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ACADEMIC PROGRAMS

From the Office of Associate Dean

Encouraging Candidates to Talk about
Teaching

What happens when candidates come to interview for
faculty positions? Do they give a presentation on their
resear ch? Do they meet everybody who's anything and hear
lots of hype about the community? Do they teach a class
and/or meet with students?

These questions should get usthinking about how we assess
theinstructional competence and potential of candidates at
theinterview stage. Do we do enough, or all that we could
do? In most casesthe answer isno, even at institutions
committed to instructional missions. M ost of thetime we
are far more concerned with candidates content
competence than their instructional prowess.

Miami-Dade Community College faculty answer a series of
guestions when they prepar e teaching portfolios which are
used to assessthem for advancement. They must include a
narrative in which the following questions ar e addr essed:

*What challenging [instructional] goals have |
set for myself, and what progress havel made
toward attaining them?

*How do | motivate students?

*How do | interact positively with colleagues
and students?

*How do | create a climate conducive for

lear ning?
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*How do | update my own knowledge,
professional skillsand resourcesto make my
instruction meaningful (professional growth
activities)?

*How do | meet or support theindividual
lear ning needs of students?

*What information do | havethat shows my
students achievement or the effectiveness of
my service?

For some of us, a set of questionslikethisjust whetsthe
appetite for other important questions about teaching and
lear ning that should be thought about by all of us but which
certainly would beinteresting to hear a candidate's views
on:

*How do you assess student learning, and what
iIsyour justification for these approaches?
*What do you consider the key elements of
successful cour se design?

*Describe your favorite assignment and
explain the educational rationale behind it.
*What's the most influential source you've
read on teaching and/or lear ning?

*How would you deal with classroomswhere
studentstypically fall into one of two groups:
those very well prepared or those hardly
prepared at all?

*How do you promote academic integrity in
your cour se?

*|f you meet a student five years after that
student hastaken your cour se, what would
you like that student to remember about your
course? Can you identify some specific aspects
of your instruction that help to ensurethisis
what a student remember s?

Perhaps a subset of these questions could be shared with the
candidates prior to the on-campus interview. Responses
could be part of a seminar, or shared over lunch with
faculty and students. (Do we include under graduates and
graduate studentsin our faculty selection process?)
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Answersto these questions are not easy, but why should the
candidate think that their teaching ability can be
summarized by " nicevisualsat seminar" or "talkswell in
front of group” ? If we value teaching, we need to send that
signal during the selection process.

Adapted from an articlein The Teaching Professor, August/
September 1997, based on the Teaching/L earning Project at
Miami-Dade Community College.

Learning Communities

The Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and L and-
Grant Universities published itsfirst report in April 1997,
Returning to our Roots: The Student Experience. A major
part of that report addressed lear ning communitiesasa
part of the Commission'svision for the future. The guiding
principlesfor academic reform, included on page four,
beginswith the university (and college and department)
defining itself asa " lear ning community." And learning
communities must be " student-centered." Thefollowingis
adapted from the Kellogg Commission report.

L ear ning Communities. Under our definition, alearning
community serves asthe foundation of alearning society. It
iIscommitted to meeting the needs of studentsand it
respectsthe learning needs of the faculty as much asit
encour ages studentsto work as apprenticeresearchers. In
such a community, all activitiesand responsibilitiesare
related. Students, staff, and faculty come to see themselves
as engaged in a common enterprise. Above all, the quality of
learning is nearly inseparable from the experience of
functioning as an integral part of the community itself.
Aswe under stand the term, learning is not something
reserved for classroomsor degree programs. It isavailable
to every member of the academic community, whether in
the classroom or the administration building, the laboratory
or thelibrary, theresidence hall or the performing arts
center, thefield house or the extension field office. Learning
isavailable to all—potentially to everyonein the state
seeking intellectual nourishment—and all servelearning.
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The university's mosaic of teaching, research, and serviceis
available to the entire academic community; to potential
students and their familiesand friends; totheregion's
schools, and their students and staff; and to a host of
constituencies with important stakesin our performance—
graduates, taxpayers, gover nment, business and industry,
and foundations and diver se cultural communities.

