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Foreword

The theme of the 2005 AAU Teaching Showcase was Traditions, Trends 
and Travesties. This theme was thoughtfully chosen to allow colleagues 

to reflect and present on new techniques and trends in their classrooms and 
labs. Traditions provided the opportunity to honor time-tested teaching 
and learning practices. Including travesties in the theme gave presenters the 
latitude to report and reflect on less-than-successful explorations in learning 
activities in their classrooms. 

Fifty-one papers were submitted, representing 70 authors from 9 
institutions. Four concurrent sessions were required to accommodate the 
eagerness of our colleagues to meet in Truro and share their scholarship on 
teaching and learning. Their presentations were organized into five themes: 
Evaluations, Not Just Lectures, Listening to the Voices, Interdisciplinary, 
Other Exciting Topics, and Computer Technology and Science.

 Breaking with the tradition of having exclusively oral papers, the AAU’05 
Conference had seven poster presentations. Although the authors of these 
posters were invited to participate in these Proceedings, unfortunately none 
chose to do so.  

The members of the Organizing Committee thank all of the presenters for 
sharing their experiences around teaching and learning at the 2005 Teaching 
Showcase. Those authors who submitted manuscripts and persevered 
through drafts as their work underwent peer review, are applauded and 
thanked. 
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Avant-propos

Le thème de l’Expo-Enseignement portait sur trois volets : les traditions, 
les tendances et l’expérimentation. Ce thème a été choisi judicieusement 

afin d’encourager la réflexion et permettre la présentation de nouvelles 
techniques et tendances utilisées pour l’enseignement et l’apprentissage. 
L’inclusion des méthodes traditionnelles a permis de faire valoir les pratiques 
en matière d’apprentissage et d’enseignement qui ont fait leurs preuves 
tandis que le volet expérimentation permettait aux présentateurs de réfléchir 
sur des méthodes d’apprentissage expérimentales qui n’ont pas toujours été 
des réussites.

Cinquante et une communications ont été présentées, préparées par 
soixante dix auteurs venant de neuf institutions. Il a fallu quatre séances 
simultanées pour encadrer tous les collègues qui voulaient se rencontrer à 
Truro et partager leurs connaissances et compétences sur l’enseignement et 
l’apprentissage. Leurs communications étaient regroupées selon six thèmes : 
Les évaluations, Au-delà de l’enseignement magistral, À l’écoute des autres, 
L’interdisciplinarité, Autres sujets passionnants et Technologie informatique. 

Contrairement aux années passées, où seules les communications orales 
étaient permises, l’Expo-enseignement 2005 de l’AUA comptait sept 
présentations par affiches. Les auteurs de celles-ci avaient été invités à 
participer aux Actes mais, malheureusement, aucuns d’entre eux n’a accepté 
l’invitation.  

Les membres du comité organisateur remercient tous les participants 
d’être venus partager leurs expériences en matière d’enseignement et 
d’apprentissage lors de l’Expo Enseignement 2005. Nous saluons également 
les auteurs qui ont soumis des documents manuscrits et qui se sont 
patiemment soumis au processus d’épreuves lors du contrôle par les pairs. 
Bravo et merci ! 





Not Just Lectures

Au-delà de l’enseignement magistral
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Kim Fenwick
Psychology Department, St. Thomas University
Fredericton, NB

Revitalizing the Lecture: Engagement vs. 
Entertainment

For many years, university professors have relied heavily on the lecture method of 
teaching. Recently, however, this long-standing tradition has come under scrutiny with 
lecturers feeling pressured to turn to more innovative methods. Innovation has taken 
many forms, some of which have been described rather cynically as entertainment, or by 
the newly coined phrase, edutainment. As a result, many professors feel forced to choose 
between two undesirable options: follow the edutainment trend risking the loss of their 
colleagues’ respect and/or personal job satisfaction or bore their students and thereby 
inhibit their learning. In my talk, I will discuss techniques that I have incorporated 
into my lecture style in an effort to resolve this dilemma. I will use the well-known 
psychological theory of memory, Levels of Processing, as a framework for describing 
ways to increase the effectiveness of the traditional lecture through engagement, as 
opposed to entertainment. 

A current trend in university teaching seems to be a gradual process 
of moving away from the traditional lecture format in favour of 

more innovative methods (Ahlfeldt et al., 2005). We hear so much today 
about innovation that many of us who still use lectures are left feeling 
like dinosaurs from some bygone era with little or no relevance to today’s 
classroom. Educators who continue to use the lecture method often feel a 
need to apologize for using such a seemingly archaic method of instruction 
and to justify their continued reliance on this medium by explaining that 
because they teach large classes, there is really no other viable choice. 
Common perceptions of traditional lectures are that they are boring, 
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outdated, and one-sided with the instructor delivering a monologue to an 
uninvolved audience. I think that these negative perceptions of lectures have 
led to a feeling of pressure on the part of some instructors to liven up their 
lectures and to make them more entertaining.

A common complaint is that today’s students are so used to being 
entertained that they do not have the attention skills required to focus on 
a lecture for more than a few minutes. Obviously, if students cannot focus, 
then they cannot learn. One way that some educators have tried to solve 
that problem is to make their lectures more entertaining (Addis, 2005). To 
accomplish this goal, educators have resorted to using a variety of bells and 
whistles that have been labeled, perhaps somewhat cynically, edutainment. 
Like traditional lectures, edutainment also has some negative connotations 
including the perception that it is gimmicky, anti-intellectual, and too 
technically challenging to be mastered by the majority of instructors even if 
such techniques were deemed desirable.

Many educators find themselves in a dilemma, wanting to be neither 
boring nor gimmicky. A third alternative is what some educators refer to as 
engagement (Cahyadi, 2004). In my early years as a university professor, I 
started to develop strategies for engaging my students in the learning process 
so that they are not bored, but not just passively entertained either. These 
strategies are based largely on a well-known theory of memory proposed 
by Craik and Lockhart (1972) called Levels of Processing. This theory has 
been applied to classroom instruction at the university level with the goal 
of improving students’ retention of material presented in class lectures 
(Mitterer, 2005). According to Craik and Lockhart’s theory, information 
that we encounter is processed at varying levels of depth with deeper levels 
of processing resulting in better understanding and ultimately better recall. 
According to the theory, there are at least five levels of processing, ranging 
from shallow to deep. In this paper, I will describe several ways in which I 
have applied Craik and Lockhart’s theory to my own pedagogy. 

