strategies in response to each of Finn
and Schrodt’s (2016) five factors.

Affirms

Because these behaviors accounted for the greatest amount of variance, affirmation
is a good starting point. Due to some salient experiences with professors who did
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not appreciate student contributions, or even showed impatience or hostility toward
them, students need to be convinced that you, as the instructor, desire students’
participation. There are some simple and basic ways to communicate your desire
for student contributions to discussion and to affirm that input. Wait time is one
strategy. Because we, like our students, are uncomfortable with silence in the class-
room, we may fail to wait long enough for students to collect their thoughts and
comment. If we ask for student input but only wait a second or two before jumping
in and responding to our own question, we are communicating to students that we
do not value their input sufficiently to wait for it. Instructors need to develop a tol-
erance for stretches of silence as students consider an invitation to participate.

Instructors must also create a safe atmosphere that welcomes discussion. One
way to contribute to that atmosphere is to make an intentional effort to learn stu-
dents’ names. Many university registration systems now include student ID photos
with course rosters. Instructors can review these, linking names with faces, prior
to class to increase the likelihood of learning students’ names. In larger classes,
instructors could bring cardstock and markers on the first day. Ask students to fold
the paper in half to make a “tent” and write their name in large letters on the front.
Students then pick up their name tent at the start of each class and display it on
their desk, enabling the professor to learn names more readily. It is also an unob-
trusive attendance-taking strategy as the instructor can keep separate the unused
name tents and record the owners as absent without taking time in class to read
through a roster. Calling on students by name signals that the instructor values
each student as an individual and wishes to help facilitate their success in class.

Instructors should also use the syllabus to both set the expectation for partici-
pation in discussion, communicating that civil attention and the consolidation of
responsibility will not be the operative norms in this course, and to lay out some
discussion ground rules. One example of an important ground rule is: listen care-
fully to the input of peers and recognize that one can criticize a position or per-
spective, but attacks on an individual are not allowed. So, for example, a student
may say, ‘I find Marx’s labor theory of value to be an insufficient accounting of
how wealth is created because it fails to consider how technology, by itself, can
increase productivity” However, a student may not say, “You are an idiot for agree-
ing with Marx’s labor theory of value.”

Instructors may also need to “slow down” the participation of dominant talkers
in order to avoid the consolidation of responsibility. When it becomes apparent
that the same few students are doing all the talking, one can say, “Let’s hear from
someone who has not spoken yet,” “Let’s hear from someone in the back half of the
room,” or “We've heard from a lot of the men in the room, what do women think
about this topic?” This signals to the dominant talkers that they need to allow
space for quieter students to contribute, and it signals to the quieter students that
it is their opportunity to speak up.
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When students are participating, instructors can show affirmation for their
contributions in a variety of ways. Looking at the student who is speaking and
nodding one’s head indicates that you are paying attention and following the stu-
dent’s point. Smiling at students as they speak also shows appreciation for their
effort to contribute. Asking nonthreatening follow-up questions to encourage stu-
dents to expand their responses or to clarify also demonstrates that you, as an
instructor, value their contributions.

Quieter students are more likely to be introverted personalities. While extro-
verts are willing to process aloud, figuring out their thoughts as they are speaking,
introverts require time to collect their thoughts before speaking. A classic strategy
that allows introverted students to collect their thoughts before joining a discus-
sion is the think-pair-share classroom assessment technique (Lyman 1981). This
strategy is particularly helpful in classes that students perceive as too large for safe
participation in discussion. Begin by asking students to take one minute and write
in response to a prompt. Then have students pair up and share their responses.
Finally, instructors can ask for volunteers or call on pairs of students to share their
thoughts. However, when seeking volunteers, the dominant talkers will most likely
volunteer to share. Therefore, I prefer to ask students, “Whose partner had a good
insight? If your partner made a particularly good point, call them out and have
them share with the rest of us” This strategy makes it less likely that the same few
dominant talkers will speak. Quieter students with valuable contributions have the
opportunity to collect their thoughts, rehearse sharing them with one other per-
son, and receive affirmation for the value of their thoughts. This makes it much
“safer” for the introverted students to speak out in class.

Organizes

One often undervalued aspect of effective teaching is organization. As faculty, we
often assume that discussion happens spontaneously. In reality, the most produc-
tive discussions occur because the faculty member has organized and structured
the class session in a manner that facilitates it. One strategy for organizing a dis-
cussion is to provide students with written discussion questions associated with
the reading assignment. One to three questions could be included in the calendar
section of the syllabus, or a separate document could be created with discussion
questions. By providing discussion questions and using them as a starting point
for each class meeting, the instructor is helping students to see the logic or flow of
the conversation. Introverted students, who require time to process their thoughts
prior to speaking aloud in class, then have the opportunity to take notes on the
reading and formulate responses to the discussion questions as they read. This
provides them a basis for participating during class.

Instructors can also help students recognize the organization of a discussion by
summarizing main points prior to moving on to the next question. For example,
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an instructor might summarize by saying, “Keesha made an excellent point when
she pointed out how individuals’ economic fortunes impact their voting behavior.
Manuel followed up by noting that it is not merely one’s geographic location, but
also one’s social location that influences their voting. Finally, Jasmine argued that
perceptions of futility may cause entire groups of people to drop out of the election
process. Everyone got that? Okay, let's move on.”

Instructors can also signal the organization or flow of the discussion by affirm-
ing students as they make a significant point: “That’s it! Did everyone hear what
Calvin said? He just summarized the author’s thesis. Calvin, say that again so that
we all understand.” Likewise, the instructor can write key concepts or terms on the
whiteboard as Calvin repeats his point, again both affirming Calvin and making
the organization of the discussion visible to the entire class.

Provokes

The third instructor behavior that Finn and Schrodt (2016) linked to productive
discussions is “provokes.” Faculty can provoke students’ input by taking opposi-
tional positions or offering a contrary response to student input. For example,
when a student with a strong right-wing position immediately jumps into a con-
versation regarding the impact of gun control legislation, the instructor could
thank the student for the input by saying, “Sean, you have done a great job articu-
lating the conservative, right-wing perspective against gun control legislation of
any sort. Thank you for helping us understand it. Now, let’s assume you are a left-
wing liberal. What argument would you offer and what evidence would you
present to challenge the conservative perspective?” By following this strategy, you
are inviting Sean and his classmates to assume a different perspective, and con-
sider the evidence in support of it. You are not asking classmates to disagree with
Sean per se, but to consider the arguments that would counter the conservative
position on gun control. Rather than ask students to risk sharing their own opin-
ions and to disagree with a classmate—something students are often loathe to
do—you ask them to take on the role of someone who disagrees. This allows a safe
means to challenge the position of a vocal, and perhaps unbending, classmate
without appearing to “attack” the student.

If students are reluctant to challenge a classmate, the instructor can also gently
assume the role of “devil’s advocate” For example, we could respond to Sean by say-
ing, “Let’s take a look at the evidence in support of the conservative position that
Sean has articulated for us, and allow me to play the devil’s advocate for a moment.
The conservative position holds that having more people carrying guns will lead to
less crime. But does the evidence support that claim? What does the research in our
reading assignment say about that assumption? When more citizens are carrying
guns, does it correlate with a decrease in crime involving guns?” Again, this strategy
allows the instructor and classmates to challenge a position without attacking the
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student who articulated the position. Ideally, it would be classmates who would
respond to these questions and articulate the counterargument. But, if necessary,
the professor can summarize the evidence and ask students, “Given this evidence,
what types of laws or restrictions might result in less violent crime?”

Another strategy for gently provoking students’ participation is to ask them to
carry an argument or a position to its logical conclusion. If Hassam argues all forms
of drug use should be legal, contending that the government should not seek to
control what people choose to put in their bodies, an instructor can say, “Let’s think
about that for a moment. What do we know about the social costs of drug use and
abuse? Is it fair to say that people can choose to put anything they wish in their bod-
ies, but then expect other citizens, through their tax payments, to cover the cost of
medical treatment if a person overdoses or becomes dependent on drugs? What do
we know about crime rates in neighborhoods when recreational drug use and abuse
becomes commonplace? If we end all restrictions on drug use, what happens to
children whose parents become addicted or incapacitated through recreational
drug use? Does society have an obligation to those children? What do others
think?” By helping students begin to see some of the logical outcomes of their posi-
tions, we help them begin to develop the skills necessary to critique a position and
evaluate evidence. By encouraging classmates to chime in, we encourage the devel-
opment of their thinking skills while avoiding “attacking” Hassam.

Questions

Another instructor behavior that greatly assists in facilitating effective discussions
is asking good questions. Open-ended questions without a single correct answer
are much more effective than questions with a single correct answer. A question
such as, “What motivated President Nixon to cover up the Watergate break-in?”
does provide for multiple answers and perspectives. Questions with a single “cor-
rect” answer are much less effective in facilitating productive discussions. For
example, “What sound caused Pavlov’s dog to salivate?” is a much less effective
question for discussion purposes than “How does Pavlov’s training of his dog to
salivate at the sound of a bell demonstrate the process of classical conditioning?”
While there may ultimately be one right answer to this question, the answer is
multidimensional and allows for varied input from students.

Corrects

Correcting students who have articulated incorrect or misleading answers without
inadvertently “shutting down” discussion is a challenging task for instructors.
There are clearly cases where instructors must correct false information in order to
avoid confusing and misleading not only the student who voiced the incorrect
answer, but also the rest of the class. Imagine a nursing student who offers an
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incorrect response on how to measure and administer a dosage of medicine. Such
incorrect responses could, conceivably, have life or death consequences. In the
social sciences, such consequences are not typically so dire. But a student arguing
in favor of a policing “stop and frisk” policy by claiming it is both effective and
legal could lead to infringement upon some peoples’ civil rights. So we must
address incorrect answers, but we must do so delicately.

One approach is to thank the student for the attempt, but gently identify it as a
misconception. For example, “Jared, you are correct that people often assume a
lack of any gun control laws leads to a lower incidence of crime. It seems quite
logical on the surface, and many people believe it to be true. However, what does
the evidence show when we compare states with stricter gun laws with states with
few or no gun laws? Which is most likely to reduce violent crime rates?” Such an
approach gently reminds Jared and the class that in higher education they must
support arguments by evidence rather than assumptions or personal anecdotes.
Another example, as evidenced by claims in the 2016 presidential election, is voter
fraud. The average person, perhaps due to self-serving claims by candidates,
assumes that voter fraud is much more common than it is in reality. So when a
student claims voter fraud is common, the instructor could respond, “That is a
good question. What evidence is there that supports claims of fraudulent voting?
How many valid claims of voter fraud have been documented relative to the total
number of votes cast? In what situations (e.g., very close elections) might this
amount of voter fraud actually influence an election outcome?” Again, the instruc-
tor is taking the focus off of the student and placing it on the question or the topic
itself while asking students to bring evidence to bear rather than rely on unsub-
stantiated claims or perceptions.

A related issue that sometimes arises in class discussion is responses that seem-
ingly are unrelated to the question or topic at hand. How should an instructor
respond to apparently irrelevant input? It often helps for the instructor to admit, “I
do not see the connection between your comment and the question. Sorry, I have
not had enough coffee this morning, and I am a little slow on the uptake. Can you
explain for me the connection that I am missing?” By assuming the blame as the
instructor, you provide the student with an opportunity to articulate the missing
connection between their comment and the question. Sometimes it is simply a
matter of the student having skipped over two or three steps that could show how
the comment is related. In other cases, the comment really is only tangentially, if at
all, related to the topic at hand. In these cases, a helpful response might be: “Can
we ‘table’ that comment as it is taking us a bit far afield from the topic at hand? I
would be happy to discuss it with you individually after class, but it is important
with the exam coming up next week that we stay focused on the topic. Thanks for
understanding.”
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CONCLUSION

Karp and Yoels (1976) first demonstrated that the norms of “civil attention” and the
“consolidation of responsibility” work against effective classroom discussion. Civil
attention allows students to come unprepared to participate in discussion without
fear of being “called out” for their lack of preparation. The consolidation of respon-
sibility means students know that five to seven classmates will assume responsibility
for all students’ contributions in class discussions, allowing the majority to be pas-
sive spectators. Finn and Schrodt’s (2016) research offers us five teacher behaviors
(affirms, organizes, provokes, questions, and corrects) that we can utilize to more
effectively engage all students in class discussion whether classes are large or small.

In conclusion, I note that it is important to work on changing your students’
assumptions about discussion norms in your course during the first class meeting.
If, in that first class session, the instructors’ voice is the only one heard as you read
the roster to take attendance and read the syllabus to the students, you will have
established that the norm of civil attention is in effect in your course. Instead, dur-
ing the first class period, the instructor must get every student engaged in discus-
sion whether it be whole class discussion or in pairs. It is imperative to get every-
one talking.

One could ask every student to take one minute to introduce themselves by
sharing their name, major, and some personal insight such as pets or favorite expe-
rience over the summer months. One could put students in small groups and col-
lectively complete a multiple-choice quiz over the syllabus rather than reading the
syllabus to students. As a part of this syllabus quiz activity, you could require stu-
dents to introduce themselves and share contact information so that if they miss
class, they have classmates whom they could contact and request a sharing of
notes. By using such strategies on the first day of class, you are establishing new
norms in your classroom. Students will understand that their participation in dis-
cussion is an expected, not an optional, part of the student role.

NOTE

1. Sue (2010) defines microaggressions as “the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, deroga-
tory, or negative racial, gender, sexual orientation, and religious slights and insults to the target person
or group” (p. 5).
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Facilitating Learning and
Leadership in Student
Team Projects

Dennis O’Connor

Current college graduates cannot escape the reality of teams. As the pace of change
and complexity increase, organizations need teams to pull together wide-ranging
experiences and knowledge to fashion creative responses. The National Associa-
tion of Colleges and Employers reported nearly 8o percent of employers surveyed
indicated the ability to work in a team is an attribute of highly desired recruits
(NACE 2011). The Association of American Colleges and Universities cites col-
laborative learning as a top-10, high-impact educational practice (Kuh 2008).

While many stunning examples of team success exist in organizations (e.g.,
Katzenbach and Smith 1993), achieving great team results has been vexing for
many, if not most, organizations. Success for student team projects has proven
problematic in the educational context as well. New students learn the ropes from
others and pick up a variety of questionable behaviors and attitudes. The positive
objectives of team projects are often undercut by the student culture (Richardson
and Harper 1985). When I listened closely, I found rather uneven and often nega-
tive student feedback like: “I had to do all the work,” “we couldn’t find a time to
meet,” “we didn’t have a leader;” “I didn’t want to fight,” or “nobody listened to me””
My team assignments were unwittingly reinforcing a “skilled incompetence”
where students become unconsciously skilled in employing defensive routines
antithetical to skilled team leadership (Holmer 2001).

Much remains to be done in bolstering students’ competencies and attitudes
toward collaborative team arrangements. The intricate challenge in helping teams
respond to this complexity is illustrated by the wide range of reported efforts to
improve their effectiveness: attention to composition, size, and grading (Bacon,
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Stewart, and Silver 1999), establishing a positive vision (Holmer 2001), cooperative
learning (Siciliano 2001), accountability (Hiller and Dunn-Jensen 2012), peer and
self assessments (Kemery and Stickney 2013), team building (Tonn and Milledge
2002), mentoring and advising (Bolton 1999), and structuring tasks and progress
reports (Holmer 2001; Bolton 1999).

Over the years, a close colleague and I had implemented many of the above
ideas but in a piecemeal way. For each fix that worked, other problems became
more apparent. We slowly realized that we had unwittingly underestimated the
challenge: a great group is a marvelous human achievement and not the result of a
quick fix or two. We needed both a deeper understanding of teamwork and a way
to make teamwork a integral component of the course structure itself (Michaelsen,
Knight, and Fink 2004).

A MODEL FOR BUILDING TEAM LEADERSHIP

Group projects have important content and deliverables, but too often these are
the only foci of attention. In addition to what gets done, the project is a valuable
opportunity to focus on: (1) how the work gets done in terms of tasks and people
(project and group management), and (2) who am I in the process, the self-
management of values, motivation, behavior, and outcomes (O’Connor and Yballe
2007).

Project management is perhaps the most accessible to students and involves
coordinating the steps and timing of the various individual and group activities.
We use a four-phase model that helps students visualize the arc of the project:
startup / vision, mission / outline, rough draft, and paper/ presentation.

Group management is complex, and building maps and skills to navigate its
complexities is a lifelong challenge. Yet, small successes can lead to a feeling of
hope in group endeavors and keep students on the path of team leadership.
Required reflection assignments can make the “group” a topic for ongoing inquiry,
rather than simply a context to meet an assignment. Reflection not only gives
meaning to group work that students might perceive as arbitrary (Rafferty 2012),
but also helps the team handle the emotional challenges of inclusion and influence
central to moving to higher stages of group development (Tuckman 1965).

Self-management involves a deep commitment to reflection and learning, and
to taking responsibility versus blaming others. The best leaders know who they are
while also being aware of their personal strengths and weaknesses (Bennis 1989).
With feedback and reflection, students learn about themselves and can have
occasional “a-ha” experiences as they do serious work. They begin to learn how
their habitual behaviors and attitudes impact others and the overall quality of
group performance. Properly focused reflection builds emotional intelligence:
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self-awareness and regulation, finding one’s energy, and perseverance (Ainsworth
2016).

We believe that it is possible to create assignments that: (1) engage serious con-
tent and (2) bring the intangible elements of process and self to conscious atten-
tion. These normative, reeducative strategies (Chin and Benne 1969) involve the
whole person in revising deeper assumptions, attitudes, values, and skills and
build capacity for future teamwork and leadership.

PROJECT STEPS, TOOLS, AND ACTIVITIES

There is no one-size-fits-all for teamwork. Any model or tool must be constantly
adapted to local and changing circumstances. For student projects, many factors
call for custom tailoring: the scope of the project, the size of the class, the age and
organizational experience of students, the institutional mission, the programmatic
and course priorities, etc.

We begin with the three elements of the team leadership model and the impor-
tance of reflection and learning. Each of the model elements requires sustained
attention and reflection pages. We want students to slow down and reflect during
all phases of the project in order to improve the short-term results and to build
sustainable leadership disciplines of visioning, action, and reflection. Our goal is
to provide enough structure to reduce both the task and process uncertainties to
manageable chunks.

After a brief sketch of basic details—scope, time frame, topic choices, and
deliverables—we do some simple team building by asking students to share some
information about themselves (see Appendix A) and stories from an appreciative
inquiry into best teams (Cooperrider et al. 2008) (see Appendix B). As students
share personal information, they see that no one is alone in their experience, nor
are they exactly alike, and different pathways exist that can lead to good perform-
ance. Next, as team members listen to the various stories of best team experiences,
the group builds a composite list of key elements of success that they will share
later with the class at large. These lists always include some mix of task elements
(timeliness, quality, etc.) and people elements (listening, fun, respect, etc.). Teams
feel confident in their positive visions of group life, because they are based in the
experiences of those present. We ask team members to formally sign off on the list
as a psychological contract for the group. They add a team name and motto, and
copies will be made for all.

They are not done yet! Each group is about to have its first performance. Each
team is asked to take center stage, look over the class, notice their feelings as they
stand before their peers and introduce themselves, share their composite list, team
name, and motto. We remind them that they will return to the stage for a presenta-
tion, and the experience will be far more comfortable and rewarding for a group
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that achieves its vision, does good work, and is able to educate the rest of us about
a useful topic.

In this first phase of group development, we want to immediately establish
norms of sharing ideas, doing something useful, standing together as a team, and
thoughtfully reflecting on important experiences. The structure helps all to par-
ticipate and listen. Students feel included, capable, curious, and positive about suc-
cessfully getting on and off stage.

Because the momentum of past experience propels students to only notice tan-
gible project tasks, a startup reflection page (Appendix C) is due for the next class.
Hundreds of final group reflection papers over the years confirm that this stage
generally goes extremely well. The first reflection page focuses on the team, but
also directs the student’s attention to his or her feelings, personal behaviors, the
sense of inclusion, and leadership. We want students to slow down and tackle these
reflection pages with a spirit of inquiry and personal benefit, rather than write one
more report that pushes accountability. All reflections will conclude with a focus
on future actions for leadership and skill building. Such a cycle of learning acti-
vates the brain in complex ways (Zull 2002) and can be applied multiple times (five
for us) to promote deeper learning (Border 2007).

Team members feel good after this first phase, but the initial burst of energy
and enthusiasm will quickly dissipate if there are not follow-up activities. We have
laid out several tasks for the next phase of the project: choosing a topic, assigning
coordinators for the key tasks, completing annotated bibliographies, outlining the
paper, and setting target dates.

If the instructor does not preassign a project topic, groups need to find and
agree upon a topic or client that sufficiently taps their curiosity and personal
learning goals. Every important decision must be handled with care and attention
to the input and commitment of all. We ask each individual to brainstorm
and share a list of their curiosities related to the course and project guidelines.
As they notice commonalities and differences, our role vis-a-vis the team is to
collaborate with them in finding worthwhile topics. In an appreciative way, we
help to move students from “why does my supervisor assign boring work?” to an
inquiry that asks about what makes a task challenging and exciting. Wanting
to “know about motivation” can become an inquiry into the nature of peak
performance.

The handling of each step affects later work and commitment. If one or two
students pick a topic because they are extroverted, or they know each other, or it
is deemed “easy,” while others hesitate, then the possibility for those others to
slowly withdraw their effort and commitment greatly increases over the life of the
project. It becomes easy to step back and let the “leaders” do the work. “It’s their
project after all” Students need to discover that this first decision (and most
remaining decisions and tasks) is not a race where finishing fast is good! Human
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interaction is often like fine craft work: we go faster by slowing down, focusing on
quality, and attending carefully to each other and the important aspects of the
task. The best groups find excitement and begin to build mutual trust in what
they are doing.

We follow the topic choice with an overview of the remaining project manage-
ment steps: outline/writing, rough draft, final paper, and presentation. We then
ask groups to find a “coordinator” for each step. We strongly emphasize that the
role of the coordinator is not to do all the work, but to make sure that the group
completes that step according to its vision. A number of students now have a lead-
ership opportunity to look forward to, and we give groups some time to discuss
both the type and timing of leadership required. We encourage them to specifi-
cally describe what coordinators will need to do for the tasks to go well. There are
benefits and pitfalls to both self-directed teams and teams with one leader (Rae
2011). The coordinator role puts the group somewhere in between. Several stu-
dents can experiment with leadership, and the group is less likely to fall into the
trap of one person doing almost all the work.

Leadership challenges arise with the first research task, an annotated bibliogra-
phy. All are asked to find two sources of information from a list of specified jour-
nals and provide summaries of key points in preparation for a 15-minute meeting
at the end of the next class. Inevitably, we see some floundering at this stage. Miss-
ing or poorly done work is surprising and annoying to the group, but it is also an
unprecedented opportunity for the team to progress. It is important to face up to
the shortcomings in work when the infractions are small, and positive momentum
can be regained. We let teams know that this is not the first or last time in history
that someone has fallen short on an agreed-upon assignment. Too often the initial
response is to avoid the “confrontation,” offer the usual excuses, and pretend that
everything is within normal limits, and it will all work out. We want teams to
establish a norm of accountability and learning.

From the group management point of view, a precedent of avoiding conflict
would be set and further reinforced by the student culture. This negative work
norm increases the chances that a free rider or slacker mindset will take root and
grow in the group culture. We ask the coordinator of the outline step to help the
group openly deal with the uneven results. The group must remind itself of its
vision and openly discuss whose work is missing, too brief, or off the mark, and
the timing of corrective actions.

A good outline sharpens everyone’s effort and greatly reduces the emotion and
work at the rough draft step. Yet, solid topic information creates a new challenge
for the group. Sorting through a set of writings to build an outline is tough mental
work for a group in an early stage of development. We have often used class time
to help groups stay with the task longer than they might have if left on their own.
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When they finish, we compliment them for sticking with such a difficult task.
After creating an outline, the group is asked to discuss and agree on target dates
and logistical details such as paper format. This second phase (mission/outline)
has generally been more sobering than the first, and it is followed with another
reflection task.

The third phase of the project requires individuals and pairs to further research
the topic and compose a rough draft. The group needs some time for this work, but
too much time between tasks will cause less experienced teams to lose focus and
energy. We encourage students to check in on each other’s progress to minimize
the “last minute” syndrome. The coordinator can check up before or after class as
well as online via texts, email, or Google docs. We strongly encourage students to
experiment with virtual methods of communication (Bull Schaefer and Erskine
2012), as we are all increasingly embedded in a hybrid world of both face-to-face
and virtual interaction.

At some point, the toughest task must take place: putting together and evaluat-
ing the rough draft. Even if the group navigates the first two phases well, quality
and relevance issues inevitably crop up at this juncture. Outlines did not provide
full guidance, honest misunderstandings occur, new ideas emerge, and some fall
short in effort or simply lack the skill for this particular task.

The rough draft coordinator’s job is to help the group honestly evaluate its
work. Yes, the group has arrived at another key leadership opportunity! The best
response is to deal with the quality issues openly and in a practical, unemotional
way. The mission is to create a quality report, but the group finds itself in the
strong currents of emotion tied to criticism and rejection. We encourage the coor-
dinator to remind the group of its earlier hopes rather than blame individuals as a
context to evaluate the writing for improvement. Team members must find a way
to give and receive feedback. We remind the class that almost everyone stated that
they would be able to accept “constructive” criticism. They need to see that this
emotional work is inevitable, normal, and necessary.

We have asked students to tackle a very difficult task, and we let them know this
and why. The recurring truth is that team leadership is hard work without a guar-
antee of immediate success. Learning can only be guaranteed with the proper atti-
tude and discipline. This phase is followed with a third reflection. The professor, as
always, has the option to devote class time to debriefing project activity. If possible,
it is important to schedule course readings and activities that can highlight critical
dimensions of group work as it occurs.

The last phase involves completing the project report and designing and deliv-
ering a presentation that actively engages the audience. At this point, many groups
are feeling alive and invincible. They are pulling together, but still lack a consistent
quality focus. We provide guidance and examples for an interactive presentation.
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“The semester began with me in charge. Now the class is in your hands” Which
findings or ideas are worth sharing? What would be great? Fun? Engaging?

After the presentation, teams receive written feedback from the professor and
other students, but a critical step still remains. In addition to a final reflection,
students must write a final paper where they consolidate and evaluate their overall
experience from this project. They have a team data sheet, four reflection
pages, and course and group topic readings to draw upon as they attempt to ana-
lyze the effectiveness of their group. We want an appreciative focus on what really
worked and why, as well as an honest look at what fell short. Even a poor experi-
ence can be of lasting benefit, if it motivates the individual to take a more active,
intentional role in future group experiences. We want some self-confrontation.
Students need to examine their own personal contributions and leadership: What
did I do that worked, what did others do that I could try, what leadership am I sure
to provide in future teams? The goal of the final paper is to deepen understanding
of the team and self and to build confidence in generating future leadership
options.

CONCLUSION

Team leadership is an intricate process entailing many “real time” interconnected
skills. It involves joining with complex others in a thoughtful, caring way to achieve
mutually agreed upon, quality results. Failure is easy—it just takes one critical ele-
ment to not work. Success is demanding—it takes all the pieces to work together
over time.

Becoming a highly effective group member is not a quick fix, but rather a
long journey of mastery. We believe that students learn more from good group
experiences than bad (Bacon et al. 1999), and we have sought to boost their
chances of success. Students in team projects need to slow down and learn about
the logical steps in creating and executing a project and to establish personal
leadership disciplines of reflection and action. Each tangible project activity
affords opportunities to deepen knowledge about group dynamics and personal
leadership.

It is important, however, to maintain realistic expectations. Students will not be
“qualified” to be great leaders after one project. Still, as professors, we have seen
more flashes of creativity and enthusiasm and fewer, if any, disasters. We see and
read about deliberate efforts to understand and change teams, and we hear many
satisfying reports by students who have always hated groups but found this experi-
ence productive and rewarding. The combination of structure and extra time has
produced short-term results that we hope provide a foundation for long-term
mastery.
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Teaching team leadership is also a long-term journey of mastery for the profes-
sor. You will be challenged to become more competent in understanding the
dynamics of teams, to consult with students about their teams, and to take the time
to help teams manage their projects well. Our more active role in guiding team
projects has been both difficult and satisfying. Continuous involvement with the
various tasks has opened a window into student reality that has enriched our expe-
rience and raised our awareness. Through direct contact and reflection pages, we
receive a tremendous amount of feedback, which helps guide our thinking and
adjustments. Simply asking a few of the better students for mid-project updates
provides clarity and motivation to address the larger class; carefully reading the
final team analysis papers provides insights on both the positive and negative
dynamics that occur. To maximize learning, the professors, like students, need to
view this process as an opportunity for reflection and personal growth and not
something to be discharged efficiently.

In summary, by following the guidelines below, professors can continuously
improve their effectiveness in facilitating positive student team functioning, learn-
ing, and leadership.

1. Make sure you convey in all your actions that learning to be effective in
teams is important. Effectiveness entails knowing about teams and yourself.
It involves acquiring and sharpening task and people skills and developing a
leadership mindset.

2. Be clear about your rationale for putting students in teams to work on a
team project. Make clear statements about your expectations and about the
exciting possibilities and outcomes. Verbalize your hopes for excellence,
and return often to the positive visions the students have generated. The
best assignment has a mix of structure and ambiguity.

3. Use reflection pages to encourage students to actively make sense of what is
occurring in the team, to focus on their experience as a source of insights,
and to identify skills needing work. Remind them that their learning and
leadership is the project.

4. Beaware that teams need time and attention. Set aside time for start-up. A
great start goes a long way toward a vigorous team experience. Have an
open-door policy, and check periodically on how each team is doing by
reviewing their reflections and asking for progress reports. You may have to
intervene periodically, either with a single student or with the group. Try to
reiterate their visions of excellence and hope. Remember, these are teaching
moments.