To create such a community and satisfy public expectations
about our performance, our institutions must striveto
continueto be centers of excellence, committed to firm
standards and high expectations; known for the excellence
of their teaching; and respected for the competence of their
graduates. At the sametime, they must be financially
accessibleto those we areresponsible for serving; major
resour ces of high-quality resear ch and scholar ship; and
prudent stewar ds of public resour ces.

Whether we fall short of these ambitious aimsisbeside the
point. The point isto pursue them relentlessly. Our reach
should exceed our grasp. In setting out to create learning
communities, we embark on ajourney that hasno end.
What mattersisnot so much the destination but an
unflinching commitment to excellence in meeting learners
needs.

Student-Centered Universities. A learning community
Isstudent-centered. It cannot be anything else. For only a
student-center ed approach has any hope of creating the
kind of dynamic lear ning environment, both in and out of
the classroom, required in a learning community. If we can
get that right, therest of it will take care of itself. If we
cannot, therest of it will beall wrong.

Actions speak louder than words. A student-center ed
approach compels changesin attitudes, orientation, and
responsibilitiesfor every member of the academic
community—faculty, staff, and students. It imposes
additional expectationson all involved, in student life and
services and extracurricular activitiesas much asin the
classroom.

In a student-centered university, our tasks must include
helping all students develop essential life skillsand values:
critical thinking; knowing how to learn; effective oral and
written communication; a multicultural and global

per spective; respect for individuals and the sour ces of their
individuality; civic and individual responsibility; self-
esteem, self-confidence, and a sense of one's own
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competence; and leader ship and the ability to work well
with others, either asaleader or a member of a team.

We want to stressthat values deserve special attention in
thiseffort. The biggest educational challenge we face
revolves around developing character, conscience,
citizenship, tolerance, civility, and individual and social
responsibility in our students. We dare not ignorethis
obligation in a society that sometimes gives theimpression
that virtues such asthese are discretionary. These should be
part of the standard equipment of our graduates, not
options.

Finally, learningisnot a spectator sport. Whileit isthe
faculty member'sroleto teach, it isthe student'sto learn.

I ndependent learnersare active, not passive. We must
introduce many mor e studentsto resear ch, asjunior
collaboratorswith faculty membersand graduate students
and as seekersand inventors of new knowledgein their own
right. And we must introduce all students—and, in
particular, first-year students—to classroom experiences
that stretch their intellectual horizons and requirethem to
exer cise analytical muscles most of them never knew they
had.

We understand that all of that isa very tall order. Wealso
know that we will not succeed with every student on ever
dimension. But if weturn our attention serioudy to these
issues, our successeswill far outnumber our failures. Above
all, wewill have prepared our studentsfor a lifetime of

lear ning and challenge.

The Problems of Problem-Based
Learning

Problem-based lear ning appr oaches shar e three common
features:

1.) They are student-centered;

2.) Teachersfunctions asfacilitator rather
than disseminator; and

3.) Problems serve asthe stimulusfor
learning. " Good" problemsarethekey to
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successful learning of content but also the
under standing of the process used to solve the
problem (find the answer). The processisa
transferable skill, to be used long after the
original problem isresolved (or no longer
Important).

Wilkerson and Gijselaersoffer four characteristics of good
problems (from The Teaching Professor, August/September
1998).

L ear ning outcomes should be halistic, not divided
by narrow disciplinary boundaries Disciplinary
boundariesarelargely a construct of academic

convenience. In practice, thereisno such thing asa
“marketing problem." Any action taken in the marketing
area of the firm impinges on the operational area and the
financial area. Students need to learn how to deal with
complex, interconnected problemsthat can best be
addressed with complex, inter connected solutions.

Problems should mirror professional practice. The
idea hereisto develop authentic problems, like those
professionalsfacein every work situation. The goal isto
give students experiencethat isrelevant to what they will in
fact be doing as professionals and to do that in a context
wher e they can be given the kind of feedback that will foster
their development. Student internships can be an excellent
sour ce of authentic problems.