Kim Fenwick - Revitalizing the Lecture: Engagement vs. Entertainment

The most shallow level, according to Craik and Lockhart (1972), involves 
processing only the sound of the words. In many traditional lectures, 
students simply hear the words spoken by the professor and write them 
down, with no further processing. The unfortunate result is that students 
forget most of what they heard by the time the lecture is over. Deeper levels 
of processing include: meaning (i.e., focusing on the content’s meaning); 
integrating with previous knowledge (i.e., thinking about how new 
information relates to what the listener already knows about the topic); 
relating the incoming information to visual images (i.e., forming a mental 
picture of the information that is being described); and finally, personal 
relevance (i.e., considering how this information is relevant to one’s personal 
life). Each of these last four levels requires some sort of engagement on the 
part of the listener.

To encourage students to focus on the meaning of the material presented 
in a lecture, instructors are well-advised to avoid information overload. 
Many lecturers feel pressure to cover a certain amount of material in a 
given amount of time so they rush too quickly and often present more 
information than the students can process. In contrast, I prefer to cover a 
smaller amount of material that my students will remember than to cover 
a whole lot of material that they will forget as soon as they walk out the 
door of my classroom. Craik and Lockhart’s theory (1972) also suggests 
that processing information takes considerable time. These time constraints 
mean that professors need to present material at a sufficiently slow pace to 
allow time for students not only to write the material in their notebooks, 
but also to think about the material being presented. When presenting 
particularly challenging material, I often tell my students to put their pens 
down and listen because I know that they cannot think and write at the 
same time. After I have explained the material, and I feel confident from 
their verbal and non-verbal feedback that they understand the content, I tell 
them to write the information in their own words. I will also entertain any 
questions or requests for repetition of the material at that time. Writing the 
material in their own words requires a deeper level of processing than simply 
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copying down words that an instructor dictates. My students frequently 
report on their course evaluation forms that these techniques help them to 
retain the material.

Another strategy that encourages students to focus on the meaning of 
material presented in a lecture is to clearly define all terms and concepts in 
a manner that requires student involvement. For example, when presenting 
a new term, I often ask if anyone in the class can tell me what the word 
means. If not, then I’ll get them to guess by giving clues (e.g., break a word 
into its component parts). I also find it helpful to explain word origins 
because they augment the meaning of the term and often help students 
remember the word. Finally, I use examples to add clarity to all terms 
and concepts. Quite often, professors present a new term, followed by its 
definition, and then an example. This sequence may be helpful in some 
cases; however, I have found that quite often students find the definition 
just as confusing as the term itself. That confusion remains until an 
example is presented to make the concept comprehensible to the students. 
Because of this observation, I sometimes present a new term or concept 
followed immediately by an example. After I have discussed the example 
with my students, then I give them a more formal definition. In this way, I 
manage to avoid the confusion phase that sometimes exists when the term 
is presented followed immediately by a definition. Since incorporating 
this practice into my lecture method, I have seen an increase in students’ 
performance on definition-style test questions.

To encourage students to integrate new information with previous 
knowledge, I often use brainstorming exercises. For example, I sometimes 
introduce a topic by asking students to tell me what they already know 
or think about the issue. Often the range of facts and opinions raised in 
class are the same ones raised by experts, which helps students to recognize 
what they already know about a topic and to integrate new information. 
Small-group discussions are another useful tool. In these groups, students 
have the opportunity to share past experiences, which helps them to think 
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about their previous knowledge and to learn from others. Finally, elements 
of popular culture such as movies, television shows, music, and magazines 
can sometimes be used as a means of integrating new information with 
previous knowledge. If, for example, the students have seen a particular 
movie that relates to the topic being discussed in class, comparisons between 
the movie and more scholarly content may help the students relate to the 
lecture material. The movie, A Beautiful Mind, is a useful tool for starting 
a discussion of schizophrenia, and I have used As Good as it Gets, as a 
springboard for discussing obsessive-compulsive disorder. 

Videos, diagrams, photographs and the like can be used to facilitate 
students’ relating lecture content to visual images. Some concepts are easier 
to show than to explain verbally; thus, a visual representation can augment 
students’ understanding and help them to form a mental picture to enhance 
recall. Diagrams can be particularly helpful when mental visualization is 
difficult due to students’ lack of familiarity with the appearance of the 
material the lecturer is discussing (e.g., parts of the brain, foreign countries, 
style of dress, etc.). One of my favourite techniques for introducing a new 
concept is to show a picture first and ask the students what they think the 
picture represents. For example, I have used a photograph of Britney Spears 
performing on stage wearing a bikini with a snake wrapped around her to 
introduce Freud’s concept of the ID. After several students have expressed 
ideas, I give them a definition of the concept that I was trying to portray via 
the picture. Typically, the definition I give fits closely with what the students 
have already said. 

Students can be encouraged to, assess the personal relevance of lecture 
content by asking them to provide personal examples for the material 
discussed in class. One way that I use this technique in my own classes is to 
introduce a concept and ask if anyone has an example. To put the students 
at ease and help them to feel comfortable, I sometimes give an example 
first and then ask if they can think of any other ones. A similar strategy is 
to ask the students if they can think of personal applications for the lecture 
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content. To increase the likelihood of participation, I occasionally have the 
students organize themselves into small groups to discuss applicability to 
their own lives.

In conclusion, I believe that engaging lectures involve less talking by the 
professor and more involvement of the students. Because all of the strategies 
outlined above involve some form of student participation, methods for 
putting students at ease in the classroom are important. If students do not 
feel comfortable, they will not participate. Some suggestions for helping 
students feel comfortable participating in class include using personal 
examples, open body posture (i.e., no crossed arms), smiling, eye contact, 
and humour. In addition, when an instructor asks the class for a response, 
it may be necessary to wait for an answer and to rephrase if necessary. 
Many instructors are uncomfortable with silence in the classroom so they 
tend to answer their own questions and do not give the students time to 
respond. This approach is counterproductive to any form of class discussion 
because the students quickly learn that there really is no need to participate. 
They may even begin to view the instructor’s questions as rhetorical and 
not realize that discussion is the instructor’s goal. When students do, in 
fact, respond to a question posed by the professor, it is essential that the 
instructor not embarrass anyone who participates. Embarrassing students 
inhibits not only that student, but the entire class, from future participation. 
My final suggestion is for professors to enjoy their own lectures and expect 
to learn from their students. In my view, the learning process is both an 
enjoyable and a cooperative endeavor. 
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NLP Language Patterns for Increasing Student 
Learning

Kevin J. Sibley

Department of Engineering, Nova Scotia Agricultural College

Students have a variety of learning styles. And communicating with them in their 
preferred style in ways that open their receptivity to new information is one of the 
keys to increasing their learning. Doing this one-to-one, during an office consultation 
for example is relatively easy. But, in the classroom where there is a mixture of styles 
presents an interesting challenge for the effective professor, does it not? Continually 
sticking to the facts in a monotone drone during a lecture is not often music to students’ 
ears. And speaking in unstructured ways often muddies the water. Clearly, in order to 
get the greatest learning, one must present one’s ideas so students can literally visualize 
the points being made, hear the nuances, and internally connect with what is being 
presented. Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) provides a number of language 
pattern tools that can be used to meet this challenge. This paper presents several of these 
patterns including Charisma; VAKOG Modalities; Meta Model; Milton Model; Pace-
Link-Lead; And-But; and Credibility.