5. The path of mastery is the same for both student and teacher. You will fall
short and make numerous mistakes. Look outward and inward for help.
Draw upon others’ work to help craft your experiments. They can be great
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resources for you (planning, interventions, etc.). Immerse yourself in the
process of learning about and teaching about teams. See yourself on the
path of mastery, and actively seek opportunities for personal and profes-
sional development.
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APPENDIX A: PERSONAL ASSESSMENT

1. Do I work better slowly or quickly?

2. Am I a good listener?

3. Do Ilike recognition and acceptance? Being counted on?

4. Do I work best alone or in groups?

5. Do I prefer to lead or follow?

6. Do I like to plan or jump in?

7. Do I meet deadlines or begin when work is due?

8. How do I react to criticism?

9. What are my strengths? What do I contribute to success?
10. What are my weaknesses? Where do I need to improve?

For class large group discussion options:

1. How many can deal with working with “good groups”? Are good groups simply
a matter of luck?

2. What does it mean to “lead” in a student group?

3. Most can deal with constructive criticism, yet we hesitate to give feedback.
Why?

APPENDIX B: APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY: BEST
TEAM EXERCISE

Please take a minute and remember back to a successful group or team that you enjoyed
being with, and then jot notes on: Why was this group the best? What qualities made this

EBSCChost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://wwmv ebsco.coniterms-of -use



186 CLASSROOM TECHNIQUES

team special? What really stands out in your mind about this team? Break down general
items like communication and leadership. What happened exactly? This exercise seeks to
draw upon your individual experiences of success as a basis for collectively envisioning the
type of team that you would like to create.

APPENDIX C: REFLECTION PAGES
First Reflection: Team Startup

What were some of the important things that you saw happening as your team
formed?

What went well? What were key moments in your opinion?

Where is your team’s vision (as described on your Team Data Sheet) already
coming to life?

What did you do or say specifically? Or not do? What was the effect on the group
and others?

How are you feeling about your interactions so far? What are you feeling good
about?

How accepted do you feel by the group? Are you a part of what is going on? How
“in” do you feel (rate 1-10)? Any concerns?

What have you tried and what have you learned? What behaviors or skills can you
work on or experiment with as we proceed? What’s a good first step? Be specific!!

Second Reflection: Additional Questions

What level of influence are you having, and how do you feel about it (rate 1-10)?
Are others listening to what you say? Does the group seriously consider your ideas?
Has your group maintained its initial positive momentum? What still needs to be
done to help insure the success of this group? What would a leader do? What might
you do? What will you do?

Third Reflection: Additional Questions

How close is the group feeling at this stage? Are we feeling so good that we are not
worried about quality? Or afraid to bring up issues of quality and disrupt the good
cheer?

How are you feeling about your section of the work? About the rough draft overall?
What are you feeling good about? Not so good about?

Were you able to accept performance feedback from others? Were you able to
provide performance feedback that others could hear and act on? Or did you keep
your concerns to yourself?

Fourth Reflection: Additional Questions

What surprises were there? Could they have been foreseen?
How are you feeling about your contributions? How do they stack up against your
hopes and personal standards? What are you feeling good about?
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+ How are you feeling about the team now? What would you like to say to them
individually and as a group?

+ With perfect 20/20 hindsight, what will you do with future team projects to help
insure a strong finish?

- What have you tried, and what have you learned? How could you exert more
leadership? What would you like to experiment with on your next project team?
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Courting Controversy and Allowing
for Awkward

Strategies for Teaching Difficult Topics

Mari Plikuhn

For over two decades, scholars in the social sciences and beyond increasingly have
focused on the need for instructors to foster active discussions on controversial or
uncomfortable classroom topics and the preparation necessary for these discus-
sions to be effective (Abbott 2009; Crabtree and Sapp 2003; Evans, Avery, and
Pederson 2000; Ezzedeen 2008; Fredericks and Miller 1993; Goodman 199s;
Jakubowski 2001; Roberts and Smith 2002). More recent scholarship has debated
the necessity of “trigger warnings” (statements that alert students to potentially
traumatic, controversial, or anxiety-provoking topics or material) and whether
instructors should consider student discomfort with course content (Boysen,
Wells, and Dawson 2016; Carter 2015; Dilevko 2015; Lockhart 2016; Rae 2016).
Because of their focus on human behavior and the social world, the social sciences
rarely can avoid controversial or uncomfortable topics and often must embrace
difficult arguments in order to better understand the full scope of human experi-
ence. The value and need to court controversy and allow for the awkward, how-
ever, does not make it an easy task for instructors. Within a variety of classroom
settings, the need to teach a diversity of perspectives and challenge students to
engage with the material often conflicts with the desire to create a safe space for
students (Rae 2016; Robbins 2016).

There are many reasons that a topic might be difficult to discuss. A topic may be
politically or religiously controversial to some individuals, including topics that
are polarizing for the majority of Americans (e.g., abortion, death with dignity) or
topics that divide only the groups who feel directly affected (e.g., academic free-
dom in higher education). Beyond controversy, “difficult” topics may be those that
make people uncomfortable to directly discuss or even witness the discussion.

188
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These include both personal issues (whether they have occurred to the individual
or not) or social issues. Often the personal and social levels are interconnected
(Mills 1959); personal issues are (and should be) considered social issues and issues
that confront society certainly are faced and experienced by the individual. For
example, examining homelessness as a social problem forces society to consider
how families with children negotiate activities of daily living, just as individuals
who have been or are homeless are aware of the realities and can speak to ways that
organizations can address these needs. Personal issues that make individuals
uncomfortable to discuss are often sexual in nature (e.g., sexual orientation, rape,
incest) (Lee 1993; Ogle, Glasier, and Riley 2008) or health related (e.g., physical or
mental illness, suicide, death, disease, disability, pregnancy) (Alty and Rodham
1998; Dilorio, Kelley, and Hockenberry-Eaton 1999; Lee 1993), and uncomfortable
social issues often include social injustice and issues of inequality (Brunsma,
Brown, and Placier 2012; DiAngelo and Sensoy 2014; Rothenberg 2012).

In this chapter, I explore the types of topics that can be challenging to teach,
what shapes this discomfort for students and for the instructor, and strategies for
structuring and managing the classroom to make the presentation and discussion
of difficult topics more fruitful.

COURTING CONTROVERSY

Controversial content can be difficult to navigate in traditional face-to-face class-
room settings and in online formats. To be clear, “controversial” does not mean
simply that people have different perspectives on an issue, but rather there exists
contentious, bitterly divided sides of the perspective with little perceived middle
ground. For example, debating whether a lengthened school year would narrow
the test score gap between the United States and other nations may not be as con-
troversial as debating the value of the nationwide legalization of marijuana. Yet
sometimes controversy flares and other times it dissipates: the national legaliza-
tion of marijuana is not as controversial for millennial students as it would have
been for previous generations of students. One person’s divisive controversy can
be another person’s shrug of indifference. Further, political alignment, religious
upbringing, family socialization, and life experiences shape how individuals view
their world and which values they hold (James et al. 2014; McAvoy and Hess 2013).

When topics are known to have polarized perspectives, instructors should pre-
pare for the potential for hostility and brief students on tactics to engage effectively
with the material, whether actively listening or participating in discussion
(Fournier-Sylvester 2013). Instructors can acknowledge that conflicting or differ-
ing perspectives on an issue exist and provide a framework for students on all sides
to feel that their views will be heard by acknowledging that the goal of learning
and discussion is not to “win”” This framework can be formal and predetermined,
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as through specific rules, guidelines, or expectations for discussions that take place
in the classroom or on discussion boards, or informally constructed by the stu-
dents through reflective conversation on what has and has not worked in previous
classroom or online discussions. Outlining expectations at the start of a course
sets the tone for open-minded engagement with controversial content and with
others who have different perspectives, yet students often fail to meet these explicit
expectations. Having been continuously socialized by family, cultural, political,
or religious sources, “the grooves of the standard arguments are already worn
into many students’ minds” (Burkstand-Reid, Carbone, and Hendricks 2011:678),
and it can be challenging to embrace a topic that is unknown or contrary to their
values.

Despite these concerns, it is important for students to listen intently, debate
respectfully, and learn openly from others, both in and beyond the classroom set-
ting (Fallahi and Haney 2007). Though development of these skills may seem
strictly the purview of interpersonal communication, the variety and type of con-
tent covered in courses across the range of the social sciences provide the need for
the practical application and strengthening of these skills. Instead of competitive
tactics for persuasive arguments and negative rebuttals as might be taught in a
debate class, consider a broader framework for critical listening and evaluation, or
what Johnson, Johnson, and Tjosvold (2006) refer to as “skilled disagreement”” In
their chapter on the value of intellectual conflict, they describe 11 skills necessary
for engaging with controversial content and others who have differing views
(Johnson et al. 2006:75-76):

1. Tam critical of ideas, not people. I challenge and refute the ideas of the
other participants, while confirming their competence and value as
individuals. I do not indicate that I personally reject them.

2. Iseparate my personal worth from criticism of my ideas.

I remember that we are all in this together, sink or swim. I focus on coming
to the best decision possible, not on winning.

4. Tencourage everyone to participate and to master all the relevant
information.

5. Ilisten to everyone’s ideas, even if I don’t agree.

6. Irestate what someone has said if it is not clear.

7. Ddifferentiate before I try to integrate. I first bring out all ideas and facts
supporting both sides and clarify how the positions differ. Then I try to
identify points of agreement and put them together in a way that makes
sense.

8. Itry to understand both sides of the issue. I try to see the issue from
the opposing perspective in order to understand the opposing position.

9. I change my mind when the evidence clearly indicates that I should
do so.
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10. Iemphasize rationality in seeking the best possible answer, given the
available data.

1. I follow the golden rule of conflict. The golden rule is act toward opponents
as you would have them act toward you.. . .

Instructors can present these expectations, or ones they personally devise, to stu-
dents in a variety of ways: inclusion in the syllabus, a separate handout given prior
to structured classroom debates or discussions, or as the rules for discussion board
participation in online courses. Presenting these expectations should go beyond a
casual reference to them on the first day of class or a discussion board post. By
providing students with a set of expectations for engaging with each other and
with controversial content, instructors can shape how students view and learn the
material, as well as their abilities to consider the perspective of others—a key com-
ponent to understanding social science research.

Strategies such as these expectations can be useful in lower-level courses with
students who are new to the discipline, the university, or discussion of complicated
or controversial topics. These skills also are invaluable for upper-level courses
where the deeper focus of the content delves into conflicting evidence and detailed
analysis of issues. I use the set of expectations from Johnson et al. (2006) in all of
my classes, regardless of level or topic. I present the expectations in my syllabus, as
part of a section on the role and value of class discussions, and revisit this during
the first week of class when I begin my content lectures. I provide the students with
a context for why these guidelines are useful for constructive critical analysis, how
they can shape the learning environment, and how a shared set of expectations in
discussions provides the opportunity for exploration, growth, and understanding
for all members of the discussion. I return to the list periodically across the semes-
ter to highlight how a student effectively used a strategy or as a reminder prior to
teaching controversial content. Students have responded positively to the list of
expectations, agreeing with the value of civility in creating a classroom climate
that encourages all members to participate.

Finally, allowing students to engage with controversial topics highlights the
importance of critical evaluation of information—as citizens, consumers, part-
ners, and learners (Avery, Levy, and Simmons 2013; Hand and Levinson 2012). The
core of critical evaluation is the ability to address ideas, whether currently held
and not, to determine their merits and shortcomings. When individuals learn that
holding an idea in one’s mind does not necessarily mean embracing it as part of
one’s worldview, their ability to value empathy, awareness, and perspective can
increase (Avery et al. 2013; Hand and Levinson 2012). In turn, they can engage
thoughtfully in further discussions on perspectives that differ from their own.
Thus, facilitating the discussion of controversial or uncomfortable topics is crucial
both for learning about these issues and because these issues are more likely to
lead to further discussions (Hand and Levinson 2012).
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ALLOWING FOR AWKWARD OR UNCOMFORTABLE
TOPICS

Just as with “controversy,” what makes a topic awkward or uncomfortable can vary
by the audience. As described previously, issues that make individuals uncomfort-
able to discuss are often sexual in nature, health related, or issues of social injustice
and inequality. Though topics like racial inequality, historically, have been uncom-
fortable for students to discuss in American classrooms (Goldsmith 2006; Haddad
and Lieberman 2002; Harlow 2009), the greater awareness and presence of these
topics in the media makes it even more important that instructors take on the chal-
lenge of addressing them. However, instructors must do some work prior to discus-
sions on social inequality: providing historic context for the creation and continu-
ation of inequality, explaining differences in and the value of lived experiences,
describing privilege (whether asked for or not) and how it perpetuates inequality,
and drawing attention to the lens society uses to frame arguments supporting ine-
quality (for a detailed description of teaching race, see Brunsma et al. 2012).
Presenting a topic that falls into the awkward category often brings silence from
students in a face-to-face classroom setting and a determined effort to appear
engrossed in note-taking so as not to meet the eye of the instructor (Payne and
Gainey 2003). Students may not want to participate because of perceived lack of
knowledge on the topic or uncertainty in the amount of support they will receive
from their instructor and classmates (Fassinger 1995). Classroom silence is uncom-
fortable for instructors, but can provide students a quiet moment to absorb the
information presented, and it allows them time to reflect before responding, mod-
eling effective discussion strategies in general. In addition, the silence can force
them to end the tension by engaging with the material. Knowing how long to wait
in silence when students do not answer is a more complicated question; for
instructors standing at the front of a silent classroom, a few seconds’ pause can feel
like an eternity. But waiting to allow students to respond to a question posed, or to
provide an example or interpretation from the readings, shifts the impetus of
learning to the students and models active listening from the instructor (Schultz
2010). There are a variety of ways to encourage the conversation to continue:
restate the question, ask for examples from the readings, media, or broader social
institutions, or tie the new discussion to a topic previously covered in class. For
example, probe the silence with questions such as: “what did today’s readings say
about this topic?” or “what might be a movie or song that highlights this issue?”
The previous situations involve more general topics that often cause students to
squirm, but sometimes the topics are uncomfortable because students have
firsthand experience with them. For example, rape is a terrible and too-frequent
crime that can cause students to feel a strong empathetic compassion for victims,
but it can be traumatic for the victims themselves to hear the topic come up within
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a classroom context. The national conversation on “trigger warnings” has criti-
cized academics for coddling and infantilizing college students who want to avoid
discomfort in the classroom (Boysen et al. 2016; Carter 2015; Dilevko 2015; Lock-
hart 2016; Rae 2016; Robbins 2016), yet it is important to distinguish between stu-
dents requesting accommodations to dodge uncomfortable topics and students
concerned about experiencing reactions to traumatic events they have faced
(Carter 2015; Lockhart 206; Rae 2016).

One effective strategy I have employed is to provide opportunities for students
to choose when to opt-out of material. If the course requires watching three docu-
mentaries, show four to allow students to choose which they will watch. Assign
papers for each reading, but allow students to drop their lowest grade so they can
choose to skip reading an article that would be difficult for them. Allow for an
absence for any reason they choose that will not be counted against their grade.
There are two important benefits to this strategy: (1) it allows the work of all stu-
dents to be graded fairly in comparison to their peers; and (2) it does not require
students to self-disclose a traumatic experience to the instructor to receive an
exemption from that topic.

Topics sensitive in content are key components of the social sciences, yet when
particular topics might elicit strong reactions, it is useful to have a brief discussion
ahead of time on why it is important to discuss and understand this part of the
social world. Instead of framing the argument for discussions of challenging topics
as a need to be “stronger” or more objective (Rae 2016), structure the conversation
around gaining insight into ourselves and the broader discourse of the topic.
Include a section in the syllabus about the role of classroom participation and
discussion in understanding the material. During the first class, highlight the type
of content you will cover across the semester and the ways you will expect students
to engage with the content (e.g., discussion, reading articles, watching documen-
taries, debates, etc.). This will allow students the chance to drop the class if they are
concerned with the topics. By ensuring transparency in the content and expecta-
tions of the course from the beginning, students will be more prepared for address-
ing difficult topics (Rae 2016).

For a prolonged discussion or entire course on a potentially traumatic topic (e.g.,
Death and Dying; Domestic Violence; Child Psychology and the Law; Racism and
Stereotyping; Terrorism; Human Rights), consider giving students information on
counseling resources available on campus, help-line numbers, and website resources
with information on the warning signs of becoming distressed. I distribute bro-
chures from the university’s counseling center to all students in courses on trau-
matic topics (e.g., Death and Dying) on the first day of class while discussing the
course content and potential for distress. The reaction from students is frequently
one of surprise, but it draws their attention to the gravity of the topic and possibility
of challenges. Discuss as a class how students will keep themselves healthy and
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consider “check in” moments with all students across the semester, particularly
when assignments or class discussions are especially challenging or with students
who have discussed problems with the content with the instructor. These “check in”
moments can be formal (e.g., required reflective component within assigned
papers, periodic end-of-class writing prompts) or informal (e.g., asking students
collectively or individually “how are you doing?”). Finally, for any type of difficult
topic, have a plan for breaks, tension-breakers, and ways of defusing moments
where students seem overwhelmed with the information presented (Mason and
Briggs 2011). Instructors can plan a five-minute break after a difficult documentary
to allow students to process the presented information. Instead of having a solid
block of time allocated for a class discussion, consider interrupting the discussion
to show a short clip on a different aspect of the topic. Finally, acknowledge in the
moment that some conversations on content can be difficult. By saying “whew, this
can be hard to talk about!” or “okay, let’s take a moment to collect our thoughts on
this topic!”, an instructor affirms the students’ need for reflection and provides
space for that to happen (Rae 2016).

STRATEGIES FOR CLASS STRUCTURE AND
MANAGEMENT

Classroom Policies and Procedures

One of the first steps in structuring space for effective discussions is to determine
the type or form of policies or guidelines that the instructor will provide to the
students for engaging with others. Instructors can construct these policies or
guidelines in several ways. For example, the instructor can provide the ground
rules for class discussion in the syllabus, such as the skilled disagreement strategies
by Johnson et al. (2006) that were outlined above in the “Courting Controversy”
section, and discuss with students the design and purpose of this structure at the
start of the semester. Instructors and students both can benefit from a clear, mutual
set of expectations for overall classroom behaviors, and outlining expectations for
the instructor as well as the students will acknowledge the collaboration necessary
to achieve a positive classroom atmosphere. The expectations for instructors might
include items such as arriving on time and being prepared for class, respectfully
listening to students, and announcing changes to the course as quickly as possible.

Alternatively, the instructor can have a core set of policies to start and then
encourage students to discuss whether the instructor should include additional
policies and then decide how the policies should be enforced. Instructors also may
allow students to discuss and agree on the class policies and the enforcement of
these policies, which allows them to take ownership of the process. For example,
the instructor may ask students to construct a list of penalties if someone is disre-
spectful in the discussion and hold a vote to determine which penalties the class
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accepts. These more student-centered, active-learning strategies allow students to
set the parameters for how they participate in the class and can lower their con-
cerns for how their peers and professors will perceive them (Mason and Briggs
2011). Regardless of how the policies and enforcements are created, however, it is
useful to refer back to them periodically throughout the semester, to remind stu-
dents of the structure of good discussion.

Learning, Growing, and Patience

Occasionally, students may say things that are inappropriate, offensive, or disre-
spectful. Both at the beginning of the semester when discussing policies and across
the semester, explain to the students that learning comes in fits, not in smooth
arcs, and all members of the course need to be patient with each other as they grow
in their understanding of how the world works while being respectful and courte-
ous to each other. When a student says something that violates the policies of
discussion, acknowledge why the particular response might be inappropriate, as
most students do not realize they are being inappropriate, nor do they intend to be
mean, offensive, or rude. Perhaps their statement draws on stereotypes that may
not be true or their statement is intolerant or isolating to others in the discussion.
Point out why stereotypes so often fall short of reality and where facts support a
broader interpretation of that social issue. Draw on the readings or previous lec-
ture materials to highlight the common misconceptions that arise from this topic.
In an online setting, remind students that they are lacking the vocal tone, facial
expressions, and hesitation present in a face-to-face setting and should consider
how others in the discussion may have interpreted their words. Allow the student
to come up with a more appropriate alternative to their original response. Return-
ing the conversation to the student provides them the opportunity to learn from
the experience, but also shows students that disagreement or differing viewpoints
need not halt discussion in general or their participation in particular.

On the other hand, rare situations occur when a student’s intent is to be intoler-
ant, isolating, offensive, or disrespectful. Though it can disrupt the flow of the
presentation or discussion of the content, it also can impact the classroom morale,
hurting some students and making others less likely to share their ideas or per-
spective. When this situation arises, it is crucial to enforce the policies and proce-
dures that had been discussed previously and periodically through the semester.
Just as with an accidental offense, explain to the student why their statement was
inappropriate. The instructor may find it less disruptive to the classroom discus-
sion to address this concern in greater detail with the student after class or via
email. If the student continues to argue the point in a hostile manner, it might be
best to move on with the discussion. If the student still refuses to stop his or her
hostile or offensive interjections, an instructor may find it necessary to ask the
student to leave the class (Mason and Briggs 2011).
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Consider, ahead of time, all of the options if the student refuses to leave. Should
the instructor alert security? Would that risk escalating the situation? What are the
university’s policies on handling a disruptive student? Would it be better to halt
and dismiss class to allow the situation to calm? If the instructor is concerned that
he or she will be unable to ask a student to leave, an alternative strategy would be
to have penalties within the instructor’s control such as attendance or discussion
point deductions for disrespectful participation. These deductions can be outlined
as a part of the policies for classroom discussion that are detailed in the syllabus or
constructed as a class. Include a statement in the syllabus along with the policies
for classroom discussion or behavior that explicitly addresses what will happen to
disruptive or disrespectful students; for example, those unable to remain respect-
ful will be asked to leave the discussion and will be considered absent for that class
period (or lose discussion points, be unable to complete class assignments, etc.).

Transparent Learning Objectives

When students are reluctant to engage with a topic, either because it is controver-
sial or because it makes them uncomfortable, it can make the instructor seem
cruel or unaware. For example, students might not want to consider the effects of
cumulative physical disadvantage for minority elders, the abbreviated lives of
impoverished children in developing countries, or the persistent threat faced by
sexual minority youth. Requiring them to imagine uncomfortable scenarios like
these might lead them to believe the instructor only wants them to feel guilty or
ashamed of their privilege or their opportunities. Let the students know that the
controversial or uncomfortable content is not just about “making them squirm,’
but has pedagogical value and ties into the course content, which can help the
students see the importance of learning and discussing the material (Payne and
Gainey 2003).

To mitigate the belief that the sole purpose of the content is their discomfort,
explain why you chose the material or content to discuss and how it relates to the
readings or course themes. As an example, for a course on death and dying, I show
a documentary on end-of-life decisions for the terminally ill, including children.
Students often respond emotionally to images of children dying or to the choice of
removing life-sustaining support for a loved one. Yet the documentary highlights
several key themes from the course: the importance of advanced directives, that
dying happens across the life course and not just in old age, the value of hospice,
and how funeral experiences bring comfort to grieving families. Pointing to seg-
ments or stories from the documentary as examples of each of these key themes
reinforces the additional insight that material or discussion has provided and
allows students to see that I subjected them to the uncomfortable film and discus-
sion for a clear purpose. Include a section in written assignments that asks stu-
dents to reflect on how the material tied to the material they were learning or
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extended their understanding of the content. For online classes, include a segment
of the online lecture or a part of the discussion board prompt that explains your
intent behind requiring students to tackle the challenging material or content. It
normalizes the struggle students may have individually when they lack the non-
verbal feedback in a classroom discussion.

Providing a Positive Frame for the Ending

Structure each discussion or presentation of difficult material to end in such a way
that allows for a debriefing that acknowledges the level of discomfort and reiter-
ates the importance of having uncomfortable discussions. For example, encourage
them to reflect on the insights they gained from the discussion and interaction
with the content. Ask students what the most difficult part of the discussion was or
when they felt the most uncomfortable, and compose the list on the board. Nor-
malize the experience by asking them to hypothesize why each of the listed items
might be uncomfortable for “someone” to discuss and what steps “individuals” can
take to alleviate this discomfort. This is not always easy to do: tensions and tem-
pers can flare, ideas once held firm may have been reevaluated, and unpleasant
sides of society may be discovered. Trying to end on an encouraging note does not
mean glossing over social problems, the challenges facing the world, or feelings of
hopelessness or disappointment that students may have. Instead, summarize the
main points of the discussion or topic and highlight why knowing this informa-
tion is valuable in understanding a broader social concern. For example, at the
conclusion of a presentation or discussion on racial bias in the criminal justice
system, the instructor or discussion leader could summarize why the topic remains
divisive, how scholars and the broader public can benefit from learning more from
all concerned, and the value in continuing the conversation and research on
improving the system. If students seem unable to discuss what makes the conver-
sations difficult as a larger group, consider breaking them into pairs or small
groups to discuss it first, and then have them write their thoughts as a group and
share them with the broader class.

It is crucial to model to students that uncomfortable topics of discussion pro-
vide them an opportunity to learn, both in and beyond the classroom. Framing the
conclusion of the presentation or discussion as an acknowledgment of their ability
and willingness to grapple with difficult issues reaffirms that the topic may be chal-
lenging, but that does not prevent its discussion or the work toward solutions.
Remind them that this classroom discussion may have concluded, but the conver-
sation may continue with friends, roommates, and in other classes. Encourage
students to continue to work to see all sides of the arguments critically, including
ones they hold. This final step of structuring the end of presentations and discus-
sions of difficult topics influences whether instructors and students feel the discus-
sion has been effective and how they will view discussions in the future.
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CONCLUSION

It can be uncomfortable to discuss controversial or awkward topics, but that
should not stop social science instructors from pursuing the topics central to their
disciplines. By providing students with the skills for effectively engaging with dif-
ficult material and differing perspectives, participation both in and beyond the
classroom can be more meaningful. By learning to approach difficult topics with
open minds and ears, students will be able to broaden their perspectives and better
understand the challenges and realities of the social world.
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Becoming a Culturally Inclusive
Educator

Dena R. Samuels

How do you respond when you hear a student make a racist, sexist, or heterosexist
comment in class? Do you respond at all? How do you know if you have succeeded
in transforming the environment from one of hostility to one of compassion,
understanding, and connection? Chances are you have found yourself in this situ-
ation, and if you are like most educators, you may not respond at all because you
have never been taught that it is important to do so, nor how to do so effectively.
Unfortunately, not responding in such a situation condones the offensive behavior,
and sets the foundation for a hostile environment, especially for students who
come from traditionally marginalized identities. The result is an unsafe classroom
where students are not likely to absorb the information you would like them to,
and worse, are less likely to succeed.

Or, what if you make an offensive comment and do not realize that it is offen-
sive? What might be the impact on the students who are offended? Will they artic-
ulate their concerns to you? If they do not feel like they can react or respond with-
out repercussion, how are they likely to feel about coming to class in the future?
Will they be able to receive the subject matter you may be incredibly passionate
about teaching? Missteps around issues of social identities are not only inevitable,
but required in order for us to be on the leading edge of culturally inclusive excel-
lence. In order to engage with students, we must create an environment where they
feel empowered to gently challenge/educate us without repercussion so that we
can learn what “we don’t know we don't know;” and create a space where all stu-
dents feel like they belong.
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PREPAREDNESS

The changing demographics of the United States have created a substantive need to
better prepare educators for diverse classrooms (Ladson-Billings 2005; Sobel, Ice-
man-Sands, and Basile 2007). Moreover, this need is widely considered one of the
greatest challenges facing educators in today’s society (Futrell, Gomez, and Bedden
2003; Hollins and Guzman 2005). It can be argued that faculty members are some-
times the strongest link between the university and the student (Hurtado 1992;
Milem 1994).

Literature on this topic demonstrates a fundamental need for faculty members to
be prepared to build cultural inclusiveness (Grant and Secada 1990; Howard 1999;
Hurtado et al. 1998), but until now, there has been little empirical data available that
assesses to what extent, if any, faculty members consider themselves to be prepared.
In order to measure faculty preparedness for cultural competence, the current
research uses a quantitative approach through the development of a survey instru-
ment that was disseminated to a national, random sample of faculty members.

PREPAREDNESS STUDY

Campus climate surveys typically measure the cultural representation of campus
members as well as the cultural environment, but often fail to delve into the actual
attitudes and intentions of faculty members. Because I found no scales that spe-
cifically measured faculty preparedness to build cultural inclusiveness, it became
incumbent upon me to create and test my own. My survey instrument (Samuels
2014) was informed by the literature as well as existing scales, and it attempted to
measure the proposed latent construct of faculty preparedness to build cultural
inclusiveness. The survey included 27 items that represented each of the five com-
ponents of preparedness, all measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale, and con-
cluded with demographic questions.

This instrument was tested on a national, random sample of 637 faculty members
to determine how prepared they are to build cultural inclusiveness. The respondents
were from two- and four-year colleges, universities, and academies and included a
wide range of academic concentrations: social sciences, business, health sciences,
physical sciences, education, and engineering, among others. Unlike other campus
climate surveys, this instrument focuses on faculty members’ attitudes, considera-
tion of social group memberships, self-awareness of biases, intention, and behavioral
outcomes. In addition, unlike other surveys, it is intersectional, covering issues of
gender, race, sexual orientation, and disability, among others.

To analyze the data, I randomly split the sample into two groups. I conducted
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on the first subsample using principal axis fac-
toring to identify factor structure. Consistent with the theoretical framework on
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which it was created, five factors emerged. Structural equation modeling (SEM)
was utilized on the second group of the split sample to confirm the EFA findings,
as well as to assess the resulting structural model. Results showed that a revised
version of the structural equation model produced a good fit to the data, and the
survey instrument demonstrated strong internal consistency (all alphas above .85).

PREPAREDNESS RESULTS

On average, faculty members scored relatively high on each of the five sub-latent
constructs of preparedness, demonstrating that they perceive themselves to be
prepared to build cultural inclusiveness. They were less likely, however, to actually
behave in culturally inclusive ways in and out of their classrooms (behaviors that
were derived from best practices as outlined by the Association of American Col-
leges and Universities, among other similar organizations). Additionally, faculty
members admitted that they were not explicitly educated on diversity and inclu-
siveness, nor do their current institutions provide “meaningful education” on
these topics.