Problems should beill-structured. Students need to
develop the ability to confront ambiguous, ill-defined
situations and make sense of them. They need to be ableto
recall concepts and techniques and apply them in this sense-
making process. Students must develop the ability to ask the
right questions and to deter mine what information is
needed to frame the situation.

Problems should be contemporary. Thisisanother
way of saying the problems should berelevant. They should
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present issuesthat students see asreal, authentic, and

stimulating.

My soul can find no staircase to heaven unless it be

through earth's loveliness.

Michelangelo

Pondering Powerpoint

Thinking about going high tech, from the chalkboard or
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over head transparenciesto Power Point? Here are sometips
on making thetransition a smooth one (from The Teaching
Professor ,August/September, 1998).

Keep it ssmple. Power Point presentations can contain
pictures, sound, and even video clips. Thesetakefile
space, facilities, and expertise. First, create your
basic course outlinein text. Then update and
embellish later.

Design materials and exams so students do not just
memorize the notes and ignor e the book and
additional lecture points. Complete lecture notes can
offer studentsa minimalist's study alter native. L eave
out words here and there and include some
unanswer ed questions so students must attend to fill
in the blanks.

Test the equipment in the classroom before you use
it. Sit in the back row of the empty room. Now try
different font sizesand colors, fiddle with the light
switches, and move the projector around until you
are happy with the view.

Beflexible during the semester. L ost cords, runaway
mice, burned out bulbs and down computerswill be
a part of your lectures. Computers are not fool-
proof; take your chalk and notesto class.
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A Statement of Principles to

Guide Academic Reform

Preamble. Thisinstitution is committed to higher education

asapublictrust. It supportsthe state and land-grant ethic
of serviceto students, communities, and states through
teaching, research, and public service as a statement of that
trust. In support of that commitment, thisuniversity and its
stakeholder s— students, faculty, staff, administrators,

board members, and friends— consider the following
principlesto be major statements of the values guiding us as

we enter the 21st century.

file:///D|/Acad-Prog/feb99.shtml (8 of 9)11/6/2003 7:06:40 AM

I. A Learning Community. Thisuniversity defines
itself as a learning community, one that supportsand
Inspires academic growth and learning among
faculty, staff, students, and lear ners of all kinds, on-
campus and off. L earning serves all of them; and all
of them servelearning. Oriented around learners
needs, thisuniversity iscommitted to maintaining a
first-rate environment for learning.

I1. Access and Opportunity. Asone of the public
colleges and universities responsible for granting two-
thirds of all the bachelor's degreesawarded in the
United States, thisinstitution isdedicated to
maintaining the widest possible access to the benefits
of a college education.

[11. An Education of Value. Thisuniversity will
provide graduates with an education that fitsthem
with the skills, attitudes, and valuesrequired for
successin life, citizenship, and work or further
education.

V. Containing Costs. Thisinstitution is dedicated to
containing its costs.

V. Accountability. Thisinstitution is a prudent
steward of public resour ces, conscious of the need to
maintain and improve quality while containing costs.
It will also investigate a variety of emerging
mechanisms to assess the outcomes of the student
experience.

V1. Meeting New Needs. Astelecommunications and
other technologies revolutionize American life and
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many non-traditional students seek accessto this
lear ning community, thisuniversity iscommitted to
developing distance-lear ning techniques and
extended evening and weekend offeringsto meet the
widest variety of student needs.

VII. Flexibility and Responsiveness. Thisinstitution
Iscommitted to developing new partner shipsand
collabor ations and impr oving gover nance structures
so that it can meet itsteaching, research, and service
obligations mor e effectively, work with its many
stakeholders mor e efficiently, and respond to change
and emer ging needs mor e flexibly.

--Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and
Land-Grant Universities, April 1997

ACADEMIC PROGRAMSisa publication of the College of
ACES, Academic Programs, University of Illinois at
Urbana- Champaign. Permission isgranted toreprint all or
any part of thispublication, with appropriate credit to the
sour ce and the author s of individual contributions.
Academic Programsisalso accessible at: http://w3.aces.uiuc.
edu/acad-pr og/goodteach.shtml
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