Introduction

Many theories of learning agree that for efficient learning to occur, 
students need to feel what they are learning (e.g. models, actual 

equipment/machines, practice in lab). They need to hear what they are 
learning (e.g. lectures, tapes, group discussions). And they need to see what 
they are learning (e.g. slides, graphs, videos). When a classroom experience 
is a multi-sensory experience it becomes interesting and fun because it 
engages the different learning styles students have through their preferred 
internal representational systems. 
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As teachers in a university classroom, our primary mode of delivery is 
through lecturing. This requires us to use spoken language. It is through 
both words and their syntactic use that we create language. And language 
(surface structure representation) is what we use to communicate our 
thoughts to others. Language can be used to convey meaning very 
specifically or very generally. And in every exchange of words between a 
teacher and students there is some meaning conveyed, though it may not 
be the one the teacher had intended to be conveyed. Your success in the 
classroom, then, is relative to the degree to which your intended meaning is 
received and understood by your students. 

Words in their purest sense are just labels we use to describe our sensory-
based experiences of the world around us so we can distinguish one 
experience from another. The label we use to describe a remembrance of an 
experience is the word ‘memory.’ The collection of our memories creates 
our mental map (deep structure representation) of the world. Our maps 
are used to evaluate the meaning of any words that are communicated 
to us and from which we construct the meaning of our words when we 
communicate with others. And each of us has our own unique map, like we 
have fingerprints and DNA (Bandler and Grinder, 1975a).

Words, therefore, mean only what people agree they mean. We as native 
speakers of English rely on the similarities of our life experiences to create 
and agree on common meanings (semantics) for the words we use and our 
intuitions to understand the correct syntax of their use. Notice I wrote 
common meanings, not common meaniing. You know of course the English 
language is especially noted for having multiple meanings for many words 
and phrases. 

When we create sentences (surface structure) and speak to convey our 
thoughts based on our mental maps (deep structure) we delete, distort 
and generalize the information to enable us to speak in short sentences—
otherwise we would spew a multitude of verbiage containing every minute 

detail of the thoughts we are trying to convey using every explicative we 
could come up with that linguistically represents those thoughts resulting 
in a time span of, oh let’s say an entire 50 minute lecture period maybe, to 
explain even the most simplistic concept. Have you ever sat through one of 
those lectures? I have!

Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) understands language is an 
expression of our inner subjective experience. The objective of this paper 
is to share with you several of the NLP language patterns that, when used 
in the classroom to maximum efficiency, will have the effect of increasing 
students’ learning. These patterns include: Charisma; VAKOG Modalities; 
Meta Model; Milton Model; Pace-Link-Lead; And-But, and Credibility.

Engaging the Students—The Charisma Pattern

Early on in the development of NLP, the presentation style of several noted 
and charismatic speakers of the day, including John F. Kennedy and Martin 
Luther King, were modeled. From this modeling emerged a language 
pattern these presenters used at the beginning of their speeches that became 
known as the Charisma pattern (James and Shephard, 2001).

The charisma pattern has the form shown in Figure 1:

Figure 1: The Charisma Pattern. (from James and Shephard, 2001)

Using this pattern, charismatic speakers start off their speech slowly in a low 
pitched voice using kinesthetic (K) predicates. Then they pick up speed and 
pitch a bit and begin mixing in some auditory (A) predicates. And finally 
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they pick up speed and pitch a bit more and add in visual (V) predicates. 
In this way, they match the preferred learning styles of the people in the 
audience in the order of their information processing speed. This allows 
them to ‘pick up’ the people one after the other. It’s like adding in ‘rounds’ 
when singing a fun song in a large group so everyone is involved. 

Once everyone is involved, they’ll continue to follow the speaker through 
his presentation as long as he gives them a rich experience—usually by using 
many of the other language patterns discussed later in this paper.

In my classroom, this is what I sometimes do. I start off slowly 
acknowledging some kinesthetic aspect of their current experience: 

“Good morning everyone........You are …all in your seats… so you 
must be ready to go, right?........How are you today?........ Is the room 
warm enough for you? Great.”

Then I speed up a bit, introducing some auditory aspects: 

“Judging from the chatter as I entered the room, …It sounds to me 
like most of you…at least…are jazzed up and ready to rock and roll?”

And finally I quicken the pace further, adding in visual components:

“Well, have I got a show for you today. I’ve converted some more 
of my old notes into powerpoint so you will not have to watch me 
scribble on the board again. I’m wondering if you are curious to see 
what I have prepared?”

With a little practice, developing and delivering a charisma pattern on the 
fly is easy to do. I can imagine this is something you may want to learn to 
do because it increases your ability to engage the students in your lecture. 
For it’s better to have them tuned in, than out, isn’t it?

Sensory-Based Language—VAKOG Modalities

We sense our world though our five senses: visual (V — see), auditory (A 
— hear), kinesthetic (K — feel), olfactory (O — smell), and gustatory (G 
— taste). In NLP, these are called the representational systems or VAKOG 
modalities, and they form the basis of creating sensory-based language 
(Grinder and Bandler, 1976). 

Like in the Charisma pattern you learned above, you can use the VAKOG 
modalities in your classroom to give your students a rich experience—the 
richer the better. And by rich I mean tap into their models of the world 
using as many of their senses as possible. Your students will then respond 
like a migrating flock of geese following its leader. You will be able to lead 
your students in a joyous journey of learning. You will be keeping them 
interested in the new ideas you are presenting, linking these ideas to their 
memories for comparison, and by so doing influencing them to be in a 
positive state of mind conducive for learning. 

As you are lecturing, use a mixture of seeing, hearing, feeling, smelling, and 
tasting words and phrases. In NLP we call these predicates and predicate 
phrases. Become adept at wrapping your thoughts in the different types of 
predicates. Linguistically show the visual processors clearly what you mean, 
‘sing loudly’ to the auditory processors, and ensure the feeling processors get 
a firm grasp of your main points. Even describe a smell or taste if you have 
to. Be flexible and rich with your language, like a great poet or story teller. 

The idea, then, is to elegantly sprinkle VAKOG predicates into your lecture 
language to give it some sparkle. And through metaphor, connect the 
information being conveyed into the students’ deep structure so they can 
more easily make sense out of it. In this way, the students will make rich 
internal representations of what they are learning and file them away as 
memories for later recall and use.