If, on average, faculty members in this national study considered themselves
prepared to build cultural inclusiveness, how do we reconcile these findings with
the reality that they are less likely to behave inclusively, not to mention have not
received the opportunity to learn how to do so?

Perhaps the discrepancy is in the confidence level of their preparedness. Social
desirability theory postulates that survey-takers tend to present themselves in a
positive light based on the socially constructed norms or standards of their culture
or society (Crowne and Marlowe 1964; Ganster, Hennessey, and Luthans 1983).
Based on the current cultural expectation to be respectful and accepting of diver-
sity, respondents may have wanted to portray themselves as culturally inclusive,
and moreover, wanted to believe that they are, in fact, culturally inclusive. Based
on the robust nature of this study, it is reasonable to generalize these findings,
which begs the question of every educator: How prepared are we to build cultural
inclusiveness in and out of our classrooms? Challenging the notion that we are
already culturally inclusive educators takes the courage to admit that “we don’t
know what we don’t know;” and the willingness to consider our own biases and
behaviors through a social justice lens.

EIGHT TRANSFORMATIVE STEPS TO BUILD
CULTURAL INCLUSIVENESS

In order to navigate this challenging path, I offer an eight-step transformative proc-
ess that can be used to build authentic multicultural inclusiveness. The steps include:
discovering our biases, reflecting on our (systemic) socialization, challenging our
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assumptions, reflecting on our identities, contemplating our emotions, reflecting on
our behavior, considering our purpose, and committing to this work. Each step pro-
poses specific questions we can ask ourselves along the way.

Step 1: Discovering Our Biases

What are the messages we have learned about women, gay people, lesbians, people
in poverty, Latino/as, people with disabilities, older people, black people, large
people, Muslims, etc.? We need to be aware of our implicit biases, making the
invisible, visible to ourselves. In other words, we must acknowledge that we have
learned misinformation about many different groups, even our own, and then
shed light on those misperceptions. Without that explicit self-reflection, we do not
know the extent of the challenge before us. We can tell ourselves and everyone else
that “we don’t have a prejudiced bone in our body,” but the reality is that cultural
stereotypes abound, and unfortunately, just by living in the culture, through osmo-
sis, our perceptions about ourselves and others become severely impacted.

The Implicit Association Test can help with this task of raising our self-aware-
ness. The IAT, an endeavor of Harvard University’s Project Implicit, measures atti-
tudes and prejudices toward specific groups based on various social group mem-
berships (race, gender, age, sexual orientation, and so on), and it is available online.
The test asks respondents to quickly categorize words or images as positive or neg-
ative by the click of one or another letter on the keyboard (Greenwald, McGhee,
and Schwartz 1998). In empirical studies, McConnell and Leibold (2001), among
others, found that discriminatory behavior correlated with more prejudiced IAT
scores, demonstrating the validity of the IAT as a tool to predict behavior.

Powell (2012) asserts that our ideas and associations can be affected by the way we
frame them. This is known as “priming” That is, providing counter-stereotypic infor-
mation before engaging with someone who has been targeted by that stereotype can
reduce bias. For example, when participants were asked to simply conjure a mental
image that challenged a stereotype (e.g., a strong woman), Blair, Ma, and Lenton
(2001) found that they were subsequently less likely to stereotype women as weak.
This study has implications for the malleability of prejudice and the relative ease with
which one can challenge bias. Moreover, increased exposure to a marginalized group
tends to lead to less bias, suggesting that more intergroup contact, and specifically,
intergroup friendships, can aid in overcoming bias (Aberson, Shoemaker, and Tomo-
lillo 2004). These and other findings submit that if educators are given the opportu-
nity to learn about their implicit, and often consciously unintended, biases, then they
can learn to challenge those prejudices before they act on them.

Step 2: Reflecting on Our (Systemic) Socialization

Once we are more aware of the negative stereotypes we hold, we can ask: How do
we know what we know? Where did the damaging myths we have bought into come
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from? Which institutions have misinformed us? Which of our own experiences
have contributed to our assumptions about other people? Pinpointing the starting
place (family, school, media, etc.) of our learned behavior can provide insight into
the propaganda to which we have been exposed. Our attitudes are formed, at least
in part, by social institutions. It is not necessarily a causal relationship, but rather a
mutually perpetuating one since institutions are made up of individuals. Since
these foundations exist in a society that perpetuates inequality, they not only tend
to discriminate internally, but maintain and spread the notions. This, in turn, has
dire consequences for our individual attitudes and often for our behavior.

For example, our culture teaches us primarily through the media that black
men are dangerous and should be feared. Consider how that single assumption
might impact how educators treat black students. Will they be less likely to trust
black students? Will they be more likely to expect negative or even disruptive
behavior from black students? In fact, many studies have shown that students of
color are much more likely to receive much harsher disciplinary action, expulsion,
and suspension than white students for the same or similar problem behavior,
based primarily on implicit assumptions we have learned (Skiba et al. 2011; Wal-
lace et al. 2008). Figuring out where these ideas come from helps us to understand
how stereotypes are socially constructed and perpetuated, and reminds us that
they can be unlearned.

In the same vein, it is useful to consider our past experiences and how they
might affect our attitudes about people who are different from us. Sometimes we
make assumptions about a whole group of people based on our experiences with a
single member of a particular group. Making the leap to break away from stereo-
typing is, for some, an insurmountable challenge, but it has the potential to bring
connection and understanding between people. Without understanding our or
others’ past experiences, it is difficult to fully comprehend the extent to which we
adhere to our preconceived notions. Learning what these experiences are can help
us understand more about our own or others’ belief systems and can pave the way
for relinquishing these stereotypes.

Step 3: Challenging Our Assumptions

Once we are more cognizant of where our biases come from, they become easier
to confront. Best-selling author Byron Katie’s (2002) work revolves around the
notion of challenging our thoughts and thought processes. She proposes four
questions we can ask to lead us through that process, which we can apply to stere-
otypes (with minor modifications). Katie’s first question is: Is it true? The assump-
tions we make about ourselves and others may or may not be true. Regardless, we
put a great deal of energy into maintaining those thoughts and beliefs without
considering their veracity. Moreover, if we blindly consider stereotypes to be true,
we deny the person about whom we are making assumptions the opportunity to
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defy our biases, and instead remain stuck in confirmation bias. Nevertheless, our
unconscious biases and past experience may lead us to answer this first question
in the affirmative.

The second question is: Can we absolutely know that it is true? This question
asks us to consider how we came to know these “truths,” and whether they are, in
actuality, just assumptions. It also reminds us that even if the idea is sometimes
true or true for one person based on our past experience, nothing is true for every
single person in any socially constructed category. Thus, the answer to this ques-
tion will almost always be no.

The third question takes the thought process a bit deeper by asking: What hap-
pens when we believe that idea? This question asks us to consider the consequences
of believing what we believe. How does this “truth” or assumption affect us? Our
emotions? How do those emotions manifest in our body and affect our behavior?
How does this “truth” affect our relationships? How does it affect the way we inter-
act with people we are just meeting?

Finally, the fourth question is: What would our life, thoughts, and actions be like
without that idea? This last question can be incredibly transformative and freeing.
It asks us to consider how our lives and interactions would be affected if we were to
let go of our assumptions, liberating us from long-held misconceptions. This free-
dom from restrictive mythical notions allows us to treat others as individuals.

For some folks, it might be useful to add a fifth question to the list. It is not
always necessary, but in some situations, it can help us move forward if we are
stuck. My addendum to Katie’s four questions would be: What might be a truth
that supersedes the myth you just debunked? For example, if you had a notion
about a certain group of people, and through this process you realized that the idea
was only a stereotype, what might you teach yourself instead? Perhaps it could be
something along the lines of, “Each individual has the potential to behave in a
positive way or a negative way, regardless of their social identities.” Or something
more positive, such as, “Every person ultimately seeks peace and well-being.”

Research shows that when we challenge a stereotype in our mind before we
interact with someone who is a member of that particular social group, we can
overcome our biases. Powell (2012) cites three ways that science has shown we can
conquer negative biases. The first is viewing positive images of people from stereo-
typed groups; even simply invoking those images in our minds can overcome bias.
Second, when an organization’s members see a person of color in a leadership posi-
tion, prejudice decreases throughout the organization. Third, cross-cultural rela-
tionships reduce implicit bias. These studies inform these transformational steps.

Step 4: Reflecting on Our Identities

How do our social identities (race, gender, sexuality, age, disability, etc.) affect our
assumptions about ourselves and about others? How do our social identities affect
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how we interact with people who have different social identities than we do? Ster-
eotypes run deep, and they can affect even our own perceptions of ourselves. The
sociological term for this concept is internalized oppression, or conversely, inter-
nalized privilege (Samuels 2009). Internalized oppression occurs when people who
are disadvantaged in society based on a particular social group membership
believe the stereotypes and attitudes that are directed at their group. It can create a
self-loathing that we may not even be aware of because it seeps in subconsciously
from the negative messages we are exposed to in our culture on a daily basis.

One example of this is media bias. The media is more likely to portray people of
color as lawbreakers and white people as law defenders (Dixon and Linz 2000).
This leads to the increased likelihood that women will clutch their purses close to
them in the presence of an African American man (Oliver 2003). As an educator,
my biggest concern is how this affects black students. How would it feel to con-
stantly be considered a threat? How does that stereotype squash a black male stu-
dent’s humanity, and what are the consequences to his self-esteem and efficacy to
succeed? Moreover, how does internalized oppression manifest when the media
spends a disproportionate amount of time emphasizing the school-to-prison pipe-
line rather than the 1.4 million black males in college, which is almost double the
number of black males in prison (Fenwick 2013)?

The flip side of the coin is internalized privilege, which occurs when people are
advantaged or given the benefit of the doubt based on a particular social group
membership, and they come to believe the stereotypes and attitudes that are
directed at their group. Internalized privilege breeds entitlement. In the example
above, the fact that white people are more often portrayed as defenders of the law
impacts all of us. It signals to everyone, especially to white people, that white peo-
ple can be trusted. Thus, when a white person breaks the law, it is not at all uncom-
mon for them to claim it was a person of color who actually committed the crime,
and often, the authorities believe the white criminals (Russell-Brown 1998).

Internalized privilege also includes an element of invisibility. Those who are
privileged in a certain category are the standard against which everyone else is
measured and named, and therefore they do not typically see their status as privi-
leged but rather as the norm. For example, even though we live in a heteronorma-
tive society, where the assumption and the expectation is that everyone is hetero-
sexual, when we think or hear about sexuality, homosexuality is what comes to
mind. In fact, heterosexuals are not typically cognizant of even having a sexual
orientation and do not need to worry about stereotype threat based on their sexu-
ality. That freedom from anxiety is an invisible privilege that is not accessible to
most LGBTQ people (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/ questioning).

Oppression and privilege are intertwined with exclusion and inclusion; thus it
is important in this process to consider: How do institutionalized systems of ine-
quality affect me? Which of my own social identities allow me access to benefits
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that are denied to others; and which deny me access to resources that are provided
to others based on social group membership? How have I been socialized to think
about and treat others, based on their social group memberships? Answering
these questions honestly, in spite of the discomfort they may cause, is vital in this
transformative process.

If we are unaware of the unearned advantages and disadvantages that our
socially constructed society bestows on us, we may be missing the systemic ways
privilege and oppression operate in our own lives. Based on our social identities,
we are taught who to trust, who to avoid, who to idolize, and who to demonize. For
example, do we see police officers as allies who will protect us and keep us safe, or
as systemic profilers who we must hide from to keep ourselves safe? We must dili-
gently consider how our own social identities have contributed to our ideas about
ourselves and others. We must also scrutinize how we might, unintentionally, per-
petuate systemic inequities at the individual level by being inclusive of some peo-
ple at the expense of others.

Step 5: Contemplating Our Emotions

Which emotions arise when we think about people who have different social iden-
tities than we do? What feelings emerge when we think about people living in
poverty? People with disabilities? Transgender individuals? Older people? These
questions are certainly socially constructed since our culture has taught us how to
feel about various groups. For example, some cultures consider aged individuals as
wise, and treat them with the utmost respect or even revere them. Other cultures,
such as mainstream U.S. society, consider senior citizens to be out of touch with
current events, contemporary language, and present-day ideas. Therefore, the
emotion that might arise when we see them is one of disdain or annoyance. Once
again, it is important to acknowledge the emotions we have toward others.

Unfortunately, as mentioned, our unchallenged biases and assumptions about
others serve to separate us from one another. Further, separation and fear are
mutually perpetuating: the more we segregate ourselves from each other, the more
misunderstandings occur, the more assumptions increase and fear arises. When
we are afraid, we tend to withdraw even more, and not only do we miss the oppor-
tunity to challenge those assumptions, but we tend to exclude members of that
group even more, in favor of the comfort of being around people who we perceive
as more similar to us.

On the other hand, if we are aware that we have negative feelings toward mem-
bers of a specific group, we can compassionately consider those feelings when they
arise. We can even forgive ourselves for the misinformation we have systematically
received, and go through the process of surrendering those negative feelings. Con-
necting with others in a genuine way can lead us from discomfort and anxiety to
wholehearted feelings and inclusive attitudes and behaviors.
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We must contemplate the feelings we have about others before we can truly
connect with them. The goal is not to deny or stifle those feelings, but to acknowl-
edge them and let them go. If we ignore them, we run the risk of allowing them to
gain control over both our attitudes and behaviors, and doing so can cause us to
unconsciously discriminate. Acknowledging those feelings, in contrast, gives us a
choice about how we behave, and we are more likely to act inclusively.

For the faculty members who responded to my survey, they may never have
been given the opportunity to consider or analyze their own emotions with regard
to people whose social identities are different from theirs. Without deep self-
reflection, they may have simply assumed they behave inclusively, despite the fact
that their behaviors tended to paint a different picture. Perhaps if they considered
their own emotions and biases, preparing themselves to interact cross-culturally,
they may have realized that it is the implicit assumptions and emotions that,
despite our best intentions, can contribute to our exclusion of others.

Step 6: Reflecting on Our Behavior

How have our false beliefs, assumptions, and stereotypes operated in our daily
lives and/or in the classroom? The research by Skiba et al. (2011) mentioned in
Step 2 above is a prime example of how our biases can lead to the excessive disci-
pline of black students. These research findings demonstrate the depth of these
preconceived notions, for it is likely that few, if any, of the teachers who were rec-
ommending expulsion or suspension for black students would do so knowing they
were acting on stereotypes. It is also unlikely that they would consider themselves
racist in any way. The disconnect here is between our unknown biases and our
resulting actions.

This is where “microaggressions” and “stereotype threat” seep into our class-
rooms. We might be creating a “hostile” environment, one in which some students
feel excluded, without even knowing it. Racial microaggressions are “brief and
commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether
intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative
racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue et al. 2007:273). The
literature abounds with examples from the perspectives of students of color.
Among others, they include: faculty making assumptions about the intelligence of
students of color; ignoring, distorting, or stereotyping the experiences of people of
color; and racial segregation of students in study/work groups (Solérzano, Ceja,
and Yo0sso 2000).

Further, Kottler and Englar-Carlson (2009) clearly demonstrate that microag-
gressions do not occur only around issues of race, but also around gender, class,
age, sexual orientation, religion, and so forth. It is unlikely that when people com-
mit microaggressions against another person or a group of people, they mean to
purposely insult or harm them. Mostly, microaggressions are the manifestations of
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stereotypes in the culture that are continually perpetuated through jokes, com-
ments, and behavior. They often go unnoticed and, therefore, unchallenged (Sue
2010).

The most important aspect of microaggressions is their impact on those who
are targeted by them (and their allies). Microaggressions lead to a rise in levels of
cortisol (the stress hormone), and over time, this can cause mental and physical
health problems and even an increase in mortality rates (Sue 2010). At the very
least, in the classroom, microaggressions can trigger frustration, leading to feel-
ings of marginalization and exclusion (Pierce 1988; Sue, Capodilupo, and Holder
2008). When looked at more broadly, students who are the targets of microaggres-
sions may not even be getting an equitable education, compared with those who
are not targets. Moreover, considering that a common goal of many colleges and
universities in the past few decades has been to recruit, retain, and support a
diverse student body, it is imperative for faculty to reflect on their own assump-
tions and actions so as to eliminate, or at least minimize, the microaggressions that
they may, unknowingly, be perpetuating. As educators, we must be willing to learn
more about what “we don’t know we don’t know.”

Step 7: Considering Our Purpose

How do racism, sexism, heterosexism, ageism, disability, religious intolerance,
etc., personally hurt me? How would I benefit if they no longer existed? It took me
a very long time to understand the impact of these atrocities that we continue to
tolerate in our society. As a Jewish person, I was keenly aware of how religious
intolerance can devalue a person’s beliefs and make a person feel excluded. As a
woman, I knew that fighting for women’s equality was incredibly important. As a
white person, however, it was unclear to me how racism was hurting me, person-
ally. T was aware of the damage it was doing to people of color, and I knew that I
had the responsibility to be an antiracist advocate, but how was it affecting me?

I am not in any way insinuating that racism hurts white people as much (or
more) than racism hurts people of color. Yet, it is important to consider the nega-
tive impact that racism has on white people; or sexism has on men; etc. For in so
doing, we can be sure that the antiracist or antisexist or antiheterosexist (etc.)
work we do serves us personally. For even if we believe we are passionate about
helping other people, if we get busy with other things, we may put it off for another
day. If we are only doing this work in service to members of traditionally margin-
alized groups, what happens when it gets difficult? What happens when we make
a mistake? If, on the other hand, we understand that it is fundamental to healing
our own pain, nothing will stop us from continuing to pursue it.

After considering this question for a very long time, I have learned that racism
causes separation between people and, sometimes, distrust. I have learned that
preconceived notions about me as a white person have sometimes led people of
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color (accurately or inaccurately) to treat me as an opponent rather than as a
friend. I have learned that my skin color means something; it represents some-
thing, whether I want it to or not. I know that the times when I, even unintention-
ally, misuse my privilege by, for example, taking up more than my fair share of
space (verbally or physically), and I become aware of my easily manifested entitle-
ment, I tangibly feel the sting of inequality, the shame of unearned privilege. I
remind myself that I have been socialized in a deeply rooted system of inequality
and injustice, and I am a living legacy of this inequity. It is important that I have
deeply felt this pain, not as white guilt, but as a reminder that these systems of
inequality affect us all, obviously to different degrees. This sting makes me fer-
vently renew my objective to dismantle these systems, to show up to build rela-
tionships across difference, and to keep showing up, in spite of the missteps I will
make. Building relationships includes building trust and showing that you are
someone other people can count on not to shy away from the work.

It is my job as an antiracist activist to confront the whiteness in the room when
I see it. There are many ways to disrupt white supremacy, including verbal and
nonverbal challenges. We can dismantle white supremacy slowly, relationship by
relationship. It is a lifelong commitment and a practice that takes patience and faith,
and I know I am not alone when I say it is well worth the effort (Samuels 2013).

Recognizing how systems of inequality affect us personally helps us to consider
ways we might directly benefit from dedicating ourselves to social justice ideals
and practices. The more we can identify the specific ways doing this work benefits
us at a personal level, the more likely we will be to stick with it for the long haul.
This is an opportunity to ask ourselves what kind of world we want to live in. I
know I am creating that world every single time I stand up against injustice, espe-
cially when I do so both with purpose and compassion.

Step 8: Committing to This Work

How long are we willing to commit to learning about diversity and building inclu-
siveness? About which social identities do we know the least, and what kind of
effort are we willing to make to continue our training? In the course of our educa-
tion, we might have learned or taught ourselves important information about some
social identities, but missed out on learning about others. Although we can never
know everything about every social group, we can still make an effort to learn all we
can. We can commit to learning a new language or listening to a radio station that
is aimed at a culture that is different from our own. We can make an effort to attend
multicultural events in our communities or go to meetings and get educated on the
issues a particular culture faces at the local, regional, and / or global level.

This process also entails a certain amount of what is known in social psychology
as perspective-taking. It is crucial that educators and administrators, in particular,
go out of our way to understand the viewpoints and experiences of other campus
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members, especially students. Otherwise, problems can arise when “educators
think they know about the lived experience of others; are in a position to speak on
behalf of others’ experiences; and do so through solely their own identities, experi-
ences, and lens of privilege” (Arminio, Torres, and Pope 2012:187). In reality, we all
have limited perspectives. Broadening those perspectives is fundamental to build-
ing inclusiveness, for this work cannot be done successfully in a vacuum.

When I began my own process of social justice work, I thought if I learned
enough about other cultures (as though there is such a thing!), worked at it long
enough, and challenged myself enough, I would suddenly become unbiased about
all different social groups. I thought that perhaps one day I would wake up and no
longer have preconceived notions about others. Many years later, it has not hap-
pened, and I have come to the conclusion that it never will. We are all constantly
bombarded with racist, sexist, heterosexist, ageist, etc., messages through the cul-
ture, the media, the education system, etc. As Johnson (2006) explains, just simply
being part of a system of inequality means we cannot escape these biased thoughts.

The good news is that the more we challenge these oftensive ideas when they arise
in our own minds, the more obvious they become everywhere else: in the media, in
our culture, and in our classrooms, and the more we can make an effort to change
these ideas. Unlearning misinformation, however, is a lifelong endeavor. The goal is
not to figure out our preconceived notions and then blame ourselves for being bad
people. Instead, the idea is to accept that there are certain stereotypes we have
believed, acknowledge where they came from, and with compassion, challenge our-
selves every single time we notice them. We can reframe our assumptions with coun-
ter-stereotypes. This is how we can create change. This process does take time and
effort, but can be incredibly rewarding. The suggested eight steps lead us to the ulti-
mate goal of being able to develop relationships across difference, for that is the key
to building cultural inclusiveness and becoming a culturally inclusive educator.
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The Value of Games and Simulations
in the Social Sciences

Amanda M. Rosen

Games, simulations, and other exercises in play have a mixed history in the college
classroom. To those unfamiliar with these techniques, they are easily dismissed as
fringe pedagogies that are inappropriate, time-consuming, difficult to do well, and
an overall waste of valuable classroom time. At best, critics see them as an excuse to
have fun but not particularly germane to academic learning. To the contrary, as a
review of the literature and data analysis shows, simulations, games, and simulation
games (SAGS) are mainstream tools used widely by instructors across disciplines to
engage students and engender real—and even “real world”—learning. Numerous
resources exist to make SAGS easy to use, of short duration, and an excellent com-
plement to more traditional pedagogies. And yes, they can indeed be fun.

This chapter considers the collective risks and benefits of simulations, games,
and simulation games, even while recognizing that these terms are neither exclu-
sive nor exhaustive of all the active-learning techniques, analog and digital, that
utilize role-play or gameplay. For our purposes we will use Dorn’s (1989) defini-
tions of simulations and games:

A game is any contest or play among adversaries or players operating under con-
straints or rules for an objective or goal . .. a simulation is an operating representa-
tion of central features of reality ... A simulation game is an exercise that has the
basic characteristics of both games and simulations ... Consequently, simulation
games are activities undertaken by players whose actions are constrained by a set of
explicit rules particular to that game and by a predetermined end point. The ele-
ments of the game constitute a more or less accurate representation or model of some
external reality with which players interact by playing roles in much the same way as
they would interact with reality itself. (P. 3)

215
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Simulations, games, simulations games, and other similar activities differ from
each other in many ways; indeed, even within a given category there is a high level
of diversity to be found. For example, O’Brien, Lawless, and Schrader (2010) divide
educational games into four categories: linear, competitive, strategic, and role-
playing. Despite this diversity, the literature shows that there are many risks and
benefits that SAGS collectively share, and these collective characteristics are the
focus of this chapter.

While traditional lecture modules persist, a wide range of disciplines is starting
to acknowledge the potential benefits of SAGS in the college classroom. Published
work on SAGS can be found in areas including sociology (Paino and Chin 2011),
psychology (Weisskirch 2009), political science (Asal 2005), and statistics (Chow,
Woodford, and Maes 2011). In business, the military, and the corporate world,
SAGS are incredibly commonplace and highly valued (Faria 1987; Kirriemuir and
McFarlane 2004; Kumar and Lightner 2007). This chapter aims to examine the
barriers and benefits to learning of using SAGS in the college classroom. I con-
clude with some best practices and tips for those new to SAGS use.

BARRIERS TO THE USE OF SIMULATIONS AND
GAMES IN THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM

Moizer et al. (2009) cite three broad types of barriers to the adoption and use of
innovative techniques such as SAGS in higher education: their suitability for the
college classroom, limited resources, and the risk of failure or loss of control. Each
of these three risks would give the most enthusiastic teacher pause in changing
their teaching methods to incorporate games and simulations. These barriers,
however, are hardly insurmountable, and the extensive literature on SAGS pro-
vides plenty of tips and techniques for overcoming them. Let us look at each of
these barriers in turn.

Suitability Barriers

Some critics argue that SAGS are inappropriate for the college classroom. McGoni-
gal (2011) cites a general cultural bias against games as a tool for learning, and Klop-
fer, Osterweil, and Salen (2009) and Green and McNeese (2007) note that there is a
general reluctance and lack of support for bringing SAGS into the classroom.
Meanwhile, Kirriemuir and McFarlane (2004) note that there are extensive con-
cerns about the relevance and appropriateness of SAGS and that persuading stake-
holders of their value remains a challenge. Whitton (2012) points out that students
themselves may be the skeptics; indeed, Kumar and Lightner (2007) report that one
student in their study called the games they used “silly, degrading . . . and childish”
(p. 57). They also note that nonusers report fear of student resistance to SAGS. They
may be right: Auman (2011) reports that prior to her simulation in educational
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psychology where students had to argue their case for different policies before a
simulated school board, her students believed it would be a waste of their time.

Many of these concerns can be reduced. SAGS, particularly simulations, have a
long history of use, and their acceptance is growing throughout higher education.
A 2015 EDUCAUSE Center for Analysis and Research (ECAR) survey of more than
50,000 students at 161 institutions across 11 countries reported that 40 percent had
played a game or simulation in at least one of their classes—compared to 8 percent
in 2010 (Brooks et al. 2015; Smith, Caruso, and Kim 2010). Fifty-three percent
expressed a wish that instructors would use these methods more frequently.

As for faculty, the 2015 ECAR survey of more than 13,000 instructors at 139
institutions of higher learning noted, “the only emerging technology for which a
majority of faculty expressed an interest was simulations or educational games”
(Brooks 2015:15). In particular, SAGS are common for communications and busi-
ness instructors, with rates of use at 83 percent and 95 percent respectively (Faria
1987; Wiggins 2016).

Furthermore, as Stansbury Wheeler and Buckingham (2014) note, “educators
using traditional lecture-style teaching methods struggle to keep digital-age learn-
ers engaged” (p. 105). Students do not want to see lectures disappear—Kumar and
Lightner (2007) indicates they would like to see 50 percent of their class time
remain as lecture—but there is certainly room and reason to incorporate more
active-learning approaches into the classroom. Indeed, many SAGS combine more
traditional methods such as reading, lecture, and writing papers with the interac-
tive activity. Nishikawa and Jaeger (2011) require students to read Mancur Olson’s
Dictatorship, Democracy, and Development before participating in a computer
simulation of that work, and Biziouras (2013) introduces his simulation of govern-
ment coalition-building in Belgium with required readings, lectures, and written
preparation reports.

Resource Barriers

SAGS can pose cost and resource requirements that are generally not found in lec-
ture and discussion models (Stansbury et al. 2014; Whitton 2012). Online simula-
tions such as Statecraft, ICONS, and most computer games require per-student or
subscription fees, while physical games such as Monopoly, commonly used in soci-
ology to teach income inequality, typically require a commercial purchase. Few
professors or departments can justify these expenses. And as Sabin (2015) notes, it
is unlikely that academic libraries have these resources already in circulation.
Many SAGS, however, are low or no cost. Online games on global issues, such
as Climate Challenge, Against All Odds, and Ayiti: The Cost of Life, cost nothing
to use. Meanwhile, blogs, websites such as Edutopia and the Serious Games Insti-
tute, professional associations, and academic pedagogy journals provide a wealth
of resources for the newbie SAGS instructor. Some commercially available SAGS
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can be adapted and re-created without purchasing the original—the game Zendo,
used to teach principles of research methods, is out of print, but can be re-created
at little or no cost (Kollars and Rosen 2017). Many SAGS require no resources at
all—except instructor time.

The amount of time it will take instructors to find, adapt, and design SAGS and
their impact on content coverage is another potential barrier (Bonwell and Eisen
1991; Kirriemuir and McFarlane 2004; Kollars and Rosen 2016). While there are
indeed many SAGS that are complex and require extensive time and energy to
prepare and run, this is not the norm. SAGS can be run entirely outside of class,
and preparation time can be minimal. Indeed, as the analysis shows later in the
chapter, many SAGS require less than a week of class time.

As for reduced coverage of course concepts, this too lacks strength as an objec-
tion to SAGS. Every course must sacrifice content. This is why we have survey
courses that dip into a subject that is later fleshed out in one or more courses. Thus,
in intro to psychology, developmental psychology is a short component, later
developed into a full class; meanwhile sociology majors may take an entire
sequence on race and gender that is given no more than two weeks in their intro-
ductory course. Instructors are always making decisions about what content to
include and cut. Sacrificing breadth for depth can actually bring benefits: as Sabin
(2015) notes, “the time it takes out of class is worth it to give each individual player
a rich and realistic decision experience” (p. 338).

Risk Barriers

The final set of barriers focuses on risk: the risk of losing control of the classroom
and the risk of complete failure of the class session. When professors lecture, they
control the flow of the class time, deciding how information is imparted and how
much—if any—interaction to allow. With SAGS, success rests on the willing and
quality participation of students. Lack of preparation, low enthusiasm, student
resistance, confusion about tasks—all of these and more can spell disaster for
SAGS (Kumar and Lightner 2007).

And yet, instructors report that the loss of control can be a good thing. Auman
(2011) reports that giving over control of her classes to her students increased their
motivation and enjoyment of the class. Students knew that the success of the lesson
depended on them, and that failing to prepare or participate meant ruining the
activity for their peers, motivating them to do a good job. Revere, Elden, and Bar-
tsch (2008) also found that “social loafing”—free riding during group exercises—
decreased in their use of Jeopardy-style group exams.