Kevin J. Sibley - NLP Language Patterns for Increasing Student Learning Kevin J. Sibley - NLP Language Patterns for Increasing Student Learning



20 21

Kevin J. Sibley - NLP Language Patterns for Increasing Student Learning Kevin J. Sibley - NLP Language Patterns for Increasing Student Learning

To help you in becoming a good predicates sprinkler, I have listed in Table 1 
some of the more common predicates and predicate phrases you can use. 

If you think you may be primarily an auditory processor, I invite you to 
read the predicate phrases aloud, or have someone else read them aloud to 
you, to hear if they might comprise a symphony of examples for you.

Table 1: Examples of Predicates and Predicate Phrases. 
(from O’Conner and Seymour, 1990)

PREDICATES
Visual
Look, picture, focus, imagination, insight, scene, blank, visualize, 
perspective, shine, reflect, clarify, examine, eye, focus, foresee, illusion, 
illustrate, notice, outlook reveal, preview, see, show, survey, vision, watch, 
reveal, hazy, dark
Auditory
Say, accent, rhythm, loud, tone, resonate, sound, monotonous, deaf, ring, 
ask, accent, audible, clear, discuss, proclaim, remark, listen, ring, shout, 
speechless, vocal, tell, silence, dissonant, harmonious, shrill, quiet, dumb
Kinesthetic
Touch, handle, contact, push, rub, solid, warm, cold, rough, tackle, push, 
pressure, sensitive, stress, tangible, tension, touch, concrete, gently, grasp, 
hold, scrape, solid, suffer, heavy, smooth
Olfactory
Scented, stale, fish, nosy, fragrant, smoky, fresh
Gustatory
Sour, flavour, bitter, taste, salty, juicy, sweet

PREDICATE PHRASES
Visual

I see what you mean I am looking closely at the idea
We see eye to eye I have a hazy notion
He has a blind spot Show me what you mean
You’ll look back on this and laugh This will shed some light on the 

matter
It colours his view of life It appears to me
Beyond a shadow of a doubt Taking a dim view
The future looks bright The solution flashed before his eyes
Mind’s eye Sight for sore eyes

Auditory
On the same wavelength Living in harmony
That’s all Greek to me A lot of mumbo jumbo
Turn a deaf ear Rings a bell
Calling the tune Music to my ears
Word for word Unheard-of
Clearly expressed Give an audience
Hold your tongue In a manner of speaking

Kinesthetic
I will get in touch with you I can grasp that idea
Hold on a second I feel it in my bones
A warm-hearted man A cool customer
Thick skinned Scratch the surface
I can’t put my finger on it Going to pieces
Control yourself Firm foundation
Heated argument Not following the discussion
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PREDICATE PHRASES
Olfactory and Gustatory

Smell a rat A fishy situation
A bitter pill Fresh as a daisy
A taste of the good life A sweet person
An acid comment

In Search of Clarity—The Meta Model

As mentioned in the introduction, when we communicate using our native 
language, we do so according to its syntax rules, and with an understanding 
of its semantics. As well, there are various classes of patterns based on 
its syntax and semantics. The classes represent various ways in which we 
construct our surface structure based on our deep structure. And the process 
of constructing our language in these ways involves three underlying steps: 
1) Deletion, 2) Distortion, and 3) Generalization. Necessarily, then, when 
we transform our deep structure into surface structure using this process, 
some of the meaning of the thoughts we are trying to convey becomes 
lost (Bandler and Grinder, 1975a). It’s like trying to speak to someone in 
another language using a translation dictionary. Your language structures 
become ill-formed at best and something ultimately gets lost in the 
translation.

The Meta Model is a set of questions that can be used to recover this lost 
meaning by a) seeking the details through challenges to what is being said, 
b) determining the presuppositions of the speaker’s model of the world, 
and c) creating semantic well-formedness (Bandler and Grinder, 1975a). In 
effect, the questions un-delete, un-distort, un-generalize, and correctly re-
form the speaker’s language. 
 

Now, imagine yourself in a classroom with a group of students. You have 
just delivered what you thought to be a ‘bang on’ lecture—one of your best. 
Feeling great inside you peer across your lectern and to your amazement all 
you see is puzzled looks and confusion in the sea of faces. “Oh, no,” you 
think, “What do I do now?” You could do several things, but decide to 
engage the students in a question and answer session in order to bring them 
clarity. I’m sure you have done this at one time or another. How did it go 
for you? 

Let’s suppose for a moment that you pose the following question to get the 
ball rolling: 

“So, what do you think of the concept of statistical significance and 
its relevance to determining the effects of certain treatments in the 
conduct of a scientific experiment?” 

I have posed three possible responses below. And along with each response 
I have listed the Meta Model class within which it falls, suggested a Meta 
Model question that would seek to gain more useful information in a 
constructive way, and a brief comment on what is going on.

Student response: This whole concept makes me confused. Meta 
Model Class: Cause-Effect. Meta Model question: How specifically 
does it make you confused? Comment: The student is making 
a causal linkage between his experience of, or response to, some 
stimulus outside himself that is not necessarily directly connected. 

Student response: If you knew how much I suffered you wouldn’t be 
asking me that question. Meta Model Class: Presupposition. Meta 
Model question: How specifically are you suffering? or, How do 
you know that I don’t know? Comment: The student is implicitly 
assuming something which, if taken as being true, may cause his 
choice of response to the lecture to be limited.
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Student response: I can’t figure it out. Meta Model Class: Modal 
Operator of Possibility. Meta Model question: What specifically 
is preventing you from figuring it out? Comment: The student is 
indicating some limiting belief. This class is characterized by words 
such as: can’t, impossible, won’t, can, will, may, etc. 

There are also many more Meta Model classes you will enjoy reading about 
sometime later in the Structure of Magic I (Bandler and Grinder, 1975a).
 
In Search of Meaning—The Milton Model

When we learn new things, we go through a process of receiving the 
information through language (surface structure) and then making sense out 
of it according to our map of the world (deep structure). All learning occurs 
at the unconscious level where integration of the new information with 
our deep structure takes place. And in order to access our deep structure, 
we naturally go into a trance state—sometimes called a learning state. 
This process is described in various ways in Bandler and Grinder (1975b), 
Grinder et al. (1977), and Grindler and Bandler (1981).

Have you ever been daydreaming? Ever been driving a car and missed a turn 
off? Ever been thinking to yourself while someone was talking? Then you 
have been in a trance and already know it is something you naturally do all 
the time.

The Milton Model is a set of language patterns that, when spoken to a 
person, assists them with going into a trance state. The patterns were 
developed by modeling the work of Milton Erickson, one of the foremost 
clinical hypnotherapists of the 20th century (Bandler and Grinder, 1975b; 
Grinder et al., 1977). Obviously, the model was developed within the 
context of various therapeutic situations. So I’m wondering if you are 
curious of its use in the context of classroom situations? 

Being a dedicated teacher, I like you, am always searching for new tools to 
help me in my classroom. And I have found using the Milton Model to be 
a useful tool. I use it to wrap my teachings in sheep’s clothing so they are 
understood at the student’s unconscious level, as well as at their conscious 
level.

Here is what I do. I regularly sandwich the information I want my students 
to learn between two Milton Model language patterns. I do this for bits of 
information, and even for entire lectures.

For example, I might open up a lecture topic with a statement such as…

“I’m sure most or all of you have either operated a tractor in a field 
for plowing or at least seen a tractor pulling a plow by watching 
someone else doing this or perhaps while watching a TV show or a 
movie. And because of that, I know you will be able to follow me, on 
some level at least, now, as I explain how it is a tractor can generate 
enough traction to pull a plow without getting stuck.”

I then proceed to give the technical details of the mathematical relationships 
of how this is done… 

“Blah, blah, blah…”

And then I help them solidify their learning by closing the topic with a 
statement such as…
 

“So…that’s how a tractor can generate enough traction to pull a plow 
without getting stuck. I wonder how many interesting ways you will 
imagine yourself applying these relationships sometime in the future? 
Let’s discuss these for a few moments.”
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Following which I engage them in a question and answer discussion about 
the topic. 

You don’t have to believe me that speaking in this way works successfully 
in my classroom. I invite you to test it out to see for yourself. And I leave 
making the decision of whether you will do it in your next class or a 
subsequent class entirely up to you.

Here are a few ‘one-liner’ examples of Milton’s language patterns I also 
sometimes use in my classroom. These are drawn directly from Mandel and 
Keeler (2002).
1.  It’s easy to ____________________________________________
(When we say something’s easy the brain will often check to see if it is.)

2.  __________________________ because…(insert reason).
(‘Because’ automatically analog marks any command in front of it.)

3.  You don’t have to ______________________________________.
(This is called a ‘truism’. On the surface it’s true and can’t be argued with. 
Beneath the surface is an embedded command.)

4.  A person might, (name) ________________________________.
(Say the name close to the second half of the sentence and it becomes 
a personalized embedded command: “A person might, Sam, work late 
tonight.”) 

5.  I’m not going to tell you ________________________________.
(I’m not going to tell you to do something, because I just did!)

6.  I’m wondering if ______________________________________.
(I never told you anything. I was just wondering…)
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7.  Would you rather___________________ or ________________.
(This is what is known as a double bind. The person appears to have free 
choice but winds up doing what you suggest.)

8.  (fact), (fact), (fact), and _________________________________.
(When you start off with a string of facts you create what is known as a ‘yes 
set’. The other person is mentally agreeing with what you say and then you 
hit them with with the suggestion.”

9.  Will you ______________, or _______________, or _________.
(This is known as infinite choice. If I cover all the possibilities that interest 
me, you can’t help but do what I say.)

10.  A person may not know if you’re __________________________.
(This is a referential index shift and switches from ‘a person’ to ‘you’.

11.  Sometime you’ll ______________________________________.
(Suggests that in the future you will do something, and leaves the decision 
of actually when to you.)

Leading to Learning—The Pace-Link-Lead Pattern

Now, as you are sitting and continuing to read this paper, you can begin to 
understand that another of the ways to influence your students to follow 
you along during your lecture is to intermittently acknowledge some 
aspect of their current experience and link that in some fashion to the new 
information you want them to learn.

Acknowledging some aspect of the students’ experience is called ‘pacing.’ 
Tying that to the new information is called ‘linking.’ And expressing to 
them the new information is called ‘leading.’

While you are assimilating what I have just conveyed to you above, you 
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can continue simultaneously learning even more because your unconscious 
mind is quite capable of learning multiple things at once. And your 
thinking about this for a moment makes you realize deep down this is true.

According to Grinder and Bandler (1981) this linking of two unrelated or 
barely related thoughts is a form of semantic ill-formedness called causal 
modeling or linkage. 

“Using words that imply a cause-effect relationship between 
something that is occurring and something that the communicator 
wants to occur invites the listener to respond as if one thing did 
indeed ‘cause’ the other.” (p. 242)

There are three forms of this linking method, each having varying degrees 
of strength: 1) the weakest linkage makes use of the conjunction ‘and’ 
to connect otherwise unrelated ideas, 2) a stronger linkage makes use of 
words like ‘as,’ ‘when,’ ‘during,’ and ‘while’ to connect ideas by establishing 
a connection in time, and 3) the strongest linkages are created by using 
words that actually state causality like ‘makes,’ ‘causes,’ ‘forces,’ and ‘requires’ 
(Grinder and Bandler, 1981).

If you reread the first three paragraphs of this section, now, you will notice 
explicitly how I have made use of all three of these linkages to demonstrate 
the pattern to you. Unconsciously, though you already new! And did you 
notice the sandwich?

Here’s how you are able to learn when you hear sentences spoken in these 
patterns. Grammatically speaking the sentence structure is quite correct so 
your conscious mind can follow the flow of the words, and when it hears an 
acknowledgement of something it knows to be true as in the first part (the 
pace), it happily continues listening. Your unconscious then picks up on the 
information in the second part (the lead) as something new it should pay 
attention to, and so it does—creating new leaning from the information 
being presented.

Be Mindful of Your But—The And-But Pattern

No, this section of the paper is not about an anatomical part of your body. 
It is about the use of the small and mighty word ‘but.’ According to the 
American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition, 
traditional grammarians have worried over what form the pronoun ought 
to take when it is used to indicate an exception in a sentence. Some have 
argued ‘but’ is a conjunction and therefore should be followed by the 
nominative form ‘I.’ However, many have argued somewhat inconsistently 
the accusative form ‘me’ is appropriate when a ‘but phrase’ occurs at the end 
of a sentence. To be grammatically correct when writing is all well and good, 
but what I am interested in is how our everyday verbal use of the word ‘but’ 
affects our communicating with others—and specifically how it can be used 
to increase student learning in the classroom. 

Another NLP secret to better learning is to replace the word ‘but’ with ‘and.’ 
You see ‘and’ is processed by your mind as a continuance word and when 
it is used like I have just used it here it ties the first part of the sentence 
together with the second part in a harmless fashion. When speaking to 
someone its use in this fashion creates a smooth continuous message that 
placates the unconscious mind’s sentry guard, the conscious mind, and the 
message gets processed harmlessly. 

Now you may be wondering if there are effective everyday uses of the word 
‘but’? Certainly there is. You can choose to ignore what you have learned so 
far by reading this article, but that would prevent you from teaching better 
and getting what you want out of your lectures, would it not? Get the idea? 