As for fearing SAGS failure, this is a natural but somewhat misguided fear. Yes,
the activity may fail. But failure should be welcomed, not feared. As Whitton
(2012) notes, “a crucial aspect of games, particularly in relation to their potential
for learning, is that they provide safe and playful environments in which failure is
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an accepted part of the game dynamic, and learning through mistake-making is
the norm” (p. 253). If a simulation or game fails, there is still something to be
learned from the activity—whether it is the value of preparation, or how proce-
dural rules structure substantive outcomes, or that time management is key.

LEARNING: THE REASON TO USE GAMES
AND SIMULATIONS

The extensive literature on SAGS across disciplines is clear: at worst, these tech-
niques are just as effective as traditional methods for student learning, and at best,
they show marked improvement over simple reading and lecture models (Hake
1998; Herz and Merz 1998; Nishikawa and Jaeger 2011). While research on SAGS
suffers from some fundamental issues such as small N, instructor bias as research-
ers, lack of controls, and overreliance on self-reporting of learning (Baronowski
and Weir 2015), there is still a clear record of the positive impact SAGS have on
student knowledge, skills, and attitudes.

Ranchhod et al. (2014) provide a framework we can use to categorize learning
goals. Their three categories are: (1) cognitive, which focuses on knowledge, com-
prehension, and application of concepts; (2) behavioral, or development of skills;
and (3) affective, which examines attitudes, motivation, engagement, and satisfac-
tion. SAGS, as we shall see, thrive in all three areas.

Cognitive Learning

There is a strong record of SAGS increasing knowledge and comprehension of
basic core concepts. Numerous studies show that compared to lecture and reading,
SAGS show either similar (Auman 2011) or improved levels of objective learning
(Baronowski and Weir 2015; Kahn and Perez 2009). This finding is confirmed
across many disciplines, including political science (Biziouras 2013; Preston and
Cottam 1997), statistics (Stansbury et al. 2014), and psychology (Weisskirch
2009).

Information retention is another area where SAGS shine. SAGS give students a
concrete experience onto which they can map their understanding of course con-
cepts, increasing the likelihood of retaining course content. Chow et al. (2011), for
example, show that the use of an iterated Deal or No Deal game with their statistics
students greatly increased the retention of the core concept of expected value; 95
percent of students who participated in the game retained their knowledge, while
only 59 percent of nonparticipants did. Nishikawa and Jaeger (2011) and McCarthy
(2014) confirm this kind of result, showing in retests taken one month after a sim-
ulation that participants maintained their initial learning.

SAGS can also connect academic theory to practice by giving students a com-
mon experience as a basis to critically evaluate theory. For example, Asal’s (2005)
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Survive or Die! exercise illustrates Thomas Hobbess theory of how mankind
behaves in a state of nature. Students are given life cards and told the rules regard-
ing duels. At no point are they told that they must duel—and yet, inevitably, most
students end up dueling anyway. This gives them a common experience in which
to understand Hobbes and critique the limitations of his claims based not on pure
theory, but their own experience of acting exactly as he predicted they would.

Finally SAGS, while often abstracting and simplifying the real world, help stu-
dents engage in knowledge transfer by connecting course concepts to real-world
situations (Chow et al. 2011; Gee 2003; Giraud-Carrier and Schmidt 2015; Kumar
and Lightner 2007). As Laurel (1991) puts it, simulations “represent experience as
opposed to information” (p. 113) and therefore have value in helping students see
the connection between what they do in and out of class.

Behavioral Learning

SAGS are also known to augment behavioral learning and skill development
(Aldrich 2004; Gee 2003; Lipman 2003). A wide range of skills can be developed
and assessed using SAGS, several of which are cited as most valued by employers
in a recent survey (Hart 2015). These SAGS skills include oral and written com-
munication (Auman 2011; Bernstein 2008); team building (Daniau 2016); critical
thinking (Kirriemuir and McFarlane 2004); strategic thinking and problem solv-
ing (Chow et al. 2011; Woodward, Carnine, and Gersten 1988); negotiation (Moore
2003); and professional behavior (Bradshaw and Harvey 2017).

Affective Learning

Finally, SAGS motivate and engage students and increase their enjoyment of learn-
ing (Hake 1998; McCarthy 2014; Moylan et al. 2015; Perrotta et al. 2013; Prensky
2001). Researchers have determined that learners are intrinsically motivated by
activities or experiences that present a challenge, motivate them to learn, or give
the learner control or evoke curiosity—as SAGS often do (de Freitas 2006; Lepper
and Hodell 1989 ). Indeed, as Baronwski and Weir (2015) note, “In every instance
students are surveyed, they evaluate the simulation in a positive manner, often
overwhelmingly so” (p. 396).

This increased motivation can have real benefits, such as higher class attend-
ance, increased attention spans, confidence, and self-esteem, and reduced stress
(de Freitas 2006; Gareau and Guo 2009; Gorton and Havercroft 2012; Pan and
Tang 2004). This is particularly true in courses on statistics and research methods.
These benefits do not accrue simply to the individual student; scholars are quick to
note that SAGS can also create a shared environment and community that enables
collaborative learning (Foreman 2004; Hromek and Roffey 2009; Kirriemuir and
McFarlane 2004). As McLellan (1994) argues, games can be seen as interactive
stories in which students are the creators and the participants; this can build a
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strong social community in the classroom as students work together to produce
knowledge (Gareau and Guo 2009). Certainly Daniau’s (2016) focus on trans-
formative role-playing games calls on students to do this, as do most role-playing
simulations. As Herz (as cited in Foreman 2004:55) puts it: “the higher degree of
social mesh you have, particularly in the game industry, the more learning you get,
because the real power of the stuff is in peer-to-peer learning, not in what goes on
between a single individual and a document” The mere process of engaging in
gameplay can build social capital between students that can be expended on other
activities—or translated into the building of genuine, lasting empathy for the lives
of others (Bachen, Hernandez-Ramos, and Raphael 2012).

The literature, therefore, is in strong consensus: SAGS have a record of increas-
ing cognitive, behavioral, and affective learning. For further evidence, I now turn
to an analysis of 18 years of pedagogical publications in a single discipline, to
explore the extent to which simulations are readily available and pose barriers of
time to adoption.

ANALYZING THE DISINCENTIVES TO USING
GAMES AND SIMULATIONS

As discussed above, one of the most frequently cited barriers to the use of SAGS is
the perceived amount of class time such activities take. To determine whether this
is a well-founded belief, I conducted a review of all 39 SAGS published in the
10-year period between 2006 and 2015 in PS: Politics and Political Science (PS), one
of the main venues for publishing games and simulations in political science. To
these, I add Baronowski and Weir’s (2015) review of 27 simulations in another
pedagogy journal, Journal of Political Science Education (JPSE), published between
2005 and 2013. Using the authors™ descriptions, I coded each PS simulation based
on the amount of class time required to play the game: no class time needed (the
SAG is run entirely online or outside of class), less than a single one-hour class
session, one full class session of up to 1.5 hours, one week of class (two sessions or
four hours), two weeks of class (four sessions or six hours), or more than two
weeks of class (including full day, semester long, and weekend SAGS). When
authors provided their own estimates, I always used the more conservative esti-
mate. For the JPSE results, I used Baronowski and Weir’s (2015:394) coding and
translated it to the system I used for PS.

The results show that on average, SAGS require around one week to run.
Roughly one third of SAGS require one class session or less; another third require
between one and four sessions, and the final third take two weeks or more. On a
0-35 scale where o represents no class time and 5 more than two weeks of class, the
mean across 66 SAGS is 3.3. Many of the published simulations do take a substan-
tial amount of class time, as feared by many potential adopters—but the majority
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(55 percent) need four hours of class time or less, and of those, 58 percent require
a single class session or less.

Therefore, there are many options available to instructors that require only a
small sacrifice of class time. Haynes (2015), for example, teaches the bargaining
model for explaining why wars occur using a simple card game that takes 15 or 20
minutes to play; students can play Asal’s (2005) Survive or Die! game teaching
Thomas Hobbes’s state of nature in five minutes. Displacement of content there-
fore can be quite minimal. Furthermore, the existence of 66 published SAGS in
political science journals alone (not counting websites such as Active Learning in
Political Science) indicates that instructors can draw on a rich body of pre-tested
SAGS available in the public realm.

Of course, this analysis is preliminary and limited. Both journals are in the
discipline of political science, leaving little room for cross-discipline comparison
in resources. There is no reason to believe, however, that political science is unique
in providing publishing venues for SAGS.

CONCLUSION: BEST PRACTICES IN
SIMULATIONS AND GAMES

This chapter has argued that the barriers to the use of SAGS in the college class-
room can not only be overcome, but are dwarfed by the benefits to learning that
these techniques bring above and beyond those of traditional teaching methods
such as lecture. The biggest fears—that SAGS are not a mainstream teaching tech-
nique, that few resources are available, and that they require too much class time—
are mitigated by an analysis of publications in two political science journals, which
shows that SAGS are widely used, that more than 60 exist in this discipline alone,
and that the average amount of class time required is a single week of class, with
many options for shorter games available. This discussion has hopefully convinced
the reluctant adopter that SAGS, regardless of discipline, can be valuable tools to
add to the pedagogical arsenal.

Let me conclude by considering some best practices and tips for new adopters.
First, start small and smart. Use shorter SAGS to complement or supplement exist-
ing lessons; this will ease fears of sacrificing time and content while helping you
gain experience in how to run a game. As Gareau and Guo (2009) point out, you
have three options for choosing games: adopt an existing product; adapt an exist-
ing product for your own purposes; or develop something from scratch. Start with
adoption before jumping into simulation creation. Try, perhaps, a review or exam
game based around Jeopardy (Revere et al. 2008) or Bingo (Weisskirch 2009).
These games are highly portable, meaning they can be used in multiple classes in
different subject areas with only minor changes (Kollars and Rosen 2016). Next,
adapt a simulation to work for your class: negotiation simulations such as Model
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United Nations can be adapted to work for any large group, organization, govern-
ment entity, or corporation. Seek out resources in your discipline, such as peda-
gogical journals, web resources and blogs, commercial pedagogical publishers,
and professional associations. Once you have built up your resource base, experi-
ence, and skills, consider creating your own SAGS, possibly with the assistance of
students (Druckman and Ebner 2008; Whitton 2012).

Strong SAGS depend on two key characteristics. First, the activity must be
closely aligned with your course and learning outcomes (Prensky 2001; Smith,
Caruso, and Kim 2010). The benefits of SAGS are striking, but they depend com-
pletely on having a good match between activity and learning objectives; other-
wise you are simply using class time to let your students have a bit of fun. The
Reacting to the Past simulation games, for example, are a great way to explore
historical events such as Darwin’s discoveries, the Protestant Reformation, or the
founding of Athenian democracy. But if your course is really focused on under-
standing the findings of naturalism, religious conflict, or the challenges of
democracy in a modern world, then these simulations might not have much value
added.

Likewise, the benefits of SAGS are lost without a thorough debriefing session.
Debriefing is the process of reviewing the events, strategies, outcomes, and emo-
tions of the simulation and linking them back to the concepts under study. This is
where the learning really occurs, and foregoing the debriefing due to time or other
concerns is a rookie mistake to be avoided at all costs (Crookall 1995; Davidson et
al. 2009; Preston and Cottam 1997). De Frietas (2006) notes that the debriefing is
where the false world of the simulation or game and its connection to the real
world are made. This is where students make the connection between theory and
practice, and it allows them to critique theory on the basis of their learned experi-
ence via the SAG. Without it, students are likely to focus solely on the gameplay,
and not actually achieve the learning goals of the exercise (Daniau 2016). Two
studies (Druckman and Ebener 2008; Rieber and Noah 2008) found limited
impacts of SAGS on learning, but in both cases, no debriefing occurred—raising
the question of whether these activities, coupled with a debriefing, might have
produced different results on the post-tests. Debriefing can also be an essential
part of an assessment process, which can be used to evaluate student learning,
provide ideas for revising the exercise, or as the foundation for publishing results
(Chin, Dukes, and Gamson 2009).

In conclusion, the benefits of simulations and games in the college classroom
are worth overcoming the perceived barriers against their use. To this we add one
final incentive: the benefit to faculty themselves. SAGS can freshen up stale mate-
rial, and even mitigate the emotional and intellectual draining that can occur after
repeatedly teaching the same course year after year (Auman 2011). The positive
benefits of SAGS, therefore, are not restricted solely to students.
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Putting the Student at the Center

Contemplative Practices as Classroom Pedagogy

Tracy Wenger Sadd

Both religious and nonreligious people have used contemplative practices for
more than four thousand years to benefit human well-being, and in the last 20
years, scholars across academic disciplines have piloted a plethora of projects
applying contemplative practices as classroom pedagogy across many academic
disciplines, including the liberal arts and sciences, as well as pre-professional pro-
grams. According to Zajonc (2013), contemplative practices now constitute a quiet
revolution in pedagogy. While Fisher (2017) critiques contemplative pedagogy for
valuing first-person experience over analytical reasoning, the Chronicle of Higher
Education (“Innovators” 2017) includes the University of Pennsylvania’s Justin
McDaniel as one of ten featured innovative and trailblazing professors for his uti-
lization of contemplative pedagogies in the classroom.

Contemplative practices can be visual, auditory, cognitive, affective, kines-
thetic, or physical. We may associate some of these practices more directly with
religion (e.g., lectio divina, yoga) than others (e.g., improvisation, journaling). At
the same time, none of these practices are solely religious, and many of these prac-
tices have been used by artists, activists, athletes, leaders, medical practitioners,
and teachers throughout history. Educational theorists such as John Dewey, Jean
Piaget, Paulo Freire, Daniel Kolb, and others include experiential or reflective
components as part of their systems. Many readers of this chapter already incor-
porate contemplative practices into classes, whether or not they realize it or wish
to identify those practices as contemplative.

The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (CCMIS) dominates the recent
literature, specifically focusing on contemplative pedagogies in higher education.
Bush (2011) documents a timeline beginning as early as 1995, to Brown University
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establishing a Contemplative Studies Initiative in 2005, to 600 educators attending
the “Uncovering the Heart of Higher Education” conference in San Francisco
in 2007. Morgan (2015) sees the work of CCMIS in partnership with the American
Council of Learned Societies (1995-present) as a reemergence of a contemplative
focus in education, which was present in both Classical Greece and Classical
India. She views the current movement as the third of three significant stages of
contemplative education in the United States, with the first two waves in 1840 and
1960-70.

According to Barbezat and Bush (2014), contemplation involves making a space
for observation (historically in temples) and gazing attentively (either literally or
metaphorically), while introspection is noticing what is occurring within. A com-
prehensive diagram, “The Tree of Contemplative Practices,” is available for down-
load at the website for the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society.

GOALS FOR USE OF CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES IN
THE CLASSROOM

One of the strongest arguments for contemplative pedagogies is the goal of placing
the “whole” student at the center of learning, so that the student can engage the
inner world (introspection) and more deeply and effectively understand the outer
world (contemplation). To speak in student-learning outcome language, Bloom’s
Cognitive Taxonomy (Anderson 2013) takes us only part of the way. Logic, reason,
analysis, and critique are not the only important modes of higher thinking. Believ-
ing, valuing, prioritizing, imagining, choosing, and appreciating also are signifi-
cant aspects of higher thinking, and Krathwohl’s Affective Taxonomy has proven
useful in my pursuit of conveying these skills to my students (Krathwohl and
Bloom 1999). The objectivist way of knowing is limited, and while the dangers of
subjectivity are real, students’ affect does matter in the classroom, whether or not
we acknowledge it and engage it. Students do have powerful and highly influential
inner worlds, as do we, whether or not we choose to engage these inner worlds
consciously and intentionally.

A second reason to use contemplative pedagogies relates to the students’ skills
in application of knowledge and action for the good of the world. Barbezat and
Bush (2014) note that real-world problems and practical solutions require per-
sonal involvement, focused attention, deep understanding and connection, com-
passion and creativity, personal meaning, and insight. Barbezat (2009) has dem-
onstrated that students majoring in economics make different decisions about
economic systems and the welfare of others after they participate in contemplative
practices. Moreover, in recognition that science alone fails to fully prepare doctors
for patient care in the twenty-first century, the MCAT now has a fourth section to
the exam, entitled “Psychological, Social, and Biological Foundations of Behavior”
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The application of scientific knowledge to human systems requires the integration
of knowledge and analysis from multiple fields.

A third reason to utilize contemplative practices in classrooms (as well as out-
side of classrooms) relates to the rising rates and severity of students’ anxiety
(Kadison and DiGeronimo 2005; Voelker 2003) and the extent to which medita-
tion and mindfulness support psychological well-being, self-regulation, positive
emotional states, and decreased stress (Brown and Ryan 2003). Deckro et al. (2002)
conducted a six-week mind / body intervention on college students and found sig-
nificantly greater reductions in psychological distress, anxiety, and perceived stress
in the experimental group. Perhaps we might reduce our students’ stress and even
increase their test scores by inviting them to do a five-minute deep breathing exer-
cise or meditation before quizzes and exams.

A fourth goal for integrating contemplative pedagogies is to improve cognitive
learning and course content. Cranson et al. (1991) conducted a longitudinal study
finding that transcendental meditation improved performance on intelligence-
related measures. Barbezat and Bush (2014) summarize their review of recent
research by saying it has shown the use of contemplative practices in the classroom
can help students increase attention and awareness, health and well-being, self-
understanding and compassion, deepened connection with others, and deeper
understanding of and appropriation of course material.

SPECIFIC OUTCOMES OF CONTEMPLATIVE
PEDAGOGY

In literature specific to academic disciplines, LaForge (2004) connected medita-
tion practices and the development of moral imagination in a business course.
Sellers-Young (2013) has integrated contemplative practices into the performing
arts classroom. In a study of mindfulness in a sociology classroom, Song and
Muschert (2014) found the practice benefited students’ self-awareness, apprecia-
tion of differences, and social connection.

Giorgino (2015) uses meditation in sociology classes as a counter to feelings of
being caged and impotent from pervasive constructivist approaches and in sup-
port of the embodied, interactional, and presence-based nature of human experi-
ence. He writes: “Currently, as a matter of social concern, questions about the
meaning of our life—which in the near past were relegated to the private existen-
tial sphere—arise and take a relevant place in the collective agenda” (p. 479).
Giorgino (2015) calls for self-observation of inner states through contemplative
practices as we begin to rethink our epistemologies.

Contemplative pedagogies have been connected to the work of transformative
learning pedagogy (Mezirow et al. 2009) and integral education (Esbjérn-Hargens
2007). Lange’s (2009) work with transformative pedagogy as creating a sanctuary
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space and a pedagogy of hope aligns with sociologist Giorgino’s (2015) call for
pedagogies that move students beyond feelings of impotence. Lange (2009)
describes her dialectic transformative pedagogy as both personal and social, creat-
ing “a container for the dialectics between a pedagogy of critique and a pedagogy
of hope” (p. 197).

Kronman (2008) traces how the rise of secular humanism, the developing
research ideal of the academy, and the dominance of the scientific method have
obscured the understanding of the role of higher education in shaping the souls
and spirits of students. On the other hand, Martinez (2015) has critiqued Steel’s
(2015) call for a reform of education based on a triad of knowledge, happiness, and
contemplation as too personal and subjective, and for its failure to account for
larger issues and concerns of social justice. However, Berlia (2012) found contem-
plative practices enhanced outcomes of personal empowerment among students
in womenss studies. Solloway (2000) found connection between contemplative
practices and content related to social justice and feminism. Blinne (2014) con-
nects contemplative pedagogy with compassionate engagement addressing social
problems in a communications course.

Gortner (2013) has demonstrated the existence of a phenomenon he calls “per-
sonal theology;” a personal operating theory of the entire cosmos, which, like a
self-concept, is an amalgamation of perceptions, expectations, and goals. Parks
(2000) speaks of what might be called both cognitive-learning goals (e.g., critiqu-
ing assumptions and social conventions, pursuing truth) and also affective learning
goals (e.g., awareness, self-consciousness, trust, valuing, determining what counts).

Craig (2011) conducted a mixed-methods research design on the outcomes of
the 130 courses integrating contemplative practices into academic courses ranging
from chemistry, physics, engineering, and business to art, literature, religious
studies, economics, and social work, taught by 158 fellows at more than 107 col-
leges and universities, supported by scholarly grants from the American Council
of Learned Societies from 1997-2009. While 82 percent of the fellows reported a
“deeper sense of personal and professional integration,” about 65 percent still use
contemplative pedagogies, and 25 percent have done so for more than 10 years.
Two-thirds of the faculty fellows in Craig’s study reported institutional acceptance
and support for the use of contemplative practices in the classroom. Craig also
found that 8o percent of the fellows said that students expressed appreciation; 75
percent of the fellows said students reported contemplative practices helping them
in their lives outside of the classroom; and less than half of the fellows indicated
any student discomfort.

Shapiro, Brown, and Astin (2011) have compiled and analyzed the outcomes
research related specifically to meditation in the classroom. For a large-scale study
on the broadly construed “spiritual life” of college and university faculty, see Lind-
holm (2014).
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USING FOUR CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES IN
INTRODUCTORY COURSES

I used contemplative practices, primarily in the form of inquiry-based pedagogies,
in an introductory course in religious studies and compared those outcomes to three
other first-year introductory courses not taught with these pedagogies in the subject
areas of math, science, and literature (Sadd 2015). When initial results seemed prom-
ising, I asked another faculty in religious studies to try the pedagogies, and I included
those outcomes. Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2012) found that when instructors
challenged students to engage in big questions of life, meaning, and purpose, the
students’ scores in ecumenical worldview were higher, and my research focused spe-
cifically on big questions inquiry (an inquiry-based pedagogy related to contemplat-
ing unknowing), appreciative inquiry journaling, and contemplative free writing.

Big Questions Project Assignment (Contemplating Unknowing)

Each student in the class named a big question about existence, meaning, purpose,
or life in general that he or she wished to explore. Unlike the topic of the research
paper for the course, students could not answer or research the big question by
using any known disciplinary methodology or any current peer-reviewed litera-
ture. Indeed, finding an “answer” might not be possible, but the important point
was for students to find an engaging question and articulate a way to make progress
on it. I divided students into small groups, called big question groups, and they
met throughout the semester to help each other understand why their questions
mattered to them and to think creatively about how each one might go about find-
ing an answer to this question, or at least “make progress” on the big question. In
consultation with the instructor, students confirmed a “plan” for exploring the big
question, implemented the exploration, and presented to their peers a final prod-
uct related to the process at the end of the semester (e.g., poem, video, screenplay,
sculpture, collage, rock collection, and hendecagram).

Appreciative Inquiry Contemplative Journals Assignment

I briefly introduced the students to the major themes of appreciative inquiry, which
is based theoretically on the principles of constructionism, simultaneity, poetic,
anticipatory, positive, wholeness, enactment, free-choice, narrative, and awareness,
and more practically, includes inquiring into and investigating the positive, or what
is working, appreciating and valuing it, and dreaming, designing, and building on
the strengths of what is (Cockell and McArthur-Blair 2012; Cooperrider and Whit-
ney 2005). The primacy of intentional focus of attention, choice of language, and
phrasing of questions in creating reality and outcomes is central to the pedagogy.
Throughout the semester, each individual student had to attend out-of-class
events, programs, and experiences of their own choosing, on or off campus. For 13
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of these events, students wrote a two-page contemplative journal using apprecia-
tive-inquiry question-based prompts: What do you think the presenter(s) really
wanted you to think about, learn, know, or understand? What did you really
appreciate and value about this experience? What surprised you, made you curi-
ous, or made you wonder? What questions would help you gain a deeper under-
standing of things?

The Appreciative Inquiry Class Session Structure

In a typical class period, we followed a three-movement experience adapted by me
from Appreciative Inquiry (AI). Students shared the author they read and their
key points with the class, followed by naming several things they really appreci-
ated about that theologian or philosopher’s thoughts. Sometimes I asked them
variations on this question: What really resonated with you? What will linger with
you? What positives might you build on? Then, we moved into a time of critical
thinking, in which students used logic, personal experience, and/or knowledge
from science or another academic discipline to critique the theologian or philoso-
pher’s work. Finally, students shared questions they would like to ask the person
they had read, or what new thoughts or questions they had due to their encounter
with this specific theologian or philosopher.

Contemplative Free Writing Assignments

Many times, as listed in the syllabus, at either the beginning or the very end of
class, I asked the students to do a contemplative free writing:

Take a few deep breaths, and then write a response to any of the readings for
today, perhaps focusing on what you appreciate, what bugs you, or what
questions are most pressing for you.

Now that we have concluded our discussions and lectures related to the topic,
write a contemplative and thoughtful response to this question: How do you
“know” what you claim to know?

Considering the totality of your head and heart, the material we have read, the
comments from others in the class, and your experiences, write a reflection in
answer to this question: How do you make sense of the bad things that have
happened in your life and to others in the world?

OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT OF FOUR CONTEMPLATIVE
PRACTICES IN INTRODUCTORY COURSES

The study involved 76 students (including Christians, atheists, and those with no
religious affiliation across all courses), and I carried out pre-course and post-
course surveys. I also conducted four sets of in-depth interviews with a subset of
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the students over a two-year period—from the students’ entry into college until
the end of the students’ sophomore year. According to both surveys and inter-
views, students in the inquiry-based and contemplative pedagogy courses reported
increased development of their inner lives and also greater frequency of engaging
students of different religions (or of no religion) and different cultures, as opposed
to comparison group students.

Qualitative Outcomes Assessment

In interviews, students reported that because of the inquiry-based and contempla-
tive pedagogy, a certain type of space was created in the classrooms, and it felt
relaxed. They felt it recharged them, and at the same time, they learned as much or
even more than in other classes. Students responded to a question about any
changes in ethics or beliefs by saying that they had become more open, tolerant,
and curious. They reported knowing more about religions, and they also reported
their realization about how much more there was to know and wanting to know it.

Many students reported that the format of the contemplative and appreciative
inquiry-based classes engaged not only their minds, but also their hearts (emo-
tions and motivations). They made progress on identity and clarity about what
they valued and why.

I definitely changed completely . . . not so much religiously but like mentally. I defi-
nitely figured out a lot of problems that were kind of like sitting there and I didn’t
really know what to do with them and first-year seminar has kind of given me tools,
so I'll be like okay, this is what 'm questioning so that’s what I'm going to do for my
research paper or this doesn’t make sense so this is what ’'m going to do for my basic
theological question like, I feel like it really gave me the opportunity to be creative
and start understanding myself instead of just like learning facts. (ID#63972652)

Students also reported skill development as significant, related to the continu-
ing practice of listening, gaining clarification, and practicing appreciative inquiry
throughout the entire semester. Students reported learning how to listen well, ask
clarifying questions, and really trying to understand the other. They noticed
increasing skill over the semester. A couple of students in the comparison noncon-
templative pedagogy course on literature mentioned this type of skill develop-
ment, but it was not reported as widely as in the contemplative pedagogy classes
and was not reported at all in the noncontemplative math or science courses. Stu-
dents reported that the big questions and appreciative inquiry conversations con-
tinued out of class in a really positive way. The appreciative inquiry exercises
started a pattern and began to establish a habit or discipline.

Students reported that by the end of the semester, they were listening to each
other and building from what each other said—constructing new ideas, new pos-
sibilities, and new questions.
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[In the contemplative practice course] people were listening and didn’t have the risk
of being completely disregarded or interrupted. It was a good environment for feel-
ing comfortable speaking and knowing other people would hear you ... A lot of
times it would spur off into different discussions and people would ask for clarifica-
tion ... They were paying attention enough to realize that they didn't really under-
stand things so, there would always be someone searching for more after you would
say something instead of just you saying it end up being dropped. There was always
like a condition or question or clarification to show that there was attention being
put onto it. (ID#27422648)

Dr. Christina Bucher, Professor of Religious Studies and a former Dean of Faculty
who also used the pedagogies, said that the big question project was the “big” one in
terms of influence on her students. As a professor of biblical studies, she had rarely, if
ever, assigned a project that was not a research paper. The big question project
required students to contemplate unknowing, to be creative and to think big. She said
the big question project required them to reflect on their own views, to seek other
ways of seeing (including “authority”), to consider, to deliberate, and then to create
the end product. She concluded that while the big question project was not research,
it was more than just opinion, and in some ways, was almost the opposite of a research
topic. In research, we nearly always end up telling students: narrow it down, refine it,
manage it, utilize standard disciplinary methods, or it has not been done by anyone
before, so you cannot do it. With the big question project, we were always telling them
to think even bigger, to look across disciplines, to look to wisdom outside the acad-
emy, to think of creative ways to make even a little progress on something so big, so
complex, and quite possibly truly unanswerable. I had intended that the big question
project would take the entire semester, and for most students, it really did.

Quantitative Outcomes Assessment

The quantitative outcomes of the inquiry-based and contemplative courses as
opposed to the comparison courses (Pearson chi square, a = .05) suggest that an
inquiry-based and contemplative pedagogy applied to the teaching of theology
and religion can advance students’ spiritual development or enhance their “inner
lives” if spiritual development and inner lives are defined in the following ways: be
more aware of who I am, state clearly what I believe, listen to others’ points of view,
appreciate what others believe, engage diverse religious and cultural viewpoints,
treat others with respect, form friendships with people different than me, and ini-
tiate conversations with people of other religions and cultures. Other survey
results of this study suggest that a contemplative and inquiry-based pedagogy
applied to the teaching of theology and religion can lead to positive changes in
students related to curiosity, search for meaning and significance, epistemology,
and engagement with family about religion and spirituality, regardless of whether
or not the students were Christians, atheists, or those with no religious affiliation.
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Interview reports of frequency of engaging diversity showed that the contem-
plative pedagogy course students had higher levels of engaging diversity in 10 of 10
areas. The types of engagement Patel (2007) calls pluralistic, civic, bridge-building
behaviors included: having class with, speaking to, eating with, having meaningful
conversation with, doing a service project together with, discussing religion out-
side of class, sharing a friendship, choosing as a roommate, advocating for, and
visiting a house of worship.