I invite you to be mindful of your but! Notice from this moment on every 
time you use ‘but’ when you are speaking. And as you do so, think of ways 
to restructure your sentences using the word ‘and’ instead. Practice doing 
this until it becomes second nature. You’ll be amazed first about how may 
times you actually use ‘but’ in the run of a day. And then as you change over 
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to using ‘and,’ you’ll be amazed again by how much better your messages are 
received by your students.

Getting Them to Believe You—The Credibility Pattern

Have you ever wondered why certain people get believed and others don’t? 
Have you ever listened to a presenter, and just never believed what they were 
saying? There is a really simple explanation for that. The voice intonation 
patterns they use do not give them credibility. That’s right, their voice 
intonation patterns.

Figure 2 below shows a representation of how voice intonation works to 
bring or not bring you credibility.

Figure 2: The Credibility Pattern (adapted from James and Shephard, 
2001)

The top line in Figure 2 shows the intonation structure of a question. When 
you deliver a question you normally raise your voice during the ‘end part’ 
of your sentence as a tonal indication you’re inviting a response. This is 
good if what you are saying is really a question. But doing this when you are 
delivering a sentence that is not question creates the impression you are not 
sure of what you are saying (James and Shephard, 2001).

The middle line in Figure 2 shows the intonation structure of a statement. 
When you deliver a statement you normally keep your voice tone flat. The 
flatness in your voice suggests you are indifferent to what you are saying 
(James and Shephard, 2001).

The bottom line in Figure 2 shows the intonation structure of a command. 
When you deliver a command you normally drop your voice during the 
‘end part’ of your sentence as a tonal indication directing a behavior in 
response. This is good when you are directing someone to do something, 
and when you want someone to believe what you are saying. The drop in 
your voice suggests you are sure of what you are saying, giving you some 
measure of credibility with the listener (James and Shephard, 2001). It’s like 
putting a verbal exclamation mark at the end of your sentence! 

When lecturing to my students, I definitely want them to believe what I’m 
saying, so I use the command intonation a lot. When they hear the drop in 
my voice, they understand what I’m saying is credible. So when they hear 
something credible from me, they pay close attention to it, because doing 
so increases their learning! How do I know that you might be wondering? 
Well, I explained and demonstrated the entire pattern in several of my 
classes and I asked them if they agreed. And they did! 

It’s easy for you to practice these intonation patterns to discover for yourself 
what I’m saying is true. You don’t have to take my word for it! Find a 
partner or group to speak the following sentences using each of the patterns. 
And if you have been paying close attention while you have been reading 
this section, you will have already figured out (e.g. learned) what to do when 
you read the sentences. So, I’m not going to tell you that you should raise 
your voice when you see italics, keep it flat when you see underlining, and 
drop it when you see bold. Do that now.

“The result of my experiment on the level of nitrate-nitrogen in soils 
clearly shows there is an inverse relationship between concentration and 
depth in the soil.” 
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“The result of my experiment on the level of nitrate-nitrogen in soils 
clearly shows there is an inverse relationship between concentration 
and depth in the soil.”

“The result of my experiment on the level of nitrate-nitrogen in soils 
clearly shows there is an inverse relationship between concentration 
and depth in the soil.”

Cool, eh?

Conclusion

So, you have now nearly finished reading this paper, and as you consider 
all the things I’ve communicated to you, knowing with both curiosity and 
amazement there is some message or messages in it for you, somewhere, that 
you can, you know, attach whatever meaning or meanings you want to it, if 
you are wanting to, and because this is so, I know whatever you attach will 
be right for you, just like a good politician knows, that when you get done 
listening to his or her speech during which they often say a whole lot of 
generalities about nothing in particular, their message is all-ways interpreted 
by many to be particular about just what they want to be hearing at that 
exact moment in time. I hope you are amused by my wordy playing with 
words and won’t allow it to not be a major influence on how or when you 
make up your mind to learn more about using NLP language patterns to 
increase your students’ learning. 
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Learning in New Brunswick

This paper explores the dynamics that affect the ESL experiences of newcomers to 
Fredericton. Five ESL learners from the level three class of the LINC program at the 
Multicultural Centre of Fredericton participated in this study. Through a research de-
sign of in-depth, semi-stuctured interviews-based on narrative phenomenology—these 
participants reflected on life and learning situations from both past and present. They 
identified enablers and barriers to their language learning and shared the meaning these 
experiences have had (and are having) for each of them. A literature review supports the 
initial findings of the study, which reveals that there are personal/psychological, situ-
ational/circumstantial and institutional factors that impact ESL learning.

The topic of my thesis research, and my presentation is Understanding the English 
Language Learning Experiences (ESL) of Immigrants and Refugees in New Brunswick. 
One study, limited by geography, time, and relatively few participants, cannot claim to 
understand experiences of all immigrants of refugees, but perhaps it will move us closer 
to that understanding and stir the desire for further research. Today, I can discuss what 
I’ve learned through the ESL workplace and volunteer work with recent immigrants and 
refugees, and from a broad literature review.

I am exploring the dynamics that shape the language learning experience of adult im-
migrants and refugees attending a formal ESL learning program in Fredericton. My aim 
is to identify the factors these individuals themselves regard as influencing their progress. 
How do they see the factors influencing their learning from both past and present experi-
ence? Do their experiences play a role in their ability and motivation to learn a language? 
If they recognize any barriers to their learning, what do they do with their understanding 
of those barriers? Who or what enables them, or could enable them, to learn better and 
more effectively?
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with the loss of familiar settings, loss of family and friends, possibly the loss 
of their property and possessions and their whole way of life. We need to 
help them steer their way through unfamiliar territory.

Awareness of our students’ needs, and taking those needs into consideration 
when developing curriculum and delivering it in the classroom, is always a 
reflection of good teaching practice. But I think facilitating ESL learning 
to adults goes beyond acknowledging their diversity in learning styles 
and multiple intelligences, beyond the usual factors that may influence 
adult learning such as age, health, family responsibilities, and work. More 
effective facilitation doesn’t mean towing their boat; it does mean providing 
appropriate equipment and assistance. 

Insider-outsider Status Plays a Key Role in Research

Studying the issues around newcomers to Canada has made one fact very 
clear to me: although these immigrants and refugees may feel like the 
outsiders and express that feeling of alienation and not yet belonging, we 
are outsiders in a different sense. The idea of insider/outsider status, power 
and position, is often an element that needs to be addressed in research, 
including this research. The relationship between positionality, power, and 
status can create advantages and/or disadvantages (Merriam et al., 2001). 
And because mine is a narrative phenomenological study of the lived 
experiences of these individuals, it is important to me that their voices 
are heard and that mine doesn’t get in the way of understanding their real 
experiences. 