In summary, the effectiveness of the inquiry-based and contemplative peda-
gogy used in teaching theology and religion in the students’ words seemed to
center on the concept that inquiry-based and contemplative practices integrated
in multiple ways throughout the course challenged them to hold the cognitive and
critical in tension with the affective and appreciative. Students valued the new cog-
nitive knowledge as much as the contemplation of beliefs and values. They noted
the importance of thinking critically and gaining new knowledge about religion,
but also the value of digging deep in terms of the subjective—listening, question-
ing, valuing, appreciating, challenging, creating, and constructing. The results of
this research challenged me to consider the possibility of a null curriculum in
higher education (Flinders, Noddings, and Thornton 1986) related to the advance-
ment of students’ inner lives and engaging the affect and subjectivity of the learner.

IDENTIFYING DISCIPLINE-SPECIFIC
CONTEMPLATIVE PEDAGOGIES

The process of identifying content, entire courses, or specific class periods for the
use of contemplative pedagogies in a specific academic discipline requires care and
contemplation. Faculty interested in pursuing contemplative practices in the class-
room might review the definitions and pedagogical application of selected con-
templative practices, selecting several for further consideration. The questions
below may aid faculty in identifying discipline-specific content that might be most
easily enhanced through the use of contemplative pedagogies. Some faculty might
think about the questions cognitively and analytically, while other faculty might
process a subset of these questions as a contemplative exercise, perhaps as a loving-
kindness visualization or a walking meditation.

Which disciplinary content involves any sort of values, choice, and decision-
making?

At what points does our curriculum require any future application to human
systems or interaction with clients, co-workers, teams, or supervision of
employees?

Which data, research, diagram, theory, or text could be enriched by observing
more attentively, seeing differently, making connections to a larger perspec-
tive, paying attention, or engaging personally or affectively?
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Which disciplinary or course content requires application, creativity, imagina-
tion, generativity, experimentation, challenge, risk, or failure?

Which parts of any specific course do students seem least interested in
engaging, or at what points in the semester do we just need to have some fun
and do something different?

For which courses would a parallel experience of journaling about mood,
consumption, observations of personal choices, emerging questions, possible
research topics, or potential solutions be useful to students?

BASIC GUIDELINES FOR CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES

Once you decide to move ahead with contemplative pedagogies, here are a few
guidelines to keep in mind:

1. Decide what you actually are willing to take time to do, and what you really
have time to do (e.g., five-minute deep breathing meditation before exams,
a carefully selected contemplative pedagogy embedded into selected course
activities, or a sustained contemplative pedagogy integrated with course
content for the entire semester).

2. Rehearse before class.

3. Make all exercises accessible to all students, with an option for not partici-
pating as well.

4. Be clear that you know this requires a degree of risk and trust, and articu-
late clearly how grading will occur (e.g., general participation, overall level
of engagement, actual content and product). Determine a system of grading
that includes the broadest possible definition of and multiple criteria for
assessing “thinking” (Minnich 2003).

5. Be ready to adapt in the moment as you engage the contemplative peda-
gogy, and allow students to process and debrief in conversation or in
writing and to provide the instructor feedback and evaluation.

6. Be sure you are ready to give up control and that you are ready to adapt to
unexpected things happening (conflict, anger, tears, laughter, humor, joy,
insight, etc.).

CONCLUSION

The use of contemplative practices in education has a history of thousands of
years, and the recent burgeoning of literature in the field suggests multiple benefits
for both students and instructors in terms of decreased stress and increased focus,
attention, and integration of knowledge, self, and world. In general, students and
faculty respond positively to contemplative practices in the classroom, as well as
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possible discomfort and unease that may initially occur. Primarily through the
work of the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, as well as independent
research published in academic journals in a variety of disciplines, instructors can
find a plethora of examples, possible pitfalls, data on outcomes, general “how to”
guidelines, and even a “frequently asked questions” article (Coburn et al. 2011).
Least-studied areas include contemplative practices in math and science, contem-
plative pedagogies beyond meditation and mindfulness, contemplative pedago-
gies and discipline-specific content-learning outcomes, contemplative practices
most useful with particular academic disciplines, and the differences between
integrating contemplative practices in an entry-level or upper-level course within
a major and in a general distribution course.
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Student Reading Compliance and
Learning in the Social Sciences

Jay R. Howard

Textbooks are nearly ubiquitous in college and university courses. In a study of faculty
teaching beginning courses in mathematics, sciences, social sciences, and humanities
at a large research university, Wambach (1998) found that over 8o percent of instruc-
tors used textbooks for at least some of the required reading. All the science and
mathematics faculty included in the study reported using a textbook for half or more
of assigned reading in the course. A strong majority of faculty in social science (88
percent) and humanities (65 percent) disciplines assigned textbooks as well.

While textbooks were heavily utilized across disciplinary areas, Wambach
(1998:23) discovered that faculty use them to achieve different goals. Mathematics
and social science faculty most commonly use textbooks to increase familiarity
with a topic and thereby aid students’ understanding during in-class lecture and
discussion. Science faculty also frequently cited this goal, but their most-cited pur-
pose is to help students acquire knowledge that they could recall later. Thus math-
ematics, science, and social science faculty tended to use textbooks to help stu-
dents master, and to a significant extent memorize, content. In contrast, humanities
faculty were more likely to stress the facilitation of critical and analytical thinking
as well as developing a healthy skepticism in assigning texts, with a secondary goal
of teaching students to critique an argument.

Wambach (1998:23) also found a close link between textbooks and lectures,
though with some variation by discipline. All of the science faculty agreed or
strongly agreed that students could gain at least 75 percent of the knowledge over
which they will be tested by attending lecture and participating in class. A majority
(72 percent) of mathematics faculty, but only half (50 percent) of social science and
a minority (38 percent) of humanities faculty, agreed or strongly agreed with the
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statement. These results suggest that faculty in the sciences and mathematics pri-
marily use textbooks to reinforce material presented in class. Social science and
humanities faculty are more likely to use textbooks as a source of additional infor-
mation or perspective that goes beyond the material presented or discussed in class.

Instructors also frequently use textbooks to frame and structure courses (Wam-
bach 1998). In a study of introductory psychology courses, chapter topical cover-
age in introductory textbooks closely aligned with lecture topics, and the authors
concluded that psychology faculty tend to “teach the text” (Griggs and Bates
2014:144). Such an approach leads students to expect their instructor to be a walk-
ing, talking human highlighter, who signals to them which material in the ency-
clopedic textbook they need to know for the exam.

While faculty often want to “blame the student” for failing to read assignments,
by “teaching the text,” faculty members themselves may be quite unintentionally
facilitating students’ lack of reading compliance. Again as Wambach (1998)
showed, if the vast majority of material that students will be expected to learn is
covered during class meetings, demonstrating what the faculty member views to
be the most important material in the textbook, and, therefore, most likely to be
included in exams, students determine there is less need to read assigned text-
books. Faculty members may be their own worst enemies when it comes to moti-
vating students’ reading compliance. The silver lining in this dark cloud is that
faculty members have the opportunity and ability to structure courses in a manner
that will encourage greater reading compliance.

While we do not have similar research from other fields beyond psychology,
neither do we have reason to suspect that instructors utilize textbooks in a signifi-
cantly different manner in other social science disciplines. The increasing political
pressure for articulation agreements, particularly from community colleges to
four-year institutions, can easily lead to a “teach to the text” approach in an attempt
to ensure courses at different institutions are similar in content and level of aca-
demic rigor. Likewise, the growing emphasis on assessment in higher education
encourages standardization across course sections within institutions. One way to
avoid battles among faculty members regarding idiosyncratic approaches to a par-
ticular course is to teach to the text. Both the trends toward greater articulation
between institutions and increasing assessment of learning outcomes within insti-
tutions, for better or worse, likely lead to a greater emphasis on textbooks to frame
teaching, particularly in introductory-level courses in the social sciences.

SOCIAL CONTEXT, ACADEMIC CULTURES,
AND TEXTBOOKS

While there are pressures toward greater uniformity within courses, differences in
the uses of textbooks by discipline point to divergent academic cultures between
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humanities and social science disciplines versus that found in natural science,
engineering, and mathematics. Tiberius and Billson (1991) noted that teaching and
learning has a social context that is not completely under the control of either
faculty members or students. The aforementioned emphases on articulation
and assessment are examples of expectations placed on faculty members to adjust
their approach to a social context. Articulation agreements work against novel
approaches to teaching and textbooks in courses for which students commonly
seek transfer credit between institutions. Students, parents, and politicians’ con-
cerns about postgraduation employment are another element of the social context
that shapes how students see and value different disciplines and majors, which
topics they perceive as valuable or not valuable in a given course, and whether or
not students perceive reading for class is necessary. In addition, students’ prior
experience in educational settings shapes their expectations for higher education.
If, in their prior experience, students have learned they can earn top grades with-
out reading assigned texts, they bring that assumption to other higher education
classrooms. Students may have learned through their secondary education experi-
ence that being a successful student amounts to memorizing what teachers say in
class and remembering it long enough to repeat it back on exams and in writing
assignments. Students may come to the college classroom with the assumption
that their role is a relatively passive one—attend class, listen attentively, take notes,
and be respectful toward others. Critically engaging with texts, and perhaps even
reading those texts, may be considered an optional and unnecessary activity for
success in college and in future careers.

Brint, Cantwell, and Hanneman (2008) argued that two distinct cultures of
engagement in higher education exist, which both faculty and students often take
for granted. Arts, humanities, and social science disciplines tend to have a class-
room culture that focuses on interaction, student participation, and interest in
ideas—which, incidentally, requires that students read prior to class in order to be
most effective. In contrast, the academic culture of the natural science disciplines,
mathematics, and engineering places greater emphasis on quantitative skills
through collaborative study as students have an eye toward future career rewards.
Each of these cultures of engagement has strengths as well as weaknesses (Brint et
al. 2008). The approach more commonly used in the natural sciences and related
disciplines can easily lead to hardworking students, who collaboratively seek to
solve problems and address case studies, while developing technical competencies.
Yet, it can also lead to students who have little interest in grappling with and criti-
quing competing perspectives found in reading assignments. The approach more
typically found in the humanities and social sciences can generate student interac-
tion, discussion, and insightful contributions, but also may reward extroverted,
verbal students who can “shoot from the hip” without requiring hard work and
investigation in preparation for a class discussion or activity.
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Laird et al. (2008) found further empirical support for diverse academic cul-
tures. They concluded that students majoring in fields with less consensus about
content and methods, sometimes referred to as “soft” disciplines, tend to utilize
deeper approaches to learning and reading than students majoring in “hard” dis-
ciplines with a greater consensus on content and methods. The academic culture
in the social sciences and humanities, therefore, places greater emphasis on theo-
retical work, critical thinking, connecting ideas, and intellectual growth (see for
example, Parpala et al. 2010). This approach also leads to an emphasis on applica-
tion of course content, from both texts and lectures, to society and to students’
experiences. In order to be most successful in this academic and social context,
social science students are required to thoughtfully and reflectively read assigned
texts, utilizing a deep approach. A deep approach involves reading for long-term
retention and for comprehension at a level that potentially can transform one’s
perspective (for example, see Roberts and Roberts 2008). Reading at this level
requires the difficult work of constructing meaning as one reads. Will students
read and take a deep approach to learning? What steps can social science instruc-
tors take in order to make it more likely that students will do so?

ARE STUDENTS LIKELY TO READ ASSIGNMENTS?

The 2013 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) reported that first-year
students spend, on average, six hours per week reading for classes, while seniors
spend seven hours per week reading assigned material. If we assume that full-time
students enroll in 12-15 credit hours per semester, that is an average of no more
than 30 minutes per credit hour spent invested in reading assignments each week.
However, these overall averages do not tell us how many or which students read
assigned texts, how often, or to what effect.

Student reading compliance is a topic that has been frequently investigated over
the past two decades. Burchfield and Sappington (2000) conducted, arguably, the
most often cited study of reading compliance. They looked at student compliance
with reading assignments in psychology courses at a small Southeastern university
from 1981-97. They concluded that, on any given day, only about one third of stu-
dents will have completed reading of assigned texts prior to class. They also found
a statistically significant and dramatic decline in reading compliance over the
nearly two decades included in the study.

One of the challenges for both instructors and researchers investigating reading
compliance is exactly when, if at all, do students read? Do students read texts prior
to the day they are assigned for class as professors typically expect? Do they wait
until after their instructors discuss the readings in class in hopes of better under-
standing the text when they read? Or do they read immediately prior to exams as
a result of procrastination or in hopes that the recent activity will facilitate greater
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recollection for the exam? As Wambach (1998) suggested, while faculty members,
particularly those in mathematics and the social sciences, may expect the former
approach—students should read in preparation for class—students most often uti-
lize the latter approach.

Slightly more encouraging than the results found by Burchfield and Sappington
(2000) are the results of a study of eight courses across a range of disciplines at a
regional university. Aagaard, Conner, and Skidmore (2014) found that half (52 per-
cent) of students reported that they read textbook material when assigned. Interest-
ingly, only 30 percent of students surveyed felt they “should be” required to read
material in the textbook prior to class, which again is completely counter to typical
faculty expectations for students and evidence of a social context that may discour-
age reading compliance. Baier et al. (2011), in a study of students at two Midwestern
universities, the majority of which were teacher education majors, found that 25
percent of students completed readings prior to coming to class; 15 percent read after
the material was covered in class; 40 percent read when preparing for exams; and 19
percent never completed the readings. A study of undergraduates at Northwestern
University by Clump, Bauer, and Bradley (2004) found very similar results, with 27
percent of students reporting they read before class and 70 percent reading prior to
an exam. This suggests that even students who are well prepared for college and who
attend highly selective institutions are not particularly likely to complete readings
prior to class. There is some evidence that this pattern is not unique to higher educa-
tion in the United States. In a study conducted in Swedish universities (Pecorari et al.
2012), only 25 percent of students reported that they read assignments prior to class.
About half (52 percent) indicated they would read after the material was covered in
class, and 17 percent indicated they did not intend to complete reading assignments.

With such disappointing percentages of students actually reading for class, we
must ask: Why are so many students choosing not to complete assigned reading
for class? Nearly two thirds of the students surveyed in Baier et al. (2011) reported
that they perceived they could earn an A or B in the course without reading the
assigned texts. Students believe this is true because they perceived the instructor
had an obligation to review material during class and to tell them what is impor-
tant to learn or remember from the reading (see Clump, Bauer, and Bradley 2004).
As cited above, Wambach (1998) suggests that students are correct in assuming
that faculty will cover the vast majority of material to be learned in class. Gurung
and Martin (2011) note that if students believe they can succeed in a course with-
out reading the book, they will not read. This problem is likely exacerbated by
those faculty who require students to purchase expensive textbooks, but do not
make use of or refer to the textbook during class. Even if students purchase
required textbooks, reading may become the casualty of a cost-benefit analysis
conducted by students who rationally determine the additional benefit that comes
from the reading is not worth the cost in terms of time and effort.
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A study that compared introductory psychology student reading compliance in
a large, research intensive university setting with students at a regional university
found that 82 and 78 percent of students, respectively, reported either not reading
a text or reading it sparingly after purchasing it for at least one course (Sikorski
et al. 2002). Students at both institutions perceived that taking notes and studying
notes (without reading the textbook), attending class, and listening to lecture were
more important to academic success in the typical course than reading the text.
A majority of students at both institutions reported they would not begin reading
the assigned text until shortly before an exam.

Academic cultures play a role in students’ decisions regarding whether or not to
read. The students in the study by Pecorari et al. (2012) reported that they saw their
textbooks as a valuable contributor to their learning, but nonetheless, they often
chose not to read them. Instead, students depended upon the faculty member’s
lecture to define important course content, seeing the reading as a somewhat help-
ful, but entirely optional, aid to learning. Reflecting the aforementioned academic
culture of the social sciences and humanities, Pecorari et al. (2012) found that read-
ing assignments were more common and students were more likely to complete
reading assignments in these disciplines. Wambach (1998) also found that students
in “soft” academic disciplines had higher levels of intrinsic reading motivation.

Of course, reading assigned texts does not guarantee increased learning will
result. Students must read thoughtfully and deeply. The majority of students
included in a study of undergraduates at a regional four-year university readily
admitted to multitasking (e.g., watching T'V, texting, using the internet, etc.) while
reading for academic purposes even while acknowledging that such activities
interfered with their ability to focus (Kouider, Delello, and Reichard 2015). A study
of students enrolled in first-year seminar courses at a small Midwestern, two-year
university revealed that 46 percent of students reported that they read assigned
texts. However, of those who reported completing the assigned reading, only
slightly more than half (55 percent) were able to demonstrate the most basic level
of comprehension (Hoeft 2012). Thus, we not only need to find ways to structure
courses that encourage student reading compliance, but we also need to find ways
to encourage deep reading that facilitates learning.

INCREASING READING COMPLIANCE

How can an instructor increase the likelihood that students will read assigned
texts? The first and most important strategy is to utilize the readings in class and
cover material from the readings in exams and writing assignments. Some
researchers have suggested that as many as one third of professors assign and
require students to purchase textbooks that are not used in the course (see Gurung
and Martin 2011). It seems obvious that requiring students to buy and read text-
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books that are not utilized in the course is a waste of students’ money and will lead
students to conclude that reading the assignments is not necessary in many
courses. Professors may argue that readings that are unrelated to class presenta-
tions and are not covered in writing assignments or exams are still valuable devel-
opmentally for students. However, students are likely to perceive the professor as
engaging in unethical behavior by requiring the purchase of materials that are not
necessary for success in the course.

In order to foster students’ reading, another basic step faculty members may
take is to ensure that assigned texts are appropriate for the course level and are
engaging and relevant to students (Weir 2009). Are the textbooks aiding in the
achievement of learning goals in the course? Are they necessary, or only ancillary,
to achievement of those goals? Hobson (2004) argues that not every course is well
served by requiring a textbook and that requiring fewer readings that focus on the
most important material, rather than more readings covering a wider breadth of
topics, is likely to increase students’ reading compliance. Hobson (2004) also
advises explaining the importance and relevance of the reading for student success
and learning during an in-class preview prior to the day it is assigned.

Students included in a focus group study conducted by Sharma, Van Hoof, and
Pursel (2013) identified a number of factors that reduced their motivation for read-
ing. First, a lack of demonstrated enthusiasm for the course topic by the instructor
during class meetings reduced motivation to read outside of class. Second, if the
majority of time in class consisted of the instructor reviewing and summarizing
the readings, students perceived that reading compliance was less necessary.
Finally, when students found reading assignments to be interesting and useful, it
increased their reading compliance. These findings suggest that instructor behav-
iors and course structure can impact reading compliance rates.

Using Quizzes to Increase Reading Compliance

The most frequently studied strategy for increasing reading compliance is to quiz
students over the reading (Aagaard et al. 2014; Burchfield and Sappington 2000;
Clump et al. 2004; Connor-Greene 2000; Howard 2004; Marcell 2008; Marchant
2002). Students themselves report they are more likely to complete assigned
readings if they know the instructor will quiz them on the material (Aagaard et al.
2014). In a study of students enrolled in psychology courses, Clump et al. (2004)
found that only about 28 percent of students read assignments before class,
although 70 percent read before an exam. When they added quizzes associated
with the daily reading, student reading compliance increased to levels similar to
reading before a test. Marcell (2008) compared student reading compliance within
the same course in units that included daily quizzes and in units without daily
quizzes. Results indicated that not only were students more likely to read the
assignment when they expected a quiz, but students were also more likely to ask
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questions and make comments related to the reading when they expected a quiz.
This suggests that an external motivation, such as a quiz, can lead to some of the
results we hope come from intrinsic motivation for reading, such as participation
in discussion by asking questions and making comments.

Connor-Greene (2000) conducted a comparative study of courses featuring
daily quizzes over assigned readings versus courses with four scheduled exams
instead of daily quizzes. In the exam condition, the majority of students (72 per-
cent) postponed reading until immediately prior to the exams. Only 12 percent of
students reported that they usually or always read assignments for class. In sharp
contrast, 92 percent usually or always read for class when they expected daily quiz-
zes. Howard (2004), in a multiple semester study of introductory sociology stu-
dents, found similar results when utilizing an online, just-in-time quiz associated
with readings as 98 percent of students reported usually or always completing
reading assignments. Ruscio (2001) utilized randomly occurring quizzes (based
on a coin flip at the start of class) to motivate reading compliance and found that
75 to 9o percent of students reported reading the assignment prior to class.

Not only does assigning quizzes over reading material increase reading compli-
ance, but there is evidence that it also increases student learning. In a study of
students in educational psychology courses, Marchant (2002) compared student
scores when instructors told students they would be quizzed over assignments
with scores when instructors told students that the reading was “important for
their professional development” but quizzes were unannounced. He found a statis-
tically significant improvement in scores when students knew of the forthcoming
quiz, concluding that while professors hope students will be intrinsically moti-
vated to read, their reading compliance ultimately depends on whether it will
affect their grade (Marchant 2002).

Using Writing to Increase Reading Compliance and Deep Learning

While Marchant (2002) recommends a pragmatic approach over an idealistic
approach, the use of quizzes as a motivational tool to increase reading compliance
has its critics. Roberts and Roberts (2008) argue that this approach encourages a
surface-level reading of assigned texts. They advocate instead for the use of written
responses to reading assignments designed not only to motivate reading compli-
ance but also to facilitate deep learning objectives. Likewise Weir (2009) and Hob-
son (2004) advocate for developing strategies that use writing to ensure reading.
These strategies are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Faculty members could
combine a mix of written responses to assigned readings, which likely requires a
greater investment in terms of grading time, with short answer or objective ques-
tion quizzes, which require less time in terms of grading. Nor is it the case that
quizzes can only be used to facilitate surface learning. Short answer questions
can be written in such a way as to require students to summarize the evidence in
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support of a thesis or to critique an argument, thus facilitating a deep learning
approach to the reading assignment.

Other studies have demonstrated the positive impact of a variety of types of
writing assignments designed to increase reading compliance. When Uskul and
Eaton (2005) utilized long-answer graded questions associated with readings, stu-
dents reported they were more likely to read the assignment, and they performed
significantly better on exam questions related to topics covered by the long-answer
questions than on exam questions related to other topics. Maurer and Longfield
(2015) created reading guides associated with assignments for students in multiple
sections of a child development course and compared daily quiz scores with stu-
dents in sections without reading guides. They found students in the reading guide
sections scored significantly better on the daily reading quizzes. Lineweaver (2010)
utilized an online discussion assignment in a cognitive psychology course to
increase student reading compliance. Students completing the online discussions
were more likely to read the textbook in advance of class, and they reported read-
ing it more carefully, having a better understanding of lectures, and feeling more
prepared for exams. However, participation in online discussions did not have a
significant impact on students’ performance on multiple-choice items on exams.

READING COMPLIANCE AND STUDENT LEARNING

Should instructors be concerned when students do not complete reading assign-
ments? Can we show that there is an objectively demonstrated link between read-
ing compliance and learning? The answer to these questions is mixed. Of course, if
reading compliance is associated with greater learning, faculty should be con-
cerned when students do not read. However, there are challenges in demonstrat-
ing a relationship between reading compliance and learning. A key part of the
difficulty is the measure used to estimate student learning. For example, Prohaska
(1994) found that students, at all GPA levels, enrolled in advanced courses in psy-
chology tended to overestimate their grades, with low and medium GPA students
making the greatest overestimations. Others have also argued that self-reported
measures of learning can be misleading. Gurung, Daniel, and Landrum (2012)
found that teacher behavior predicted students’ self-reported learning, but it did
not impact an objective measure of learning. Conversely, they found that total
time studied and online quizzes predicted an objective measure of learning, but
not students’ self-reported learning. Thus, students may not be good judges of
which behaviors and activities actually facilitate their learning. Gurung et al.
(2012) also reported that student ratings of textbook quality and helpfulness did
not predict either self-reported or objective measures of learning. Because we can-
not rely on the accuracy of students’ self-perceptions regarding the utility of read-
ing in facilitating learning, we must look at more objective measures of learning.
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Additionally, it is not merely a matter of whether students read or do not read.
How and when students read is likely to impact whether they learn from the expe-
rience of reading.

If students are reading, but doing so in a superficial manner, rushing through
simply to “get it done,” then there is little reason to expect reading compliance to
predict learning (Jolliffee and Harl 2008). Faculty members must strive to select
textbooks and readings that students will find intrinsically interesting; prime stu-
dents for close reading by previewing the value and importance of readings for
students (particularly those that students will find challenging to understand); and
structure their courses in such a way as to encourage deep reading in order to
facilitate greater learning.

In a study of the relationship between textbook usage and student performance,
Landrum, Gurung, and Spann (2012) identified three factors associated with stu-
dents’ evaluation of textbooks. Students preferred textbooks that: (1) featured practi-
cal application to their lives, (2) were accessible in terms of the level of reading dif-
ficulty, and (3) included graphs and tables. Students liked textbooks when they
perceived the material included was relevant to their lives and future careers and was
readable. However, the authors were not able to demonstrate a direct relationship
between student attitudes about textbooks and their associated pedagogical aids
with actual performance in the course (Landrum et al. 2012). The authors did find a
significant, positive correlation between percentages of textbook read with quiz
scores and course grade. The authors concluded that the role of the instructor likely
moderates the relationship between the textbook and student learning, suggesting
that the shortcomings of a textbook poorly suited to a particular course or group of
students may be overcome by high-quality instruction by the professor. Conversely,
a textbook of outstanding quality with strong pedagogical aids well suited to the
course and students may help overcome poor instruction by the faculty member.

In a study of student behaviors and exam scores in introductory psychology,
Gurung, Weidert, and Jeske (2010) found that attendance, use of a study guide, use
of practice exams, and use of class material to explain problems were each posi-
tively correlated with exam scores. Most of their measures related to textbook
usage (i.e., reading difficult material slowly, taking notes while reading, creating
and answering questions about the material while reading, relating reading to lec-
ture, and reading and evaluating figures and tables in the text) did not have a sta-
tistically significant relationship with exam scores. Two measures of student
behavior related to reading were actually significantly and negatively correlated
with exam scores: highlighting information while reading and reviewing the chap-
ter after lecture on the topic. In other words, students who highlighted what they
perceived to be important material to review later and students who reviewed the
chapter after the lecture on the topic performed more poorly on the exam than
students who did not engage in these behaviors.
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Gurung et al. (2010) then grouped students by cumulative GPA to determine if
differences existed between high ability and lower ability students. They found that
among those identified as high ability, only one student behavior was significantly
correlated (though still negatively) with exam scores—highlighting information
while reading. For the low ability students, a number of behaviors were negatively
correlated with exam scores. These included highlighting, looking over notes after
class, and reviewing the chapter after lecture on the topic—all strategies that fac-
ulty commonly suggest to students who are struggling!

These findings are consistent with Dunlosky et al’s (2013) review of research in
cognitive psychology on student-learning techniques. They found that in most
situations, highlighting and underlining have little impact on performance and,
when dealing with difficult texts, highlighting may harm performance. Dunlosky
et al. (2013) also rated rereading of texts as having low utility in facilitating student
learning as most studies of the effectiveness of rereading have focused on recall as
opposed to comprehension. Somewhat more surprising, Dunlosky et al. (2013)
found summarization, having students write summaries of key points in texts, to
be a low utility learning strategy. In their view, summarization is a skill that
requires extensive training in order to be effective, and available research has
resulted in mixed findings, presumably due to students’ lack of expertise in effec-
tive summarization.

Another reason for the lack of effectiveness of summarization of key points in
a reading assignment as a learning strategy is students’ inability to identify impor-
tant information in their textbooks. Gallo and Rinaldo (2012) compared sentence
by sentence highlighting of a primary research article by freshmen and senior biol-
ogy students with that of faculty members. Both faculty and students were
instructed to highlight information they believed to be important. Faculty mem-
bers had a very high level of agreement (80 percent) among themselves regarding
which sentences they highlighted. Senior-level students had less agreement among
themselves regarding what to highlight, and freshmen students had even less
agreement. Freshmen students typically highlighted a much higher percentage of
the sentences, implying that they have not yet developed the ability to discern the
most important material in a reading assignment. There was no significant asso-
ciation between particular sentences highlighted by faculty and those highlighted
by freshmen. Seniors, on the other hand, were more likely to highlight sentences
identified by faculty as important. Thus, seniors, while showing evidence of skill
development, were not at the expert level demonstrated by faculty members. Ped-
agogically speaking, summarization of key points within assigned readings would
logically lead to greater learning. However, students’ lack of expertise, and their
still developing skills in identifying the most important material within a text,
limits the effectiveness of this strategy. For summarization to be effective, faculty
members need to demonstrate this process and intentionally seek to assist
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students as they develop the skill necessary to identify important information for
summarization.

In sum, the research suggests that simply reading is not sufficient. How and
when students read matters. As Roberts and Roberts (2008) argue, faculty want
students to read closely and deeply in a manner that can be transformational for
them. Only when students do so will reading texts maximally facilitate learning.

CONCLUSION

The research on reading compliance and learning makes it clear that some strate-
gies are ineffective in promoting student learning. In particular, relatively passive
strategies, such as highlighting or underlining while reading, may facilitate stu-
dents’ sense of familiarity with the material, which is easily mistaken for an under-
standing of the material. Likewise, superficially rereading assignments prior to an
exam may create an increased sense of familiarity—but not the long-term ability
to recall (Weimer 2014).

A likely reason why these highlighting and rereading strategies are so ineffective
is students’ inability to identify what is important in an assigned reading. Weimer
(2014) points out three problems with rereading. First, it is time-consuming. Sec-
ond, it does not result in durable memory. And third, it can lead to students’ mis-
taking a vague familiarity for mastery of material. Students’ tendency to equate
familiarity with mastery, at least in part, explains why students who perform poorly
on exams frequently complain, “But I knew the material prior to taking the exam!”
Students wrongly assumed that because they had a sense of familiarity with the
content in a superficial sense, they were ready and able to demonstrate mastery in a
learning assessment.

Instead of relatively passive and superficial approaches, faculty need to struc-
ture courses in a manner that encourages students to engage with the assigned
reading material in a deeper fashion. As we have seen, using quizzes can both
increase reading compliance and students’ learning. Similarly, using writing
assignments to increase reading can facilitate a deeper understanding of the mate-
rial. Strategies include requiring response papers connected to the reading assign-
ments, requiring long-answer written responses to questions, or providing study
guides to help students identify the most important points in the reading.

By continually requiring students to read closely and reflect upon the content,
faculty provide the opportunity for students to develop and practice the ability to
discern what is most important in a particular assignment and the ability to cri-
tique an argument. Such structuring will require a more reflective approach to
how we utilize textbooks in our courses and will require greater effort on the part
of instructors in developing quizzes, writing assignments connected to reading,
and discussion questions or study guides to facilitate students’ development. By
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providing frequent low-stakes opportunities to practice these skills as students
read, we can expect better performance and greater demonstration of learning on
high-stakes assessments of learning.
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Cultivating Engagement and
Deepening Understanding While
Leaving the Textbook Behind

Robin G. Isserles

When asked in a New York Times Book Review interview which book she most
hated as a student, the comedian Tig Notaro responded, “any and all textbooks”
(Notaro 2016). A funny retort, indeed, though Notaro is certainly not alone in this
indictment. An abundant literature on textbooks exists—both research driven and
commentary, supportive and critical, from across the disciplines—highlighting
their effectiveness at content delivery and student learning. Numerous studies
examine the ways faculty and students use textbooks (Berry et al. 2010; Carpenter,
Bullock, and Potter 2006; Landrum, Gurung, and Spann 2012; McGee, Vaughan,
and Baker 1985; Starcher and Proffitt 2011). Others focus more on the purpose and
structure of textbooks (Babchuk and Keith 1995; Persell 1988; Thomas and Schmidt
2011). Efforts have been made to include student voices in the conversations
around textbooks (Knecht and Najvarova 2010) and to connect these preferences
to student learning (Durwin and Sherman 2008; Gurung and Landrum 2012).
Additionally, numerous articles demonstrate how and why teachers have moved
away from using textbooks (Castellano, DeAngelis, and Clark-Ibanez 2008;
Howard 2004; Klymkowsky 2007; Martell and Martell 2011). More recently,
research has examined the move toward Open Educational Resources or OERs, in
large part to address the rising costs of textbooks (Hilton 2016).

This literature provides an important backdrop as I reflect on my own teaching
and my students’ classroom experiences. I teach Sociology at the Borough of Manhat-
tan Community College, one of the seven community colleges that are part of the
City University of New York. In the spring of 2015 when this study was conducted,
there were 25,336 students enrolled, and from self-reported data, 57 percent identified
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as women, 31 percent Black, 13 percent White, 41 percent Latino/a, and 15 percent
Asian. The vast majority of students are eligible for Pell grants (BMCC Factbook 2014—
15). With such incredible diversity, BMCC is an exciting place to teach, notwithstand-
ing the challenges of teaching so many students who are economically fragile.

Reflecting on my pedagogy after each semester, I returned to the same, persist-
ent concerns: the students continually provided feedback that the assigned text-
book was really quite uninspiring—“boring” in fact, and class discussions made
clear the majority of the students were not reading it anyway. Consistent with the
research, my students tended to use the textbook as a source of information
(Knecht and Najvarova 2010) or as a study aid, rather than something they read
(Starcher and Profhitt 2011).

Despite my efforts to make the textbook a centerpiece of class discussions to
increase the number of students who read it, students consistently shared with me
that they did not read it. An additional concern was the cost. According to the U.S.
Accountability Office, “textbook costs increased by 82% from 2002-2012, triple the
rate of inflation” (USGAO 2013:6). So, not only were they failing to read it, they
were spending a great deal of money on something that did not provide much
benefit.

But what really troubled me was how textbooks seemed to disengage students.
From informal written and oral feedback, students shared that they tried to read
the textbook, but got bored and turned oft. Others found the textbooks confusing
or difficult to understand. These comments were pretty consistent among the vast
majority of my students—mostly working-class and lower-income students who
never pictured themselves being in college someday.

Deeply influenced by Dewey ([1938] 1997), Freire (1970), and hooks (1994),
among others, my pedagogical orientation is about guiding students on a journey
of self-discovery and intellectual growth. Students spend 15 weeks with me, against
a great many odds; forefront in my mind is making this learning experience mean-
ingful so they are inspired to come back and continue their college education. I
take seriously my role of cultivating for them an interest, a curiosity, perhaps even
a love for thinking, reading, and writing—as much as that is possible. The more I
thought about how to do this, the more I knew I had to leave the textbook behind.

However, this was a rather daunting proposition. Don’t students need the struc-
ture of a textbook, as some have argued (Hess 1988; Kammeyer 1988)? Would I be
able to provide such structure without one, especially for students with less aca-
demic preparation and those for whom this is their first introduction to the disci-
pline (Persell 1988)? If I made this move, how would I present the conceptual lan-
guage I want them to learn? Moreover, could the learning objectives I care about
be realized, and what challenges would emerge by moving away from a conven-
tional textbook?
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THE STUDY

In the fall of 2013 I restructured my introductory course without a textbook. Since
then, I have had countless informal conversations and email exchanges with stu-
dents about their experiences in the course. During the spring 2016 semester, I
received IRB approval to study the experience of using an alternative to a textbook
in an Introduction to Sociology Writing Intensive class. The data presented here
come from an analysis of students’ work and responses to an open-ended survey
administered toward the end of the semester. In a class of 24 students, 21 students
signed consent forms and completed the survey. As the analytic frame, I chose
three important student-learning objectives (Castellano et al. 2008) and demon-
strated how these were met in the course. For this discussion, I draw primarily on
the weekly journal entries submitted by students while reading the book, and stu-
dent responses to the survey. In the next section, I share the process of shedding
the textbook and introduce the book I chose to replace the textbook, offering some
examples of how I incorporated it into the course material.

THE PROCESS: A STEPPING-STONE

Before leaving behind the textbook entirely, one change I made was to incorporate
supplemental readings with each chapter. Students continued to reject the text-
book, but came to class eager to discuss the supplemental readings. Horace Min-
er’s (1956) “Body Rituals among the Nacirema,” William Chambliss’s (1973) “The
Saints and the Roughnecks,” and Jean Anyon’s (1980) “Social Class and the Hidden
Curriculum of Work” are some examples of readings students came prepared for
class ready to discuss. This suggested to me most students will read course material
if they had felt connected to it in some way, which gave me the impetus to find an
alternative. As Goode (1988) suggests, “first, it is wise to know our audience, to be
aware of students’ interests and tastes, so that we can gear our teaching methods
and materials accordingly” (p. 386).

While I was aware I could have just switched to a reader to anchor my course
(Howard 2004), I was troubled by offering only a “fragmented picture of the disci-
pline” (Babchuk and Keith 1995:223). But more than that, I really wanted my stu-
dents to have the experience of reading an entire book, and I wanted the peda-
gogical challenge of accomplishing this effectively.

THE PROCESS: CHOOSING THE BOOK

In thinking of alternatives, I had a few stipulations. First, I wanted a book to dem-
onstrate to my students what solid, sociological research entails. I needed some-
thing not overburdened by quantitative jargon or conceptual language that could
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potentially turn them off. Ideally, I was looking for an authentic voice to speak to
my students, an increasing number of whom are majoring in Criminal Justice. I
often consult the resources Teaching Sociology and Contemporary Sociology, and
more recently the Facebook page Teaching with a Sociological Lens, to gather
teaching ideas—whether texts, articles, films, and the like.

Around the time I was considering alternatives, a new book by sociologist Randol
Contreras was inspiring a great deal of conversation. Intrigued, I read The Stickup
Kids: Race, Drugs, Violence and the American Dream, and became convinced this
book could serve as the primary text in my course. While ideal for an Introductory
Sociology class as I will discuss, I think that other undergraduate sociology courses
(i.e., Urban, Sociology of Work / Informal Economy), as well as courses in criminol-
ogy, gender studies, and social psychology, could utilize this book.

The Stickup Kids is an ethnographic study of a group of Dominican men com-
ing of age in the South Bronx during the 1990s, the time period marking the rise
and fall of the crack epidemic. These young men, many with early prison records
and no high school degrees, first engaged in dealing crack, and then, as the crack
era began to wane, switched their economic enterprises to robbing drug dealers.
Contreras was not an outside researcher—he grew up with two of the main sub-
jects and dabbled in the underground drug economy in his teens. C. Wright Mills’s
concept of the sociological imagination (1959) is a prominent theme in the book,
demonstrating how one’s surroundings and history deeply influence one’s actions.

Each chapter easily relates to the major concepts I cover in an introductory
course—culture, socialization, ideology, gender, hypermasculinity, class, race, eth-
nicity, intersectionality, marginality, deviance, cultural capital, the formal and
informal economy, institutions, and the school to prison pipeline. The reading and
terminology are quite accessible, not overly fraught with jargon. Contreras’s sub-
jects’ experiences bring these concepts to life in a way that cannot be done with
bold-typed definitions and examples in a textbook.

To illustrate, when I cover methods, we see this book in its methodological
context. In fact, the book invites some really important discussions regarding
methodological ethics given Contreras’s insider status and the conflicts that, at
times, emerged between his responsibilities as an objective researcher and those as
a good friend to those he was studying. Contreras shares some of these internal
struggles around his multiple standpoints, enabling my students to see the person
behind the researcher, an important experience that students would miss in a
course centered on a traditional textbook. In fact, I have found questions about
methodology remain a constant theme to return to regarding evidence and what
we know to be true.

There were other important, albeit tangential, reasons I chose this book beyond
its substantive contributions. Contreras’s Dominican and South Bronx identities
are ones many of my students share. He also began his educational trajectory at a
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community college (then went on to the City College of New York [CCNY] and
the CUNY Graduate Center). As so many of my students experience and internal-
ize the stigma surrounding attending a community college (i.e., referring to it as
“grade 13”), I hoped reading this book would broaden their perspectives about the
possibilities that lie ahead of them.

Since I began using Stickup Kids, I have been collecting anecdotal evidence
from students about their experiences of the book and learning sociology without
a conventional textbook. Students frequently wrote some feedback in their jour-
nals or along with their final paper submissions. Occasionally, I heard from former
students, as in this email:

I took your Sociology 100 course in fall 2013 and learned an incredible exponent [sic]
of knowledge. Reading The Stick-up Kids, chatting with Contreras and taking a
course that was both challenging and enlightening is something that has stuck
around with me throughout my college career.

In fact, while writing this chapter, I received an email from a former student who
asked me to send him the journal questions I had assigned so he could review them
while rereading the book. He wrote, . . T have placed the book in at least four people’s
hands and they have yet to put it down. Their ignorance and lack of empathy toward
those who come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds pushed me to doing so,
they have to read it” Clearly, this book has made its mark on many of my students.

THE PROCESS: WRITING, REFLECTING,
AND SCAFFOLDING

Each week, I assign a chapter or two in the book and ask students to keep a weekly
reading journal on Blackboard, our course management system. I give them a
guided question to reflect on, as well as an opportunity to react to each chapter,
modeled after TIERs—Thoughtful Intellectually Engaging Responses (Starcher
and Proffitt 2011). These are private journals, and I am the only reader, to encour-
age students to write freely without worrying about sharing personal details with
classmates they do not know very well. While the primary objective of these jour-
nal submissions is to help the students synthesize material in the book with con-
cepts and ideas we discuss in class, the questions are also designed to develop their
sociological imaginations, to connect their own private orbits with larger social
forces. As this is a prominent theme of the book itself, my hope is seeing these con-
nections in the stickup kids’ lives will help them see similar connections in their
own lives. In this way, these journals play a vital role in developing critical-think-
ing skills as well as inviting self-discovery (Everett 2013).

The journal entries are due the night before we meet as a class to ensure stu-
dents are prepared for class and the content is fresh in their minds. (The class
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meets weekly for 2 hours and 45 minutes.) I usually start each class by asking them
to share any reactions to the assigned chapter and then move the discussion to the
question prompts. I encourage them to share their journal entries, and many of
them do. Invariably, the vast majority of the students are engaged in these discus-
sions. After allowing about 15-20 minutes for discussion, I segue to the unit under
discussion, referring back to the chapter where appropriate.

In class each week, I present PowerPoint discussions highlighting the concep-
tual language, theories, and research on each unit. Students then connect these
with the assigned reading. For example, the book’s third chapter, which I assign
during the unit on socialization, chronicles the two main subjects’ experiences
after they are sent to Riker’s Island on drug and weapons convictions. This follows
a unit on culture, norms, and values. Students are able to connect those concepts
to socialization, resocialization, and total institutions and to unpack how norms
and values are often context-specific.

In addition to helping students develop their understanding of course content,
journal entries serve as a scaffolding mechanism toward the final paper, an explo-
ration of the sociological idea that our individual lives are contextual. They must
choose one of the subjects (Gus or Pablo) and write about how the choices they
made were deeply affected by the circumstances in which they found themselves.

At three different points in the semester, I respond to the journal submissions
(usually three entries at a time), pushing their thinking further. I do not expect the
students to respond to my comments, but instead, I encourage students to con-
sider these comments while they write the first drafts of their papers. When I dis-
cuss the paper in class, I draw on their posts and my responses.

On the final day of class, the students read aloud their paper’s conclusion, shar-
ing with each other their experiences reading this book. I jot down the sociological
terms and concepts they invoke, ones they have clearly mastered in their papers
(i.e., marginalization, family socialization, structured inequality, internalized rac-
ism, hypermasculinity, to name but a few). Following their presentations, I read
this list aloud to show them the concepts they have learned over the last 15 weeks.
Consistently, this is a pretty powerful class, and I have received such positive feed-
back from students who relay how proud they are of how much they learned in the
course.

ANALYTIC FRAME: THREE GENERAL STUDENT-
LEARNING GOALS

In a 2008 article in Teaching Sociology, Ursula Castellano and her colleagues discuss
how they used nontraditional texts and the positive impact this had on three gen-
eral learning objectives: promoting student engagement, increasing student under-
standing, and improving student analytic abilities. In the next section, I discuss
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some of the ways leaving the traditional textbook behind helped to foster these
same meaningful learning objectives in my classes, drawing on the data generated
from the student survey I distributed as well as the weekly journal entries that stu-
dents wrote throughout the semester. Due to length limitations, I have cut out some
of the less relevant parts below, but I have not altered their words or grammar (and
will refrain from using [sic]), as I want to honor and highlight the authenticity of
their voices. Because I am particularly interested in how students experience these
learning goals, this article does not focus on conventional student-learning out-
comes as measured by exam scores or final grade in the course.

Student-Learning Objective: Promoting Student Engagement

The students in my class shared many negative characterizations of textbooks that
Martell and Martell (2011) found. In fact, not one student said they would have
preferred a textbook, speaking from experiences of taking many classes that utilize
textbooks. Student responses on the survey described textbooks as boring, offer-
ing broad, generic explanations, difficult to understand, disconnected to their
lives, and expensive. This student captured the sentiment well:

A textbook is so broad and has so many topics. With this book we covered every-
thing that I think a sociology class should cover and it went straight to the point. The
story of someone else’s life taught us so many things that I think a textbook would've
never served the purpose.

While students may find a course interesting, even if they are not completing the
readings, it is likely that their level of understanding and analytical abilities may be
undermined if they are disengaged from the content.

In contrast, the students reported finding the Contreras book much more
engaging and interesting, able to hold their attention, and accessible. Further, stu-
dents remarked that they enjoyed learning the subject material through the real-
life experiences of people in the book. Even this student, who identifies as a “non-
reader,” wrote the following:

This book was perfect for introducing both sociology and a new perspective in life
and how we see others. It was a great insider to the life of a criminal, their lifestyle
and social factors that influenced them to make the choices they made. For anyone
who isn’t into reading, like me, would enjoy reading this book.

When Howard (2004) changed his core text to a reader to respond to his stu-
dents’ rejection of the assigned textbook, he found not only an increase in the
number of students completing the weekly assigned readings, but as he wrote,
“students had a much higher degree of emotional reaction to the reader” (p. 388)
than he ever saw with a textbook. As one of my students writes in support of
this idea:
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Learning should add emotion so we have something to hold on to, textbooks do not
provide that. This book touched all subjects we discussed in class and I would not
have chosen any other method above this book.

This response speaks to the emotional connection students seem to crave to make
the course more interesting to them. In this next example, reading about other
Hispanics deepened the connection to the material for this student:

I did learn more from reading this book because in general, reading from a textbook
is more difficult to understand when it’s not connected to us personally or something
we can relate to individually. When we are able to relate to something we become
more interested. For example, I connected well with Gus and Pablo because we are
Hispanic and their culture is the same as mine.

There were other ways students identified their connection to the book. Students
who live in the Bronx often comment on how this book helped them to under-
stand the history of where they call home. But even among non-Bronx natives,
students indicate new understanding of the historical realities that explain the
burned-out, abandoned residential building and factories they remember from
their childhood. Others have shared they remember seeing groups of boys—like
the stick-up kids—as they walked to school or to the corner bodega in their own
neighborhoods. This book has given them a conceptual language for understand-
ing their daily lives in ways they never had before.

Another important dimension of student engagement that emerged from the
surveys is the number of students who discussed the book outside of class with
people in their lives. Discussing the book or passing it along to others suggests
students are thinking about and appreciating the material they are learning. In
some cases, this could mean using the book to teach others about what they are
learning. This, too, is consistent with conversations I have had over the last several
semesters. Very few of my students sell the book back to the bookstore, and I hear
from a great many students that they intend to keep the book. Clearly, this under-
scores the level of interest and engagement in the material.

Of the 21 students who answered the survey, an overwhelming number of them
(18 or 86 percent) responded that they had discussed the book with family and / or
friends during the semester. Two students mentioned they intended to give the
book to someone after the semester ends. Only one student said they did not share
nor do they intend to, and only one student did not respond to the question.

Two students were taking the class for the second time, having previously failed
it. Both commented that this had been a much better experience, in large part
because the course was not tethered to a traditional textbook. As one of them wrote:

Not sticking to the normal textbook routine helped a lot this semester. I took SOC
100 last semester and my professor was interesting but with the regular sociology
textbook he could only teach but so much outside the book. So most of the time I fell
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asleep . . . I took way more interest than I did before, and I didn’t fall asleep the whole
semester. I had every reason to come to back to class.

There were clear indications of student engagement fostered by using this book
as a centerpiece of the course. The students enjoyed the readings, even when they
do not agree with the main subjects’ choices and decisions. Contreras shows these
young men to be morally complex, whole people—who share a great many values
and aspirations with so many others in our society but choose alternative paths,
which encourages students to think in complicated ways about human behavior.
Their deep emotional engagement with the material makes them want to share
what they are learning with others who are important in their lives.

Student-Learning Objective: Increasing Student
Understanding of the Material

I was particularly interested in asking the students what they thought they had
learned in the course. The question I included to address this did not specifically
ask them to consider whether this learning could have been done with a textbook,
but their words certainly imply that the book offered them a way to understand the
material at a much deeper level. As one student responded on the survey, “I came,
Iread, Ilearned”

Several students responded to this question in a way that made clear they
increased their understanding of the course content. These two examples demon-
strate comprehension of the sociological imagination:

I understood the sociological imagination idea. An example could be that we can’t
understand Pablo’s actions without understanding his society, culture, and govern-
ment that he lived in.

After reading this book, I now understand what it means to view an individual life
contextually. I also understand the importance of C. Wright Mills quote, and how
you cannot understand one aspect without knowing and understanding the other.

In the first instance, the student demonstrates her understanding by way of an
example from one of the booK’s primary subjects. In the second, the student cor-
rectly uses the word “contextually” and defines the term “sociological imagination.”

In another example, the student evokes core course concepts—marginalization
and norms—and refers to the book in helping to develop understanding. The stu-
dent clearly appreciated learning these concepts through learning about the lives
of real people.

Because I'm a visual type of person, such great detail allowed me to grasp the link
between reality and the concept. For example, I was able to really understand what it
means to be marginalized by understanding Gus and Pablo. Also, social norms came
alive as I read of their time at Rikers.
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Last, a few students offered responses suggesting their understanding of ideas or
concepts had deepened and developed over the semester. As one student wrote, “It
has changed my perspective about people and why they do violent things,” and
another wrote, “This semester I got a full understanding that social class we are
already born into sometimes affects how one views self and others.” This student
sums up her own development:

When I entered this class, I didn’t even know what the term sociology meant. Along
the way, I learned to understand that, to think as a sociologist, and even life lessons.
I never expected to learn as much as I did from an introductory class.

Student-Learning Objective: Improving Analytic Abilities

Fourteen students—or two thirds of the students who submitted consent forms—
submitted weekly journal submissions that revealed increased analytic abilities. I
include two strong examples of developed analytic abilities in this section,
excerpted from longer submissions. In this first example, we see a student recog-
nize how her own beliefs and opinions were altered by what she learned, an impor-
tant element of critical thinking:

The chapters more than caught my attention, it touched my feelings . . . But, further
than that is because in one way or another they mentioned how their past or situa-
tions influenced how limited they were ... As is explained by Pablo in a part of
chapter eleven: he did not have someone who leads him, teach him or give him a
good purpose to follow in life, which in addition to his background, cultural posi-
tion, and disadvantages where he and his friends were born were main factors to
their in life and failures . . . I really was impressed to know that out are still people
who have lived or are still living this kind of life and not only by choice but also
because of necessity and lack of opportunities. Thinking about it, something changes
in my mind and it was that I use to think that drugs were easy money and after read
the story of those young men I learn that that is not easy.

This second entry weaves together so many of the concepts discussed over the
course of the semester. This student’s understanding of how people are categorized
by society and how these categories affect the way people are perceived and treated
is well developed. Even more than that, the student’s analysis of the categorization
is sociological in that the behaviors of a few—despite the pervasive stereotypes—
do not mean an entire group conforms to those stereotypes. The student discusses
this concept, beyond the context of the book:

It all depends on how certain groups are characterized or shown into society, it all
depends on how the public itself portrays that particular group. It doesn’t necessarily
mean that just because the majority of people incarcerated are blacks and Puerto
Ricans that all Puerto Ricans and blacks are characterized as criminals, it’s all based
on how others classified a certain group. Certain groups are characterized and looked
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down in a certain way that classifies the entire population of that group. It can based
on race, economic status, or simply they’re place of origin. Many say that Colombia
is a country of drugs and cocaine and because many simplify this statement many
Colombians are looked down upon. Just because a certain minority group is looked
down in a specific that does not mean the entire population are in a drug industry.
Many say that groups that practice the religion of Islam are mostly terrorist which is
not true at all. Its assumptions through, the sharing of ideas and a way to characterize
a certain group. It's the way a group is marginalized.

There was a great deal of evidence of deepening analytic abilities coming
through these journal entries. In some, students quoted from the book (without
my prompting) and began to make connections to material we were learning in
the course and/or their own lives. In other submissions, students addressed the
questions asked of them, but then asked follow-up rhetorical questions. Some-
times they were critically thinking about their own ideas, ideas challenged by what
they learned from the book. This was also evidenced through the maturing of one’s
thinking, and the awareness that this was happening. True too, there were occa-
sions when students demonstrated an ability to see both commonalities and differ-
ences between their experiences and those about which they were reading. Finally,
what emerged from journal entries were expressions of ideas that stretched their
thinking to everyday phenomena and human experiences.

SOME CHALLENGES

While leaving the textbook behind has been a predominantly positive experience,
some challenges have arisen. One lingering concern has been the impact on stu-
dents who are not native English speakers. I worry their reading and comprehen-
sion skills are not at the levels required to understand the book. However, I had the
same concern when I used a textbook, and I think the rich discussions to which
this book lends itself help with this. For the students who shared these struggles
with me, I suggested they reread the material after we discussed it in class. Because
the material was more interesting to them, it seemed many more of these students
were willing to push themselves in this way.

There is a great deal of work in this class and the pace is rather fast, so falling
behind can be quite difficult to overcome given students’ heavy course loads in
addition to work and family obligations. It has been difficult to track students who
withdraw from the class, but I am concerned I do lose students who just cannot
handle the workload given their myriad responsibilities. However, this is another
concern I had prior to using this book. I should note that the class highlighted
in this paper had a very low attrition rate. The semester began with 25 students
enrolled (though one never showed up and subsequently withdrew). By the end of
the semester, 23 students were consistently coming to class—only one student
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stopped attending. This high retention pattern is consistent since I began using the
book.

A final challenge is a structural one. As a community college faculty member,
with a teaching load of nine courses per year and expectations for research and
college service, my ability to maintain a weekly response around the journal entries
throughout the semester is constrained. Such a continuous dialogue would be
ideal, and I suspect if that were possible, students would gain even more from the
experience.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The purpose of this chapter was to chronicle the experience I have had over the last
few semesters replacing the conventional textbook. The fact that I teach in New
York City, where most of my students live, has made The Stickup Kids particularly
salient. However, I do think it could be used just as effectively in another college
setting and / or even in another social science or humanities course. While I appre-
ciate the contributions of textbook authors, the way these texts deliver course con-
tent easily becomes uninspiring and disengaging. Whether there is a way to con-
struct textbooks differently is an interesting question, and I hope these findings
may, in some way, contribute to these discussions.

Reading The Stickup Kids has been a very important experience for many of my
students, as well as for me. I learn so much from their reactions—both verbal and
written—as well as the connections they make to their own lives and the world
around them. More than what a textbook can often offer, my students seem to gain
a deeper understanding of the course concepts, which they take with them when
the semester ends. Increasing one’s understanding is certainly an important learn-
ing goal and engagement with the book and the course material is just as signifi-
cant, for I submit that when engagement is stronger, the other two important
goals—understanding and greater analytic abilities—follow.

For the community college students who enter my class with a vast array of
skills, interests, and lived experiences, I hope to cultivate a thirst and curiosity for
learning and thinking differently. This comes with an attunement to the way they
connect with the course material. Over the last several semesters, I have found a
way to engage them by leaving the textbook behind.
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(Re-)Creating Your Course
Backward Design and Assessment

Melinda Messineo

WHERE TO START? ASSESSING THE CURRICULUM

Because you have this book in your hands, you obviously care about your teaching.
Perhaps you have been teaching for years and want to take a fresh approach to a
familiar course. But before you dive into course (re)design, we want you to con-
sider initiating a series of conversations (or joining them if they already exist in
your department) because your course should not exist in an institutional vac-
uum. Depending on the climate of your department, your colleagues may wel-
come your questions or you may find yourself in the role of a pioneer. Even if there
is resistance from colleagues, know that your efforts will not only benefit your
students, but others knowledgeable about curriculum design will appreciate and
take notice of your work.

STEP ONE: PLACE YOUR COURSE

Departments exist to deliver the best curriculum possible. Each course is a part of
that curriculum, and programs that are intentional about their course offerings are
more likely to be successful than those whose curriculum is a loosely connected
series of courses.

Departments should start by crafting a mission statement (McKinney 2004).
Departments that have a mission statement articulate their curricular goal(s) and
often make it public. In the “best-case-scenario,” the department’s mission is
aligned with the institution’s overall mission, and the strategic plan reflects these
values.

275
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Question #1: Does Your Department Have a Mission Statement?

If your department does not have a mission statement, that is a task that needs to
be addressed but not solely by you. The department mission statement must be
crafted through community discussion. In the meantime, you can begin with the
student-learning objectives for the curriculum.

Question #2: Does Your Department Have Student-Learning
Objectives for the Curriculum?

Because assessment has become a prominent part of the academic landscape, most
departments now have student-learning objectives at the program level. If so,
examine the document that articulates these objectives. If your department does
not, that is another task that your entire department must address. Until that time,
you can proceed to the next step of course learning objectives.

Question #3: Does Your Department Scaffold or Map Courses
in the Curriculum?

Departments that have been thoughtful and thorough about their curriculum may
have created a curriculum map. A curriculum map is a matrix that contains all the
courses in the curriculum along one axis and the curriculum’ student-learning
objectives along the other axis. Each cell will contain a mark that indicates whether
or not that course exposes students to that particular skill. Scaffolding refers to the
degree to which supports present early in a curriculum are removed as students
develop mastery in those areas and skills as they progress through the program.

That said, it is a rare department that regularly follows a process when it comes
to developing new or revising existing courses. In order for that to happen, depart-
ments need to meet regularly to discuss the curriculum. Without that, it is difficult
to have a coordinated and intentional curriculum. Many campuses also have con-
nections, and even obligations, to other programs. This is especially true in joint
programs, so it is important to establish early on where your course fits into these
interdisciplinary cross-departmental offerings. Numerous opportunities exist for
programs that venture into partnerships. However, it is also important to keep
your department’s central values and objectives at the forefront so your unit does
not become subsumed within a partnering area.

Question #4: Does Your Department Have Learning
Objectives for Your Course?

Ideally your course is placed in an intentional curriculum that is informed by
broader learning goals, which ultimately support a department’s mission. Short of
that, instructors may find themselves entering the course design process at the
course level, therefore, we offer step two.
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STEP TWO: ARTICULATE THE OBJECTIVES—
A SOCIAL PROBLEMS EXAMPLE

My early career experiences may sound familiar. As a graduate student, I was
invited to teach a Social Problems course. Having no idea how to begin, I turned
to the persons most eager to help—the local publishing representatives. They gave
me a dozen texts to review that were all surprisingly different while at the same
time strikingly similar. I was relieved to see that the books had 16 chapters that
perfectly coincided with the number of weeks in the term. I thought to myself, “A
chapter a week, how convenient! Course design task complete!” After creating my
PowerPoint presentations and tests, my chairperson asked me to provide my
learning objectives. I had not given this any thought. When designing my course,
I had been most worried about coverage. I assumed that the more material I pre-
sented, the better my course would be and that learning was an inevitable conse-
quence of the exposure. I had not thought of starting at the end, partly because I
did not know where I was going. As you can imagine, writing learning objectives
after designing the course was a haphazard task of fitting a framework around
something that had already been built.

Learning Objectives: What Does Success Look Like?