As a Researcher, I Have a Need to Know those Stories

I have had several experiences during the past few years that propelled me 
into this research. For the past two years I have worked with immigrants 
and refugees at the Multicultural Association of Fredericton (MCAF), where 
the Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) program is 

Deborah Murray - Understanding the Experiences of Immigrants and Refugees in English Second 
Language (ESL) Learning in New Brunswick

Deborah Murray - Understanding the Experiences of Immigrants and Refugees in English Second 
Language (ESL) Learning in New Brunswick

Terminology Depends on One’s Perspective

Citizenship and Immigration Canada distinguishes between business 
immigrant, economic immigrant, and family class immigrant, but they 

essentially have the common characteristic of someone who is “selected for 
their skills and ability to contribute to Canada’s economy.” A refugee, on the 
other hand, or what is sometimes known as a convention refugee, has a fear 
of persecution from their country of origin and is seeking refuge in Canada 
(www.cic.gc.ca/english/monitor/glossary.html). I prefer to use the term 
newcomer as it applies to immigrants or refugees, because as recent arrivals 
to Fredericton they take ESL training as a combined group.
Researcher Assumptions

Immigration to Canada is expected to increase substantially over the next 
decade, meaning more families will be moving through the educational 
system. My assumptions and preliminary understandings are that for 
some individuals—those benefiting from optimum learning conditions 
and a solid support system—learning English could be smooth sailing 
and an exciting exploration. Others may feel they are not only stranded 
in the middle of a strange river, but are caught in a current without 
knowing which way to paddle. Here, ESL instructors, in particular, are the 
professionals who help newcomers effectively navigate that deep water. They 
are responsible for that first crucial element of social belonging: teaching the 
language while acting as cultural representatives (Adkins, Sample & Birman, 
1999).

Language and Culture Go Hand in Hand

We know that the canoeist paddles on both sides of the canoe to maintain 
a straight line and move ahead in the water. It is all about adjusting course, 
depending on where you want to go and the conditions at the time of your 
journey. So must newcomers make continual adjustments to their new 
language and environment, learning new social complexities while dealing 
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to New Brunswick have a long history of leaving the province to build more 
successful lives elsewhere (Conrad & Steel, 2004).

The Literature Indicates that a Variety of Realities Exist

One area that is prevalent in literature addressing immigration issues in 
North America deals with varying symptoms of anxiety, stress, and post-
traumatic stress. Some research has been done on the varieties of stress that 
refugees experience through resettlement (Pynoos et al., 1993). Researchers 
have also focused on the importance of communities in recognizing the 
needs of refugees and acknowledging the skills and resources they bring 
with them; a focus of many resettlement workers is how refugees and their 
host societies will adapt to each other, an issue considered “central…to 
their well-being” (Ferris, 2001, p.1). Behavioural signs that help instructors 
identify the symptoms of stress have been discussed in other work (Adkins 
et al., 1999). Classroom methods and strategies for ESL teachers have also 
been suggested (Horsman, 1998). One study of the experience of Chinese 
immigrant women learning ESL in Fredericton identified themes of 
adjustment and language difficulties relating to socio-economic and cultural 
issues (Wang, 1996). Miedema (1999) identified the “cultural, linguistic, 
economic and racial difficulties” of abused immigrant women in New 
Brunswick (p .2). One purpose of her qualitative study was to “make visible 
the voices of immigrant women” and identify barriers to services (p. 2). 
In looking for those barriers, she found that language training—or lack of 
it—compounds other life problems as well.

There are numerous studies and references on the affective factors that 
influence language learning (or any adult learning), including motivation, 
anxiety, and attitude (Horsman,1998; Kristmanson,1993; Pynoos et al., 
1993). Handbooks and guides for ESL instructors reflect an increasing 
awareness of factors that may be part of an immigrant’s learning experience: 
negative factors such as age-related physical or cognitive difficulty, anxiety, 
isolation, fear of failure as well as positive factors such as feelings of safety 

offered. Individuals from South America, Africa, Asia, Europe, and the 
Middle East are represented here. Interacting with this multi-cultural and 
multi-ethnic group created opportunities for me to learn about some of 
their previous life experiences as well as their first impressions of Canadian 
culture. One individual spoke frequently about the political corruption in 
Columbia, sure that all government and law enforcement agencies around 
the world are similarly untrustworthy. His learning progressed slowly; it was 
his written skills that were holding him back from entering level two—skills 
that would have improved, he said, if he had time to work on his English 
outside class, instead of working two low paying jobs to make ends meet. 
Another adult learner spoke about how she ached for her home and family 
left behind in China and that the demands of her large family here took 
precedence over homework. One quiet woman from East Africa told me 
how the image of her father and brother being shot and then burned to 
death replayed in her mind day after day—a memory of an event that had 
clearly traumatized her and continued to interfere with her life and learning. 

I have thought a lot about that woman since, realizing that she probably 
suffered from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and that because she 
had such limited English, she would not be able to communicate effectively 
with a doctor, and therefore, not receive the help she needed. We know 
that PTSD can affect individuals of all ages and backgrounds, including 
immigrants and refugees from war-torn countries. It has been documented 
that symptoms of PTSD cause significant blocks to receiving both a positive 
classroom experience and achieving success in education—in both children 
and adults—if not identified and addressed (Herman, 1992; Kerka, 2002).

Another group of learners I have been tutoring for several months—families 
from Afghanistan—recently left Fredericton for Toronto and Calgary. They 
told me that because of their limited language skills, minimum wage jobs 
were all they could hope for and that would not provide for their families, 
let alone match their previous standard of living in their home country. This 
reality also has parallels in the literature, which describes how immigrants 
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third lowest fertility rate in Canada (so a future forecast that the population 
will not replenish itself ). These are compelling reasons for encouraging 
immigration and a renewed attitude of accepting multiculturalism in the 
province.
 
Developing Multiculturalism has been Linked to Language Learning

Baker (2001) expands on the links between second language education 
and the development of multiculturalism and anti-racism in society. As an 
ideal, multiculturalism is based on the ability of the individual to retain 
both identities—that from his/her country of origin, and that which 
he/she accesses along with language, in the new country. Baker points out 
that there is a power issue involved here. The use of submersion as an ESL 
form of teaching, for example, will “perpetuate, rather than alleviate the 
distance in power between the dominated and the dominating” (p.405). 
Formal instruction that follows the policy of not allowing learners to speak 
in their mother tongue (as an assist to learning the new language) increases 
this power differential and its resulting negative effects on the individuals 
involved.

My research and experience with language learners of many different 
nationalities has so far revealed that while many individuals indicate a 
degree of difficulty with their learning in some respect, a few of them appear 
to be more comfortable and secure in their new environment than others 
and have spoken casually of how “nice” or “safe” Canada is as a place to 
live. This comfort level may translate into a positive and rewarding learning 
experience.