I sought support on how to write objectives and learned that faculty are often
encouraged to word their learning objectives in the form of a sentence that is
phrased: “At the end of this course students will .. Faculty then complete the
sentence with words taken from Bloom’s taxonomy or a similar active-learning
frame (Anderson et al. 2001; Bloom 1956; Bloom, Hastings, and Madaus 1971; Mar-
zano 2001). The objectives typically have the conditions of the performance as well
as the degree of mastery (Nilson 2010). As a result of this approach, learning objec-
tives can, at times, feel forced and awkward to write (Harden 2002). The exercise
produced grammatically accurate statements that were not authentic to the learn-
ing I was hoping to facilitate. I felt that there had to be a better approach to objec-
tives, and I learned from peers that I should begin at the end. This is referred to as
“backward design” (Wiggins and McTighe 1998).

To help make the task of writing objectives more authentic, I encourage col-
leagues to begin with their vision of how students change as a result of engaging
with the learning. To do this, I have faculty draw a picture of what a successful
student looks like at the end of the term. Some faculty members are tempted to
simply write descriptive words, but it is helpful to take the time to actually draw an
image. What do the successful students know? What are they able to do? What are
their attitudes and dispositions at the end of the term? When we think about the
impact of a course, we often imagine how students will be changed as a result of
their experience in the course. If they are not changed, perhaps they experience
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clarification of their beliefs or knowledge in some way. This change we seek repre-
sents the learning objectives we envision for the course. The change typically falls
into three domains: content mastery, skills development, and affective / dispositional
change. This image of the successful student at the end is the embodiment of your
learning objectives for the course. Once you have this image, tease out the learning
objectives that you hope to help your students achieve.

Thinking back to that early course, when asked what I wanted my students to
be like at the end of the semester, I would have stated that I wanted them to under-
stand the range of problems in the United States (content mastery). I wanted my
students to know how to read newspaper accounts to determine how power was
involved in defining and responding to social problems (skill development). Last,
I wanted students to be passionate about creating social change related to prob-
lems they cared about in the world (affective / dispositional change). In fact, it was
toward this attitudinal change that I felt most passionate. However, if you were to
look at my actual course, you would be hard-pressed to see anything other than
multiple-choice vocabulary tests along with essays that asked students to match
social problems to examples they generated, rounded out with some uninformed
opinions masquerading as discussion posts. A gap existed between what I wanted
my students to achieve and what they were actually doing. Hoping that students
would change through the learning experience is not the same thing as designing
learning experiences that facilitate that change (Kegan 2000). It requires inten-
tional design (Mezirow et al. 2009).

STEP THREE: IDENTIFY THE BEST MEANS—GETTING
STUDENTS TO SUCCESS

To succeed, we must identify what needs to happen in order to get students to move
from where they are to where we want them to end up. We often think about what
we are doing in the classroom, but it is more impactful to think of the course as a
whole, inclusive of all participants’ roles. Fink (2013) uses the “Castle Top” approach
to help contextualize the path to this final outcome. To design a course in this man-
ner requires a faculty member to diagram the in-class and out-of-class activities
sequentially over the term. The “castle” part refers to the resulting blocks that
resemble the crenellations of a castle that archers would shoot arrows through dur-
ing battle. As you design a course, ask yourself, what am I, as the instructor, doing
in class, out of class, and in the virtual spaces to advance students to this end point?
Similarly, what are students doing in class, out of class, and in the virtual spaces to
reach those goals? What do students need to do, read, and experience? Instead of
calculating how many pages students need to read in a week, ask yourself, “What
foundational material does a student need to know about this topic in order to be
able to move to the next step?” Instead of thinking that this class needs 10 quizzes
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at 10 points each so that the math works out evenly, think, “Where do I need to test
for understanding so I know we can move forward in the course?” The U.S. Depart-
ment of Education (n.d.) has determined that most course time exists outside of the
physical classroom space. For example, my home institution tells students to expect
to put in two to three hours of work per week for every credit hour. While it is not
clear that all instructors follow this guideline, the message is clear: most of students’
courses involve activity outside of the classroom (Light 2001).

Deciding on Learning Activities

How do we, as instructors, structure and guide student activity outside of the class-
room walls? To succeed, instructors need to remember what it is like to be a stu-
dent, experiencing the material for the first time. Of course, over time with greater
experience, faculty can lose track of the steps it takes a learner to get from point A
to point B. Perhaps you have experienced this yourself. The first literature reviews I
received from my students were lists of book report-like summaries of what this
author said followed by what this other author said, etc. My initial reaction was that
my students did not try very hard, so I asked them to revise the literature reviews
by stressing how they needed to connect the readings to one another. The next
drafts were the same book reports with varied transition sentences spliced in
between. I asked my students why their reviews looked like this, and they reported
back that they did not know what literature reviews were supposed to look like. I
was shocked. In the preparation for the assignment, the students had presumably
read at least 20 literature reviews in the peer-reviewed pieces they had identified as
relevant to their topics. However, the students did not realize that they had read
reviews of the literature. In fact, many students incorrectly cited results from the
literature review section as the findings of the articles themselves.

Discouraged, I lamented how unprepared the students were; however, what I
should have noticed was that it was actually the difference between novice and
expert learners being revealed. As an expert learner, I was demonstrating a wide
range of skills as I prepared to write a literature review. I had lost track of all of the
skills I was using and, as a result, I had glossed over the steps critical for novice
learners to learn (Ross et al. 2005). I needed to be explicit and transparent about
the various steps of an assignment and to provide scaffolding support as students
developed these skills (Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976). Over the course of a depart-
ment’s curriculum, instructors could eventually remove those scaffolds or sup-
ports. The result: the literature review assignment in an introductory sociology
course would look quite different than the one required in capstone. Knowing the
steps in between and being cognizant of the assumptions we have as instructors
make for critical elements to course design.

As the above example illustrates, understanding where your course fits into a
curriculum helps you better understand what scaffolding you need to provide
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students. Knowing the steps of various projects and tasks helps teachers better
understand where the gaps exist when students are only partially prepared for the
tasks at hand. Often the gaps are only revealed when students submit their work,
so getting students active early in the semester is critical to effective course design.

As discussed, most faculty inherit a course and a location in the curriculum,
but if you have the opportunity to (re)design, you will want to ask some additional
questions.

Questions to ask as you design your course:

Is my course required or an elective?

What level is this course?

Is the course sequenced?

Who is most likely to enroll?

Will other departments use this course?

What resources are needed to meet the objectives of this course?

What campus units can help support this course?

What taken-for-granted assumptions am I making about this course and
my students?

N R A

So again . .. What are you doing? What are your students doing? Early in my career
I was told that the most active person in the classroom is the one who is learning the
most. At the time, I was clearly working the hardest of anyone present, and I realized
that my investment was not translating into student success. I was lecturing, describ-
ing, asking, connecting, and critiquing while my students were listening, watching,
answering, sleeping, and daydreaming. Effective course design intentionally struc-
tures the “in-class” and “out-of-class” activity as supports for the ultimate learning
objectives. If we think of the course as primarily what we are doing during the sched-
uled class time, we miss out on where the exploration and learning for students
occurs. Much has been written about the power of active learning, deep learning,
and the need to create authentic learning tasks (AAHE 1993). Intuitively we know
that active learning works and that practice is a powerful part of the learning proc-
ess. It is more effective to learn piano by actually sitting at the piano as opposed to
reading about how to play a piano. Similarly, trying your hand at creating a survey
and administering a survey is more effective than only reading about successful sur-
veys (Committee on Developments in the Science of Learning 2000). Sometimes we
cannot create active authentic experiences, so faculty find other ways to design
learning experiences that bring students to successful learning outcomes.

Consider Virtual Spaces in Your Course

Just as much of the class experience happens outside of classroom walls, much of
it can also occur outside of the physical space as we know it. Virtual spaces such as
those provided by course management systems and social media should be inte-
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grated into course designs from the beginning. Developing proficiency in these
spaces is relevant not only to online and hybrid courses but to face-to-face classes
as well. These virtual spaces create opportunities to connect with students in a
place where students “reside.” Consider how attendance at office hours has changed
over the past 20 years. When I started teaching, I would have students lined down
the hallway seeking assistance. Today I probably spend equal, if not more time,
engaging with students in digital spaces. Once class and office hours were over,
engagement with students was closed. Now engagement and learning opportuni-
ties are unencumbered by space and time. Similarly, students are connecting more
with each other in these virtual spaces, and research suggests that increased stu-
dent-to-student engagement increases learning (Swann 2002). How can these
interactions be structured to maximize learning and protect faculty time? A
change in orientation is useful. Instead of thinking of these as either/or (face-to-
face or virtual space), we should think of digital platforms as teaching modalities
and tools along a continuum that extend the learning experience. Faculty cannot
ignore this space as it is the critical space of engagement for students and is an
increasingly important contact point for faculty and students. Needless to say,
these virtual spaces represent that most likely point of enrollment growth in higher
education, so faculty must master the pedagogy of virtual space. Also, faculty must
understand the strengths and limitations of these spaces in order for departments
to justify the value-added benefits of the brick-and-mortar experience.

Connecting to Course (Re)Design

As you consider your learning objectives, to what degree can digital spaces facilitate
student engagement? Can virtual spaces give students access to content, people,
data, and experiences that would not be available in a more traditional classroom
design? Have you considered the degree to which the “backchannels” of your course
are impacting learning? By backchannel I am referring to the student-to-student
engagement that occurs around a course that is not typically tied to formal course
activities. In the past, this communication took the form of whispered comments,
passed notes, knowing looks, and after-class commentary. This communication
now occurs in texts, posts, and social media. While often experienced as disruptive,
these tools can enhance and extend the learning space. Ignoring the backchannel
environment does not make it go away, so leveraging these spaces in course design
can be beneficial (Yardi 2006).

Role of Technology

While technology can be a powerful tool to assist in learning, it can also be a dis-
traction (Bowen 2012). When approaching the adoption of technology in a course,
keep in mind the question, “What is the pedagogical challenge that this technol-
ogy solves?” When discussion boards first emerged, faculty eagerly added them to

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

282 ASSESSMENT

their courses only to quickly learn that they take a great deal of work to monitor
and assess. Before adopting something like a discussion board, instructors want to
ask, “What are the learning objectives that discussion boards most effectively
address?” “What do discussion boards do well?” For example, discussion boards
can create engagement between students. They give quieter students a chance to
engage in discussion over the course material and seek support and clarification. It
extends the course discussion beyond classroom meeting times. It gives students a
chance to formulate their thoughts and consider other people’s positions before
responding. It gives practice with evidence-based discourse and can be a safe space
to try out ideas and explore perspectives. If these benefits advance learning objec-
tive in your course, the adoption of discussion board technology may be the
answer. This applies to other technological add-ons as well. What does Twitter do
well? Snapchat? Slack? Pinterest? Technology can help facilitate learning and
maintain continuity between the face-to-face portions of the class experience. Fac-
ulty often state that they require less and less work from students during the in-
between times because students will not do the work. This is a fair critique that
deserves further exploration.

Being “The Fire”

One of the reasons that students do not utilize the out-of-class course time is that
faculty often compensate when students are not prepared. If the discussion is slow
and the instructor infers that students have not done the reading, the instructor
will fill in and start offering more information from the text. Students quickly
learn that faculty will review the reading during class time, which influences the
way they approach the text in the future. It is not a lazy approach as much as it is
an efficient approach. Students quickly determine which classes require what
degree of preparation and invest accordingly. They, like faculty, spend their days
putting out the “fires” in their schedule. What is most pressing right now? What
must I do immediately? For this reason, faculty need to design their courses to
hold students accountable in a supported way. Similarly, faculty need to be respon-
sive and engage in best practices that make the most of the faculty-student part-
nership (Chickering and Gamson 1991). Be “the fire” in your students’ schedules.
Online quizzes about the main points of the reading that occur before class are a
good way to encourage students structurally to prepare before class. Breaking
up assignments into chunks with numerous deadlines as opposed to one end-of-
term due date keeps projects moving along and students cognitively engaged.
Activities in class that require out-of-class preparation also create momentum and
immediacy in a course. Project management strategies and programs such as
Scrum, Agile, and Gantt charts not only help make your class a “fire” in a student’s
schedule, but also help develop transferable skills that can extend beyond the
classroom.
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Co-Curricular Activities

When you expand your understanding of the course, you realize that the respon-
sibility of reaching the objectives is shared more broadly than by just you. Stu-
dents, their peers, university support resources, campus and community program-
ming, etc., all can be tapped to help move students toward the learning objectives.
Again, think of what resources, contacts, experiences, or activities students need
in order to meet learning objectives successfully? I have worked with colleagues to
bring more co-curricular activities into our curriculum, and a common barrier we
face is that we do not know early enough which events will be happening the next
semester in order to plan. To address this challenge, we have developed flexible
assignments that are general enough to use a wide variety of experiences but spe-
cific enough to advance student learning. For example, in my Introduction to
Sociology course, I utilize a “Fine Arts / Speaker Essay” assignment. Students
attend an arts or speaker event and complete a write-up that requires them to ana-
lyze the experience from a disciplinary perspective and use relevant concepts cor-
rectly. Another assignment asks students to attend a student government or city
council public meeting and analyze the issues discussed from a variety of theo-
retical perspectives. I encourage students to share their experiences with their
peers in class and provide feedback to each other online about upcoming events
and ridesharing opportunities.

At the end of the semester I ask students what they think they will remember
about the class in five years. The mostly frequently cited element is experiencing
the new outside event. I generally think this is a positive response, although I sup-
pose I would like them to say more about how deftly the learning objectives were
reached. But why would they mention learning objectives at all unless they knew
those were the goal?

Communicating Objectives to Students and Other
Audiences—The Syllabus

Students may not mention the learning objectives because they do not perceive
them as elements worth noting. I see this absence of comment more as a weakness
of the course design than the students’ learning experience. Students do note how
the course changed them, and by helping them connect this change to the learning
objectives, we can easily communicate the utility of the experience. Take a look at
your syllabus, and ask yourself what it communicates to students and other audi-
ences about what happens in the course. In many contexts the syllabus is described
as a contract, a roadmap, and more (Parkes and Harris 2002). Faculty present the
learning objectives of the course in the syllabus, along with the transferable skills
students will gain from the course. It is clear, explicit, and extremely useful, if any-
one were to look at it after the first day. Of course, the fact that students do not look
at the syllabus after the first day is a course design issue. Faculty can create course
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elements that bring students back to the syllabus and the objectives regularly. A
transparent approach is to tell students regularly which objectives are connecting
to what they are doing that day or what an assignment is designed to accomplish.
We assume students can tell why we are doing what we are doing, but this is an
expert’s perspective, not a novice’s experience.

The syllabus communicates a great deal to students and other audiences beyond
the assignments, readings, resources, and policies. The syllabus also communi-
cates the teaching and grading philosophies of the instructor, even if not explicitly
stated. The tone of the syllabus communicates whether or not the instructor con-
siders the faculty-student relationship to be hierarchical, collegial, adversarial, or
any number of possible frames. It also communicates the temperature of the antic-
ipated engagement. I was asked recently how “warm” (Slattery and Carlson 2005)
my syllabus was this semester? I found lots of warmth in terms of offers of support,
a willingness to make appointments outside of office hours, and a desire to help the
students reach their goals. But it lacked the campus’s diversity statement, and the
accommodations statement was so mundane that I cannot imagine a student find-
ing it supportive. Campus cultures vary in terms of what is required to be on a
syllabus, so the degree to which an instructor can shape a syllabus to be an effec-
tive communication tool may vary. However, thinking critically about the message
you want to communicate is an important part of course designs because it helps
define and shape expectations of effectiveness.

STEP FOUR: ASSESS IF IT WORKS

I recall, as an undergraduate, that my classes consisted of attending lectures,
completing a paper, a midterm, and a final. This can be an effective strategy if
students are prepared and motivated, but many of us were not in that position.
The risk of these assessments was that they were extremely high stakes. They
provided no way for faculty to assess how the students were doing and if the
instruction needed to be modified. This lack of feedback (known as formative
assessment) prevented students and faculty from making necessary adjustments.
Effective course design includes both formative and summative assessment
in order to provide feedback for faculty and student improvement (Angelo and
Cross 1993; Walvoord 2010).! These high-stakes assessment approaches can have
the deleterious effect of encouraging students to compromise their academic
integrity.

The assessment movement met with significant resistance and understandably
s0. Much of the early emphasis was on meeting external guidelines and expecta-
tions. The fear was that lots of data would be gathered and reports would be writ-
ten and either nothing would be done or, in a worst-case scenario, resources redi-
rected based on the results. In this initial panic, we lost the idea that assessments
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can be a helpful tool to facilitate more effective instruction. If someone were to ask
you to summarize what your students learned in your classes this week, what
would you say? How would you respond if they asked, “How do you know?” At the
end of the semester, programs do overall assessment and ask the same questions,
“What have our students learned this semester and how do we know?” These big
assessment questions are fed by the smaller formative and summative assessment
opportunities we construct through the semester. There are benefits of knowing in
real time how things are going so adjustments can be made instead of waiting until
accreditations to learn that things are not going well. In many ways, our teaching
efforts are like our discovery scholarship efforts. We ask questions and use data to
come to conclusions. Once you know your course or your program has weak-
nesses, you cannot un-know it, so assessment encourages action that can benefit
learning. The challenge is that thorough assessment can be a great deal of work,
and the resources needed to make appropriate adjustments may not exist. In this
case, efficiency is needed.

Embedded Assessment

Some resistance to assessment stems from the perception that it is an additional
service task on top of already heavy workloads. However, effective course design
and assessment design bring the two together so that the assignments of the course
are used for the program assessment. You do not add assessments for the purpose
of curriculum review. Instead, you use existing assignments as evidence of the
course and program learning objectives being met. This is easier to do when you
know the objectives in advance and design the course accordingly. It is more dif-
ficult to find evidence of learning objectives when you are working with preexist-
ing assignments. For program assessment, it is important to note that a weak out-
come does not mean the faculty member was a terrible teacher and unsuccessful
in teaching the material. It does mean that students did or did not master the
material. Careful programs de-identify student papers and pick from multiple sec-
tions so that no one faculty member is the sole representative.

Alignment

Thinking back to the Social Problems example, if I had been asked the question
about what my students had learned, I would have been hard-pressed to show that
my course objectives had been met. In fact, when I went to do that very task I ran
into this problem: I identified learning objectives that were not connected to any
means of assessment, and I had assessments that were not connected to any learn-
ing objectives. And sadly, the objective I cared most about—that students would
experience agency and motivation to create positive social change—was never
revisited at all. I discovered that my class was not aligned. To not have an aligned
course means that the learning objectives and assessments of learning are not
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connected. This is a common error in early course design efforts. Similarly, I had
no embedded assessments that would contribute to the program objectives. To put
it bluntly, the course was a mess and what complicated my repair efforts was that
my assessment was ineffective because I did not know why I was assessing, or
more specifically, grading, in the first place.

Grading Philosophies and Why We Grade
One consistent theme I hear from faculty is that they find grading to be the least

enjoyable part of the job. Many have uttered words like “chore,” “hate;” and “abhor;,”
and the task is frequently described as tedious and nonproductive. This intense
investment does not seem to benefit student learning. I confess that I have spent
much emotional energy frustrated with grading, but a transition in my grading
philosophy has helped me view the task in a different light.

First, take a moment to contemplate your own grading philosophy or philoso-
phy of grading. Ask yourself, “Why do I grade?” Perhaps you might say it is a way
to measure learning or a way to motivate students. The “carrot” or “stick” nature of
grading is an integral part of the U.S. educational system (Kohn 1999). Some
describe the norming, ranking, comparative utility of grades, which is also an
important part of the way we do business in higher education. But why else do we
grade? Stated another way, what are grades, and what do grades do?

Grades are one of the ways that we communicate and hopefully dialogue with
students about their learning. This conversation is where we clarify, challenge,
support, and direct our students to success. Think of graded assignments not as
student workload that results in faculty workload, but instead consider them as
evidence of progress toward learning objectives. As mentioned earlier, as a novice
instructor, I would select reading based on what I thought seemed like the right
number of pages in a week, not based on what the students needed to be success-
ful. Similarly, I would space the quizzes based on what seemed like an appropriate
workload in that particular level of course. But if “proper” spacing of quizzes and
making the points work in the grading computation are not your primary deciding
factors, then how do you know when to give quizzes or how many points to give
an assignment?

For a potential remedy let me start with a proclamation that I am a fan of the
idea of mastery-based learning. I remember experiencing this type of learning as a
student in elementary school where students completed self-paced units. Embod-
ied in workbooks, if you finished the lesson at a mastery level, you were able to go
forward. If you did not meet the threshold, you would study more, and then try
again. Students only moved forward when they mastered the unit. I use this
approach in many classes, which results in some students doing numerous drafts of
an assignment while other students do just one. Peer and self-grading can help with
the grading load. Careful consideration needs to be given to how each assignment
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is scored. Since these skills and competencies are necessary later in the course, it is
critical that all students reach the objective. This orientation to learning greatly
impacts how we think about things like the “normal curve” Developing units with
mastery-based opportunities demonstrates a learning-centered approach to course
design. Seeing where students thrive and struggle helps you adjust future iterations
of your assignments.

STEP FIVE: REFLECT AND ADJUST

Adjusting course design is inevitable. As a general rule, I think that faculty are
tinkerers. We tweak and adjust our courses regularly, perhaps nonproductively,
with the intent of improving the course. We may feel external pressure to adjust
courses as well. Many states have supported legislation that rewards schools and
universities based on student performance. The stakes are high, and teachers at all
levels are keenly aware of how their student performance reflects on them as
instructors. This fear can temper the course (re)design efforts toward defensive or
protective responses that discourages risk-taking and potentially even rigor.

As mentioned earlier, there are benefits of knowing in real time how things are
going, so adjustments can be made instead of waiting until accreditations to learn
that things are not going well. The challenge is to reflect as close to the class session
as possible. If we wait too long to reflect and make changes, the issues become dis-
torted. I have found that breaks have magical restorative powers, making once
clunky or ineffective course elements appear flawless again. Effective course design
incorporates habits of reflection. Even well-designed courses can benefit from reflec-
tion, so they stay fresh and relevant. I have learned to write notes after each class,
each assignment, and each assessment about what went well and what needs to
change. I also have a note on my calendar to remind me to actually look at the notes
before I change the dates on the syllabus the following semester. These notes prompt
me to find solutions from the literature and peers so that I do not keep replicating
poor course design.

STEP SIX: SHARE WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED

If you have made it this far in the chapter, you are deserving of congratulations and
appreciation for your commitment to course (re)design. If you implement insights
from these chapters, you can indeed be considered a scholarly teacher. A scholarly
teacher is one who uses evidence from student performance and best practices and
scholarship findings to advance their teaching. It is a critical and noble pursuit. I
have never taught a perfect course, and I learn constantly from my students and
colleagues. If you have found valuable insights in this piece, thank those amazing
teachers who have come before us and “pay it forward” by sharing your experiences
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and insights through the scholarship of teaching and learning. Share with your
campus, present at conferences, participate in research, design your own SoTL
studies, and engage in the inquiry.

CONCLUSIONS

This goal of this chapter has been to discuss course design at all levels. Beginning
with a step-by-step, to-do list, instructors can (re)design their courses for increased
learning and integration into the department curriculum. As faculty we need to
articulate where we want our students to go in order to design learning elements that
help students reach those goals. Our assessments are not simply progress checks
through a course, but they are integrated in the course design itself. Our philoso-
phies of grading inform the choices we make and help us navigate the reflection and
revisions process. It is my hope that you have gained practical tips for implementa-
tion as well as macro-level principles that can guide future development efforts.

NOTE

1. “Formative assessments” refer to the feedback that faculty receive from student work that helps
shape instruction and student behavior. These typical low-stakes assessment experiences give students
and faculty an idea of how the learning is coming along. Examples are: quizzes, minute papers, journal
entries, discussion board posts, etc. “Summative assessments” are the high-stakes assessments that give
faculty and students a final evaluation of whether or not the learning objective has been met. Examples
are: final exams, final projects, end-of-term presentations, etc.
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“Am I Grading Consistently
and Effectively?”

Developing and Using Rubrics

Shirley A. Jackson

About 15 years ago, I decided to expand my course repertoire by changing my
undergraduate courses to writing-intensive courses. At that time, I had a great deal
of experience grading essay exams and both short and long (research paper length)
writing assignments. These were the types of assignments I had learned to write
while a graduate student. I have always been a fast grader, so grading quickly was
not a real concern for me. Nonetheless, I was not always sure if I was being too
harsh when grading my students’ papers, but I did want to be fair. Thus, when the
opportunity came to take a workshop on grading assignments for writing-intensive
courses, I was a ready and willing participant.

The workshop for writing-intensive courses offered by my university introduced
me to the grade rubric. This went beyond the tools I had grown so comfortable
using since my days in graduate school. These had included placing checks on key
words or sentences and using symbols in the margins and body of papers to denote
where a new paragraph should be or if something should be omitted. The rubric
meant reconsidering my use of extensive edits, including comments that I had
relied so heavily upon because I saw them as “quick” ways to impart to students
what needed to be revised in their work. Little did I know that other more useful
and time-saving techniques existed. More specifically, there was the grade rubric.

To be honest, I cringed at the mere thought of using a tool that I perceived as
taking away my freedom when grading. Any skilled professor or graduate student
can clearly distinguish between a B and a B+, right? Not so. I was soon transported
to the world of rubrics.

Many of us who lacked knowledge of and/ or experience in using rubrics had to
first learn what they were and why we should use them. I had the nagging feeling
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that I would be losing, not gaining, something in the process. In the end, I did lose
something—wasted time. Consequently, I gained the opportunity to decrease grad-
ing time while focusing on the core of what I expected students to know based on
the assignment. In this way, I was able to show my students why they earned the
grades they did, and in those rare instances where students challenged their grades,
I did not have to re-grade the assignment. Rather, I was able to see the amount of
weight I had placed on specific elements of the assignment and my summary com-
ments. It became a win-win situation.

WHAT IS A RUBRIC?

Rubrics are an assessment tool that tells the professor how well a student has
accomplished a particular skill (Rom 2011). Yet, research findings have varied with
regard to how well rubrics can accurately and consistently assess student perform-
ance when used for large classes (Davis 2011; Jonsson and Svingby 2007). Goodrich
(1966/1997) defines the rubric as “a scoring tool that lists the criteria for a piece of
work, or ‘what counts’ (for example, purpose, organization, details, voice, and
mechanics are often what count in a piece of writing); it also articulates gradations
of quality for each criterion, from excellent to poor” (p. 14). In a nutshell, a rubric
should tell the professor and student what they did and how well they did it.

Rubrics have been used to assess K-12 student performance for many years, but
only in the last two decades have found an audience outside of teacher education
programs at colleges and universities (Hack 2015). Rost Rublee (2014) states that
“rubrics are now used to score not only writing products, but also oral presenta-
tions, video production, graphic design, debates, wiki contributions, and more”
(p. 199). They have frequently been employed in higher education to assess student
performance in English courses (Parr and Timperley 2011) or in writing-intensive
courses in a variety of disciplines (Almagno 2016). Rubrics are useful across disci-
plines, pedagogical styles, and assignment types from grading students in music
on their class participation (Matthews 2012), dance (Mcgreevy-Nichols 2001), and
writing (Anderson and Speck 1997), to teaching students sociological concepts
through fiction writing (Lackey 1994). Kain (1999) shows the usefulness of grade
rubrics when grading student presentations.

Nonetheless, Reddy and Andrade (2010) find that much resistance to the use of
rubrics in higher education still exists. Additionally, Brookhart (1993, 1994) and
Rom (2011) explore how grading is sometimes more about the professor and the
professor’s perceptions than the student. This can have unfair consequences for
some students while muddying the waters when it comes to professors’ measure-
ments of student learning.

Although rubrics are used most often in English and education departments at
the college level, professors in other disciplines also use them (Anderson and
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Speck 1997; Lackey 1994; Matthews 2012; Mcgreevy-Nichols 2001; Trepagnier
2004). However, evidence exists that some perceive rubrics as being too “touchy
feely” and, thus, are hesitant to use them. This may be as a result of having little
knowledge of or experience with rubrics. Reddy and Andrade (2010) report in
their study of the literature on rubric use:

Professors’ limited conception of the purpose of a rubric might contribute to their
unwillingness to use them. College and university teachers might be more receptive
if they understand that a rubric can be used to enhance teaching and learning as well
as to evaluate. (P. 439)

For students, the rubric is a helpful tool in knowing where one’s strengths and
weaknesses lay (Hendry and Anderson 2013; Reddy and Andrade 2010). Students
may find the rubric helps provide them not only with guidance in determining
how they will be graded but offers feedback on those areas in which the student
has shown strengths and/or weaknesses (Brookhart 1994). Furthermore, rubrics
can guide both students in their own performance and peers during peer reviews.

For the professor, a rubric is a good way to discern whether students have not
only done well, but whether they have accomplished the objectives of the assign-
ment. Thus, the rubric can be a useful guide in shedding light on assignment
structure for both professor and student. The rubric is based on the skill sets the
professor hopes to accomplish. However, if either the assignment or the rubric is
poorly written, the rubric may not be as useful as it could be (Goodrich 1996 /1997;
Jonsson and Svingby 2007).

As an assessment tool, a rubric can help us to focus on the concepts we really
expect our students to learn and evaluate them accordingly.

WHY USE A RUBRIC?

Research shows that teachers have higher expectations for students whom they
expect to do well in their class (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968). There is persistent
evidence that implicit bias (Holroyd 2015; Skiba, Kavitha, and Rausch 2016; Waller,
Lampman, and Lupfer-Johnson 2012) may result in expectations that students will
exhibit higher or poorer skills based on their race/ ethnicity, gender, or class, as well
as other attributes. Ramos and colleagues (2012) found that stereotype trait infer-
ences can impact perceptions of an individual’s abilities. It is important to be aware
of the potential for biases when it comes to grading since the goal is to be fair and
consistent. Rom (2011), Matthews (2012), and Hodges (2014) show the usefulness of
grade rubrics to ease problems associated with grading by increasing accuracy and
decreasing grade inflation respectively. The rubric does not mean that the professor
gives up making remarks outside of “scoring” with numbers or letters the skills
exhibited. These can be included in a summary on the rubric sheet.

printed on 2/14/2023 3:54 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

294 ASSESSMENT

Rubrics can be beneficial when grading writing assignments (Parr 2010; Parr and
Timperley 2011), in-class presentations (Kain 1999), and classroom performance—
anywhere the professor provides feedback to students. Ramos et al. (2012) state,
“Stereotypes allow perceivers to draw inferences about others based on their group
membership” (p. 1248). Because students can vary greatly in their ability to give
effective presentations or write persuasively and clearly due to cultural or language
competency, even when addressing the elements asked for in the assignment, using
a rubric can stave off tendencies to reward or punish students as a result of their
group membership.

Rubrics can also decrease the amount of time required for grading without
decreasing the quality of feedback (Stevens and Levi 2005). One of my biggest fears
in using rubrics was the belief that I would give up my ability to give the kind of
feedback I had been giving for so many years. It was a surprise to find that once I
used rubrics, I decreased the amount of time spent giving feedback. My feedback
was more concise, but the combination of the grades and comments on the rubric I
developed resulted in students having clearer notions of both my expectations and
their errors. This was particularly helpful when it came to revision assignments.

While rubrics can be of great value to the professor, particularly due to their
time-saving capability, they can be intimidating or unclear to use (Turley and Gal-
lagher 2008) or judged as incapable of fulfilling our pedagogical needs (Wilson
2007). This is due, in large part, to the fact that a well-developed rubric can assess
whether or not professors have accomplished the goals they have set for them-
selves. Particularly those who believe they are good teachers do not want to find
out that what they thought they were teaching was not what the students were
learning. The rubric, therefore, is apt to shed light on the professors’ abilities, just
as much as it does on their students.

It is crucial that we consider the myriad ways in which we can look at rubrics
and use them in all-encompassing ways. This applies to program reviews and indi-
vidual courses. The more comfortable faculty are with the purpose and benefits of
rubrics, the more accepting they are likely to be. Additional research on language
and clarity of rubrics is needed to make this happen (Reddy and Andrade 2010;
Turley and Gallagher 2008). Just as important, the clearer professors articulate
their expectations, the smoother the grading process. Rubrics can help us to
rethink how we write our assignments in the first place. The clearer we are in our
written expectations for an assignment, the easier it is for us to use the rubrics we
develop to grade our students.

In her work on grading, Susan Brookhart (1993, 1994) addresses the role of value
judgments used by teachers in grading and the degree to which this can result in
stress about impartiality. Rubrics may address cultural, class, or gender biases in
grading where students may be treated differently because they do not conform to
a stereotype of how students should behave and what they should know. Group
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membership is not the only source of bias in grading. I noticed that my own grad-
ing tendencies, prior to using rubrics, included focusing on poor sentence structure
and spelling errors in students’ writing assignments. I was not aware of the grade
penalty I gave to students because I was focusing on areas students were not asked
to address in the assignment. As a result, I gave these elements a degree of primacy
in my grading whereby students who otherwise were answering questions correctly
received lower grades. If I wanted students to write papers that were organized,
without typos, and addressed the goals of the assignment thoroughly, I should tell
them of my expectations and grade them accordingly.

According to Popham (1996), although many educators embrace rubrics, when
rubrics are poorly developed and used, they have little impact on teacher or stu-
dent. Over the years, professors have designed a number of tools that have both
pitfalls and benefits. Some of these are packaged with course management plat-
forms. It can be difficult to use rubric templates unless the user knows how to use
the rubric and what they want to measure. The purpose and format of the rubric
must be clear to the user. The variables on which students are graded must actually
be ones that the professor sees as necessary and measurable. If the assignment is
not clear, the rubric will not be clear either. I, for one, rely on developing my own
rubric because I have clear ideas of the types of skill sets I want my students to use
or show, which are based on the type of course or assignment.

GAINING COMFORT WITH RUBRICS
Learning Management Systems and Rubrics

One of the things I found to be most valuable is that I could be flexible in my
choice of rubric once I gained familiarity in what I wanted my rubric to measure.
For instance, although it appears to be mandatory to use the rubric that might be
attached to your university’s learning management system (LMS), you are not nec-
essarily bound to it. If you are a user of Blackboard or Desire2Learn (D2L), you
can use some of their built-in rubric tools. Users of D2L will find their rubrics may
be either analytic or holistic and can use text, points, or percentages depending on
the type of rubric selected. There is even an option for competencies and ePortfo-
lio. LMS rubrics have changed over the years and are much more user friendly
than in the past as they provide more choices for the user. While learning manage-
ment systems may have upsides with regard to the tools they offer, you may find
that the built-in rubric system does not work for you. Here is where it becomes
important to really think about the skills you want your rubric to measure.

If you have some basic comfort with the use of rubrics and are interested in
developing your own, there are online tools that may help to ease your anxiety.
This is most helpful to the novice user who may have also used “canned” grade
scales for assignments since the development of a rubric takes just a few more
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steps when using your own grade scheme or one found on your course delivery
platform (which can be used by on-ground, hybrid, and online courses). Regard-
less of which course management system you use, simply reviewing the instructor
video tutorials will help you begin building your rubric, so it is a useful tool for you
and your students.

VALUE Rubrics

Rubric development can also be learned through participation in university or
systemwide initiatives. I received some of my rubric training while participating in
the Multi-State Collaborative sponsored by the State Higher Education Executive
Officers Association (SHEEO). Similarly, Liberal Education and Promise (LEAP),
an initiative of the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U),
offers a variety of materials, webinars, and workshops designed to help higher edu-
cation institutions and faculty engage in rubric development in a variety of areas,
including those in which they have very little or no expertise. I have found LEAP’s
VALUE Rubric especially useful as it addresses a broad range of skill sets and
learning outcomes by which students are measured (Association of American Col-
leges and Universities a N.d.).

There are three substantive areas and 16 rubrics with related learning outcomes
under the AAC&U’s VALUE Rubric: (1) Intellectual and Practical Skills (inquiry
and analysis, critical thinking, creative thinking, written communication, oral com-
munication, reading, quantitative literacy, information literacy, teamwork, and
problem-solving), (2) Personal and Social Responsibility (including civic engage-
ment—Ilocal and global, intercultural knowledge and competence, ethical reason-
ing, foundations and skills for lifelong learning, global learning), and (3) Integrative
and Applied Learning (integrative learning) (Association of American Colleges and
Universities b N.d.).

RUBRIC DEVELOPMENT

There are many ways to construct a rubric. One’s approach to rubric development
depends on one’s comfort level with using the technological tools that provide
templates through course management platforms or one’s comfort level with
developing a rubric in their own format and words. Many, if not all, course man-
agement systems have rubric templates. I personally find these to be cumbersome
and overly complicated to use and a constant source of frustration. Newcomers to
rubric development may find developing their own rubric tool easier than using
canned ones. Because templates are available, they are not the focus of this chapter.
Instead, I focus on creating one’s own rubric from scratch, which allows for the
addition of elements that are absent from preformatted rubrics. Also, while rubrics
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should be updated from time to time, I discuss developing a rubric that does not
require major overhauls.

Assignment Purpose

The first step in developing a rubric is to think about your assignment. It plays a
central role in the information you should include in your rubric. Is the assign-
ment oral? Written? Is it a music, dance, or theatre performance? Does it involve
revision? Does it involve lab work? Is the assignment a group assignment or an
individual assignment? A rubric can be used for any of the above. Once you deter-
mine the type of assignment for which you are developing a rubric, it is important
to consider next the goal of the assignment. This is the step where, I believe, most
professors face their primary dilemma.

What kinds of things must the student show based on the assignment direc-
tions? A rubric should consider the primary purpose of the assignment because it
sets the stage for the professor’s expectations about the knowledge students are
expected to show they have learned or accomplished. Almagno (2016) advises that
rubric development should be transparent so that students know the professor’s
expectations of them. Likewise, Roever and Manna (2005) state that not only do
grading sheets (rubrics) assist them with accurate grading, but they also “provide
helpful feedback to students who genuinely want to improve their work” (p. 317).
There must be something that the professor expects the students to have learned
in the course. The assignment is the opportunity for students to show this.

Professors should clearly demonstrate that the assignment and the rubric are
interconnected. When building the rubric, the assignment should constantly be
referenced to ensure that it explains what is to be done and how. The rubric, just as
the assignment, can also include an explanation of the expected learning
outcome(s). Doing the initial groundwork helps you to stay on track as you move
from the initial stage of assignment development to the actual grading of the
assignment. This can also be done if one plans to reuse a rubric for another assign-
ment and would like to avoid spending time on rubric revision.

In developing the rubric, the professor must decide on the aspects of the assign-
ment for which students will be graded. These can be broken down accordingly,
but at the very least, should incorporate three elements: the purpose of the assign-
ment, clear directions on how to undertake the assignment, and the weight of the
assignment. In other words, the assignment purpose explains the knowledge stu-
dents are expected to show they have gained. The directions show what the students
are expected to do in order to complete the assignment. This can include explaining
what materials students are to use (i.e., particular terms, concepts, readings, or
other material), the format they are to follow (e.g., double- or single-spaced, word
count, page length, disciplinary style format such as MLA, APA, etc.), and how
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they are to present their completed assignment (e.g., in a folder, on time, handed
in during class or on the course LMS, proofread, with a specific cover page). The
assignment weight is the full and/ or portion of the grade allocated to content, style,
page length, word count, etc.; whichever elements the instructor wants to use as the
basis for the grade. If the assignment is one third of the course grade, then what
elements make up this one third? Once the required elements are listed in order of
importance, they should be weighted accordingly on the rubric. By thinking care-
fully about how to create the assignment and link it to course materials and expec-
tations, students and the professor are able to ascertain the elements the professor
wants the students to show they have learned.

Rubric Details

A rubric can be as simple or as detailed as necessary. The important thing is to
provide enough information so students know not only the purpose of the assign-
ment, but also how they will be graded. I provide this information on the syllabus
when I explain the structure of assignments because I want my students to know
what they have signed on for at the start of the term. I include the same informa-
tion in the rubric, thereby providing no surprises to students. The assignment is
given separately to students with a clear list of expectations. These expectations are
also included in the criteria for the various elements on the rubric.

Not only do I include the rubric with the assignments after I have graded them,
but I also inform students of the general categories and weights for which assign-
ments are graded on the course syllabus. The rubric I use for writing-intensive
courses where revisions are expected shows the original and revised grades for each
entry on the rubric sheet and a space for my comments. It is simple in that it requires
only three grades that combine to give a total grade for the assignment. Yet, it is also
detailed enough so that I can see the criteria to be used to grade each section.

The grade format I have chosen to employ gives students a clear picture of ways
to improve their grades. I use letters as on a standard grade scale rather than points
(although either can be used). It is simple enough to show students their perform-
ance on the original version of the assignment and the revised version. Before
revising an assignment, students can read through the rubric and the grades pro-
vided for each element for the original version. The grades for the distinct area or
areas of evaluation serve as indicators of the strengths and weaknesses of their
work. Because students are revising their work, it is easy for them to review the
questions for each of the grade elements and determine whether they are on track
or not.

By adding a comments section, I am prevented from reverting to my old format
of revising statements and inserting correct punctuation or stylistic changes in the
assignments students have submitted. Instead, I do a summary of the overall paper
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and make clear in the separate entries of the graded elements where they have
done well or can improve. This does not mean that I do not make comments on
their papers. Rather, I read the paper first, make brief comments in the margins,
and then use the rubric to tell the rest of the story. It is important to mention that
by using the rubric’s comments section, I summarize my overall “take” on the
assignment, instead of giving students detailed information in the margins where
I am fixing errors for them. Students are forced to find these areas of concern
themselves using the graded entries, brief comments in the margins, and sum-
mary comments at the bottom of the rubric. This aids in teaching students to learn
from their mistakes and understand the grading process without my serving as
their personal editor.

Weighting

Rubric details can vary greatly from one assignment to the next. They are depend-
ent on the elements you have determined to be most important for your students.
Let us take, for example, an assignment that asks students to use only course mate-
rial (rather than outside material) in their response. The assignment might further
ask students to show their understanding of material for specific weeks. Next,
determine how much weight you will give them for this part of the assignment.
For example, I designate 50 percent of the rubric to content, 25 percent to profes-
sionalism/style, and 25 percent to structure/organization. You should use as
many elements as you see fit, but you should ensure they are the components you
want to use as the basis of your assignment grade(s).

Are there certain terms that the student must incorporate? Are there websites
that should be used or excluded, and if so, did the student follow these directions?
I look at content and the ability to follow my directions as key related elements,
and thus I assign more weight to this portion of the rubric. If this is the most
important part of the assignment, then I allocate more weight to questions on the
rubric related to the content of the assignment. Will students be expected to
include steps or stages in their assignment? These should be clearly explained in
the assignment so that the content grade is comprehensive in its inclusion of what
the assignment should contain.

While I also take into consideration the organization of an assignment, it car-
ries less weight for me than does the content. The higher weight for content is
based on my belief that students may have developed other skill sets that appear in
the other elements on the rubric. Because I want them to show their understand-
ing of the material assigned for the course, they have the potential to earn a higher
grade based on this one component. The other skill sets may be strengths they
bring to the course; thus, I give them less weight but still expect them to show they
are accomplished in these areas.
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Related to organization and the last component, style, is professionalism. Here,
students must be able to write in a fashion that shows they can use terminology
correctly, speak to a specific audience, organize paragraphs appropriately, and write
clear sentences. Students who receive lower grades on this section of the rubric may
have done well in other areas, but can see the areas they need to improve.

Finally, is there a particular style of writing the student is required to use (i.e.,
ASA, APA, MLA, Chicago, or Turabian)? Are these cited properly in the body of the
paper as well as in the reference page? For my style section, I not only go over the
appropriate style students must use throughout the term, but I require the appro-
priate style for all assignments in order to reinforce the information. Additionally, I
include links to style guide sites on the course-learning management system site. I
expect that students will continue to develop in this area throughout the term.

I have also developed rubrics for students to use when engaging in peer reviews,
oral presentations, and both group and individual presentations. Once again,
depending on your rubric’s grade elements, they can be simple or complex. If you
have others who are assisting with or grading for your classes, a rubric tool can be
a helpful guide to instruct them on the most important elements to you. If you
have one or more people grading for you, your rubric may be used to test for inter-
rater reliability—addressing potential problems with those who grade more leni-
ently and those who grade more harshly.

WHAT I LEARNED

When I first started using grade rubrics, I was astounded by the higher grades my
students received. According to the literature, there can be biases in how profes-
sors grade their students based on language skills, writing skills, etc., while exclud-
ing from consideration whether or not they have grasped knowledge of the mate-
rial or concepts required for the assignment (Bay and Kotaman 2011; Rezaei and
Lovorn 2010) and I certainly found this to be true in my case. I was not grading
students based on the actual information they showed me they had gained; rather,
I focused on the subjective elements of their assignments. In other words, I found
that if a student consistently misspelled words, I would grade them more harshly
than I would have if they had not misspelled words or used poor grammar or weak
sentence structure. My bias against misspelled words impacted students negatively
even when they answered the assignment correctly. I know some of you are think-
ing: “But that is how they should be graded!” Perhaps. However, rubrics should
specify the set of skills or requirements on which you are assigning points or letters
to the students. The absence of or a poorly written rubric that does not include the
variables on which students are being graded can result in biased and unfair grad-
ing. One is restrained from penalizing students or, on the contrary, rewarding
them, if the rubric is adhered to during the grading process.
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CONCLUSION

My use of rubrics has changed over the years depending on what I expect students
to learn in each course. It is quite possible to use the same rubric again and again,
yet, in the end, it is about developing a style of rubric that works best for you. If you
are not going to use it, it does not make a difference how well conceived it was. I
urge those professors who are looking for a way to make their grading less of a
chore to consider using rubrics. The benefits far outweigh the time spent in devel-
oping a rubric. The biggest challenge for many is taking the first step. I may not use
rubrics for every assignment, but I find my life much easier when I do. Finally,
using a rubric provides me (and hopefully, my students) with the knowledge that
I have given my very best effort to assign grades fairly and consistently.
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Defining and Implementing
the Scholarship of Teaching
and Learning

Jeftrey Chin

The scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) has become a recognized area of
study both within disciplines and as a stand-alone area. Witness the growth of
journals that publish SoTL, both discipline-specific and discipline-agnostic jour-
nals. In addition, many institutions, particularly liberal arts colleges whose mis-
sion revolves around teaching, have made SoTL an explicit part of their tenure and
promotion criteria. Some schools, such as the University of Central Florida
and Illinois State University, have created professorships with SoTL as the area of
specialization.

SoTL has emerged from recognition of the value of good teaching. Thanks to
the groundbreaking work by Boyer (1990), we now accept that good teaching is the
product of systematic research and practice. The old-school perspective that “good
teachers are born” is patently false; rather, “good teachers are made.” Like the proc-
ess of engaging in discovery research, good teaching is the product of consistent
and intentional work (Bain 2004).

Boyer (1990) contended that there are multiple ways to define scholarship out-
side of a narrow conception of scholarship as “basic research” He argued that
there are four types of scholarship:

The scholarship of discovery (e.g., basic research)

2. The scholarship of integration (e.g., writing textbooks)
The scholarship of application (e.g., applied research or what in our
discipline we call “public sociology”)

4. 'The scholarship of teaching

Boyer’s “scholarship of teaching” is what we now refer to as scholarly teaching, that
is, teaching that is informed by scholarship (Kreber 2001; McKinney 2004).

304
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In this chapter, I will focus on the SoTL that has evolved beyond scholarly
teaching (Schulman 2000). For those wishing to engage in SoTL work or who
wonder if their research questions constitute SoTL, this chapter provides a step-
by-step guide. For those new to SoTL, this chapter will also demonstrate how this
work can help departments with assessment (Boyer 1995). Boyer (1990) and Glas-
sick, Huber, and Maeroff (1997) discuss how the scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing is connected with assessment.

DOES THIS SOUND FAMILIAR?

It was soon after starting a tenure-track job with a brand new PhD that I attended
my first workshop on teaching and learning. It was a transformative experience
(Mezirow 1991). Suddenly I was surrounded by like-minded individuals who cared
about their teaching, despite not necessarily being very good at it, and who were
committed to becoming better. We all threw great ideas around, and as is typical
with most teaching and learning workshops, everyone went home with great
energy and plans to make changes in their courses, individual class periods, or
their curricula.

However, once back at our home institutions, the glow began to fade with the
reality of everyday tasks, and our colleagues were not always as impressed with the
idea that it might be worthwhile to consider how to become a better teacher and,
more importantly, spend the time to make it happen. Even at many small liberal
arts colleges like mine, the goal was to be an adequate teacher, avoid service as
much as possible, and publish to get tenured, promoted, and recognized in our
disciplinary worlds. So we labored in our isolated worlds, and if we were lucky, we
had a colleague or two at our home institutions with whom to share ideas. If we
were really lucky, our institution had the foresight to create a center for teaching
and learning (Gaff et al. 2003).

One of the realities of academic life is that the research agenda that I had
developed as a graduate student was difficult to maintain at an institution where
teaching is the primary mission. Whether one is teaching a 3-3 load at a liberal
arts college, 5-5 at a community college, or something in between, the reality of
life as a junior faculty member looks very different than what I may have envi-
sioned. A significant disjunction exists between the hopes I had for my research
agendas and the reality of what I could manage to do after completing my duties
in teaching, advising, serving on committees, etc. This is where SoTL becomes
relevant.

Many young faculty who end up at teaching-intensive institutions find them-
selves there as the result of a targeted job search and because they enjoy teaching.
Once there, I suspect that the scenario goes something like this: you start teaching
using the tools you acquired as a graduate student, which range from fairly
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competent to abysmal. But you work on your craft because you care and because it
is your first job. You have some good classes, and you have classes that flop. Some-
times it defies explanation: for example, maybe you have two sections of the same
course, maybe even around the same time of day, and one is lively—you cannot get
your students to shut up—and one is so dead you think you could keel over and no
one would say anything. Or maybe it is even more perplexing: you are well pre-
pared for class, and it goes over like a lead balloon, and then on another day, you
rush to a class totally unprepared, and it goes incredibly well. You wonder why this
occurred. You tinker and eventually you create a couple of winning class periods.
Students are engaged. It is clear that they learned something. The activity seems to
work pretty consistently. Everyone you tell thinks it is a good idea. You think you
are onto something.

If your institution will reward you for publishing your ideas on teaching, your
next step, like any other research project, is to search the literature. If you are in
sociology, you start with Teaching Sociology (TS); if you are in psychology, it is
Teaching of Psychology; for philosophy, it is Teaching Philosophy, and so on. Next,
you move on to interdisciplinary journals on SoTL, such as the Journal of the
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning or the Journal of Higher Education and many
more. If your search appears to confirm that your idea is in fact new, you think
about writing it up and looking for a place to send it.

But your next step is to turn your great idea into professional capital. In most
academic worlds, this means publication. In some institutions, publication may
not be the only way to demonstrate scholarship, and in fact Schulman (1999)
argues that taking this position privileges individuals and institutions that support
the traditional model of scholarship and that this is counterproductive to making
SoTL more accessible. Schulman argues that there are multiple ways to define
scholarship and that there is no such thing as “one size fits all” We can see this by
simply looking across disciplines and witnessing how promotion and tenure com-
mittees struggle when comparing portfolios from candidates in disciplines such as
the social sciences versus, say, performing arts.

However, I have made the argument (Chin 2002:60) that while it may be
limiting to require that SOTL be published, publication in scholarly journals is
still the coin of the realm, and if an individual ever wishes to be on the job
market, publishing your SoTL work provides currency that is universally under-
stood. While some institutions may recognize other forms of scholarship such as
roundtable presentations, poster sessions, invited talks, facilitating workshops,
etc., not all institutions do. I always advise junior faculty to remain relevant for a
possible foray into the job market and to focus on publication. It is better to be
safe.

My discipline, sociology, recognizes multiple options, and these options settle
into essentially three categories:
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1. Publications in scholarly, peer-reviewed journals that most tenure and
promotion committees will recognize as scholarship, with TS serving as an
example of what “counts” as legitimate in my discipline; most disciplines
have peer-reviewed journals on pedagogy.

2. Publications in places that will require some convincing in order for tenure
and promotion committees to consider them, or they will “count” only to
support an already adequate portfolio; examples include chapters in edited
volumes, refereed presentations, and in my discipline, TRAILS (Teaching
Resources and Innovations Library for Sociology), the American Sociologi-
cal Association’s digital library of teaching resources.

3. DPublications that will probably not “count” other than as evidence of
scholarly activity except in the most inclusive definitions of scholarship—
examples include invited presentations at conferences and newsletter
articles; in my discipline, these might include the newsletter for the Ameri-
can Sociological Association’s section on Teaching and Learning, Teaching
and Learning Matters, or perhaps the discipline’s general newsletter (in
sociology that is Footnotes) or book reviews (in my discipline, TS accepts
reviews of books related to teaching including textbooks, but there is an
ASA journal called Contemporary Sociology, and reviews in CS are highly
valued).

Please recognize that I make these generalizations with my own discipline and
my particular institutional context in mind. For some schools, the criteria for what
will “count” will be more stringent; for others, it may be more flexible.

DISCIPLINARY CONTEXT

I completed a three-year term as Editor of Teaching Sociology from 1997-99, and it
was a life-changing experience. During that time, TS and other disciplinary jour-
nals on pedagogy were pushing authors to make sure their papers went beyond a
model of: “I tried it, and I liked it” Rather, we wanted the authors to include assess-
ment data. We wanted our authors to demonstrate that their presented technique
would actually work if the reader was motivated to try it out.

Common Errors

Much of what appeared in the 1970s and 1980s in Teaching Sociology, especially in
the section we called “Notes,” were great ideas for how to conduct a particular
activity, but they lacked information that we would never omit if we were submit-
ting a paper to a research journal. For example, one of the first things I would look
at was the list of references. Did the author see if there were similar papers pub-
lished on that topic? Too often, papers came in with virtually no literature review.
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The more egregious examples were papers not only without references but also
without citations from TS.

The second major weakness of papers in the early years of TS was the absence
of empirical evidence. As we have documented, the number of papers published in
TS with no assessment data has gradually decreased (Baker 1985; Chin 2002; Paino
et al. 2012). This series of papers suggests that in my discipline, SoTL is becoming
more widely understood and being conducted more rigorously. Weimer (2006:19-
39) provides an insightful overview of similar changes in other disciplines.

Moreover, while more papers now come in with assessment data, the quality of
these data has improved. In the early days of the journal, we were pretty lenient on
what constituted assessment data. For example, TS editors might accept examples
of indirect learning like student reports that they had learned something (but had
they, really?). Examples of indirect learning include surveys of current students or
graduates that ask whether or not they felt that they had learned something. Since
that time, more papers now use direct measures of learning such as portfolios,
reading student papers and assessing them with rubrics, pre-/post-tests or exit
exams. Concurrently, the push to do assessment work in our home institutions has
made us more aware of the need for better measures of student learning.

Although Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) were mandated beginning in the
mid-1970s, papers often came into my editorial office that were based on original
data but without IRB approval. It is unlikely that any editor today would accept a
paper without IRB approval and rightly so. My campus now requires all research-
ers working with human subjects, including student researchers, to complete a
free online training program called Collaborative Institutional Training Initia-
tive (CITL https://about.citiprogram.org/en/homepage/). It is a long and extensive
training program, and while it takes a significant amount of time to complete,
it does provide researchers with insights into how their research design might
create significant, even if unintentional, hardships on their subjects. Some institu-
tions also require completion of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) Protecting
Human Research Participants Training (https://phrp.nihtraining.com/users/login

.php).

HOW DO YOU MAKE SURE YOUR WORK IS SOTL?

Turning your great teaching ideas for in-class or out-of-class activities, pedagogi-
cal techniques, curricular strategies or innovations into SoTL is easy if you follow
the same steps as you would for any research project. Your next step is to design a
strategy for collecting empirical evidence. For most readers of this volume, train-
ing in a social science means having a basic understanding of how to construct
instruments that will collect useful assessment data.
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To turn your idea into SoTL, it is best to try to develop instruments that will
collect data on direct assessment of learning. These are instruments that measure
any changes in what the student knows. Examples of direct measures of student
learning include pre-/ post-tests, assessing written work with the use of a rubric
(see chapter 20), portfolios, and more. The best direct measures for assessing SoTL
will depend on what is being assessed (Walvoord 2010).

In comparison, the most common versions of indirect measures are self-
reported measures. Examples of indirect measures include surveys of current stu-
dents and graduates about whether or not they felt that they had learned anything
or that they had enjoyed the class or activity. Other examples of indirect measures
include measures of retention rates, pass/ fail rates, course repeat rates, etc. All of
these measures raise questions of causality. While indirect measures may be easier
to administer, they provide less compelling evidence of effectiveness.

The last step is what is referred to in assessment as “closing the loop.” Closing
the loop refers to taking the information gained during the assessment process
and using it to improve whatever is being assessed. In the case of SoTL, it might be
a tweak to the experimental class activity, a change in a course or a curriculum.
The strongest SoTL is work that shows that these changes had a measurable impact
on student learning.

By now, the astute reader can see that much of what I have been discussing here
on how to assess SOTL can be easily transferred into the type of assessment activi-
ties we are increasingly asked to perform on our home campuses. Typically, faculty
are asked to assess student learning (this is different from institutional assess-
ment), and paying attention to teaching with the use of SoTL will automatically
propel the process of assessing student learning forward. The skills used for SoTL
can benefit one’s department and indeed one’s institution as well. These include
developing surveys, rubrics, or assignments that measure student learning.

CONCLUSION

The experience of academic training in postgraduate programs makes us content
specialists. Although this is changing, many graduate training programs offer little
education or information on how to become a better teacher. Programs like “Pre-
paring Future Faculty” (http://www.preparing-faculty.org/) and the establishment
of centers on teaching excellence try to address this shortcoming. These types of
programs often offer courses on how to prepare and deliver courses and individual
classes. We assume that many of you who are reading this volume are doing so as
part of one of these courses.

We applaud institutions that develop these programs or support centers for
teaching and learning because they will not only elevate the quality of teaching at
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the local level, but they help to augment the discussion in the respective disci-
plines. I hope that this chapter will help the reader see the ways in which your
work can also be transformed into SoTL research and perhaps also assist with
efforts to satisfy questions about student-learning assessment at your institution.
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socratic method, 89, 122, 170

service learning, 56-58, 61, 64

silence, 192, 197

skill development, 68, 162, 170, 176, 220, 234, 292,
299; literature reviews, 279

skilled disagreement, 189

socioeconomic considerations, 18, 27, 77, 101, 103,
105, 141, 188-89, 268

social justice, 57, 119, 203-12, 231,

social media, 122, 141, 280-81

social desirability theory, 203

socratic method, 89, 122, 169-70

scholarship of teaching and learning (SOTL),
27-28, 40-41, 49, 56-58, 72-73, 84-87,
107-108, 304

student democracy, 194

students learning from students, 75

supplemental course materials, 88, 96, 150, 156,
260, 261-63

syllabus, 121, 283-84; class policies, 190, 195;
diversity accomodations, 284

taking minutes, 64
teacher discussion facilitation instrument
(TDFI), 166-77

teams, 62—64, 176-84, 185-87; best practices,
183-84; building, 177-78; consolidation of re-
sponsibility, 178-79; formation of, 63; leader/
follower dynamics, 179-80; strengths, 63

“teaching the text;” 244

technology, 33, 139, 281-82 31, 77, 134, 138-39;
facilitating check ins, 181

textbooks, 88, 106, 156, 243-53, 258-69, 277; and
student performance, 252; cost of, 258, 259;
Norton, 88, 95, 96

transformative learning, 230

trigger warnings, 188, 193

types of learners, 15-16

underpreparedness, 102-3

universal design for learning (UDL), 116-26, 141;
and mental health, 124-25; course design,
125; diversity, 118-19; course design for, 124;
implementation, 125-26; video lessons, 135,
142

upward transfer, 100-101, 105

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG),
123-24
writing across the curriculum, 102
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