Methodology and Methods

My research is based on qualitative methodology. I expect a blended 
approach of narrative inquiry and phenomenology to provide the 
appropriate framework for doing in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
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for their families and renewed optimism for employment opportunities 
(Adkins et al., 1998).

Research indicates that the lived experiences of immigrants and refugees are 
complicated with difficulties that begin with, or are significantly influenced 
by, their level of success in language learning. As well, they show that 
research in English language learning plays a key role in promoting personal 
empowerment, social acceptance, and cultural understanding, all of which 
play a role in adult education.

The Federal Government Recognizes the Importance of Second 
Language Training

At the government level, improved language training is seen primarily in 
terms of economic benefit for the community in which the newcomers will 
live and work. Both federal and provincial governments in Canada have 
recently placed an emphasis on immigration, education, language and the 
economy, addressing a priority outlined in Canada’s Innovation Strategy: 
strengthening the nation’s social economy and encouraging continuous 
learning (Human Resources and Development Canada, 2002). Each year 
newcomers represent an additional 230,000 or more of the current and 
future workforce in the Canadian economy. The current government 
mandate is to assist immigrants and refugees “to adapt to Canadian society” 
and help those who “enhance Canada’s social and economic growth” 
(http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/department/brochure/service.html).

New Brunswick Needs Immigration for Economic Reasons

While one in five Canadians is now an immigrant, that ratio drops to one 
in 33 for New Brunswick (http://www.clbc.ca/Research_and_Reports). 
But there are two other underlying trends in New Brunswick that may 
significantly influence policy: an increasing population moving out of the 
workforce and into retirement (so a lack of available skilled workers) and the 
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optimum conditions so the expedition is a success. In the same way, we 
need to partner with these newcomers in their learning. If we have seen our 
instructors’ role as “the guide on the side,” then it’s time we joined them in 
the boat.
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five participants—volunteers from the level three ESL program offered at 
the MCAF. Keeping the focus on the adult learners themselves will enable 
them to identify the central meaning and the essence of those experiences 
(van Manen, 1997).
 
There are similarities and differences in the two methodologies of narrative 
inquiry and phenomenology, but in my view each of them has elements that 
can work alternately, or in combination, and not at cross-purposes. While 
narrative methodology emphasizes the continuity of experience, and the 
continued interaction between the researcher, the participants and the text, 
phenomenology seeks understanding of the experience itself, the essence of 
the phenomenon.

Conclusion

Individuals and families who relocate in Canada as a result of war in 
their own countries or those who are searching for new life and career 
opportunities, represent a greater linguistic and cultural diversity beyond the 
French and English determined to be official languages by our government. 
The responsibility lies with ESL providers and the wider community to 
learn as much as we can about what constitutes their realities and their 
needs, then make every attempt to respond with our best effort.

My volunteer work with newcomers and my research in adult education 
is on-going. The stories I’ve heard from newcomers to New Brunswick 
are as varied and intriguing as each person sharing with me. They are told 
dispassionately, or in voices full of despair; hesitantly, or with an almost 
giddy excitement. Some look back; others look forward. 

I used a river metaphor earlier as a way of illustrating how the immigrant 
or refugee may feel as a newcomer, learning English. But it is also an 
appropriate way to view ourselves as teachers. Guides on our salmon rivers 
work in conjunction with the fishermen, not fishing for them, but creating 

Deborah Murray - Understanding the Experiences of Immigrants and Refugees in English Second 
Language (ESL) Learning in New Brunswick



46 47

Pynoos, R., Sorenson, S., & Steinburg, A. 1993. Interpersonal violence and 
traumatic stress reactions. In L. Goldberger & S. Breznitz (Eds.) Handbook 
of stress: Theoretical and clinical aspects. (2nd. Ed.). New York: The Free Press.

van Manen, M. 1997. Researching lived experience: Human science for an 
action sensitive pedagogy. London, Ont.: The Althouse Press.

Wang, L. 1996. The experience of Chinese immigrant women learning English 
in Canada. Thesis, (M.Ed.), Fredericton: University of New Brunswick. 

Deborah Murray - Understanding the Experiences of Immigrants and Refugees in English Second 
Language (ESL) Learning in New Brunswick

Deborah Murray - Understanding the Experiences of Immigrants and Refugees in English Second 
Language (ESL) Learning in New Brunswick

Citizenship and Immigration Canada website. The Monitor, Retrieved May 
12, 2005 from http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/monitor/glossary.html.

Ferris, E. 2001. Building Hospitable Communities. Refuge, 20(1).

Herman, J. 1992. Trauma and recovery: The aftermath of violence—from 
domestic abuse to political terror. New York: Basic Books.

Horsman, J. 1998. But I’m not a therapist! The challenge of creating effective 
literacy learning for survivors of trauma. In S. Shore (Ed.), Australian Council 
for Literacy 21st National Conference: Literacy on the line. Conference 
proceedings. Adelaide: University of South Australia.Second Language 
Education Centre

Human Resources Development Canada. 2002. Knowledge matters: Skills 
and learning for Canadians. Canada’s innovation strategy. Hull: Government 
of Canada.

Kerka, S. 2002. Trauma and adult learning. ERIC Digest. Retrieved July 19, 
2004 from EBSCO/ERIC.

Kristmanson, P. 1993. Motivation and the adult second language learning 
environment. Unpublished Masters Thesis, University of New Brunswick, 
Fredericton, NB.

Merriam, S.; Johnson-Bailey, J.; Lee, M.-Y.; Kee, Y.; Ntseane, G.; & 
Muhamad, M. 2001. Power and positionality: negotiating insider/outsider 
status within and across cultures. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 
20(5).

Miedema, B. 1999. Barriers and strategies: How to improve services for 
abused immigrant women in New Brunswick. Fredericton: CFVR. Retrieved 
October 19, 2004, from www.unbf.ca/arts/CFVR.



49

Judith E. H. Doyle & Eileen M. Herteis
Mount Allison University

The Path from Problem to Scholarship: Two Voices

Educational developers—the people who work in Teaching and Learning Centres—are 
eager to engage faculty in meaningful ways, to provide programming, services and 
consultations that will meet their colleagues’ needs and that will endure for some time. 
Many Teaching Centres offer workshops and guest presentations, but how does one 
measure the impact of those once the event is over? 

Furthermore, some educational developers see their faculty colleagues only when they 
are facing a problem—a bad teaching evaluation, frustration that a carefully planned 
learning activity did not succeed—or an urgent need—a resource, a tip, a small grant. 
Yet educational developers are increasingly interested in finding ways to create long-last-
ing links with colleagues across campus and to find ways to embed their developmental 
activities in the campus culture.

The following is a success story, an example of how a single faculty request for help with 
a teaching problem grew into a collaborative scholarly endeavour. It is a story told in 
two voices

Dramatis Personae

Eileen Herteis, 
Director, Purdy Crawford Teaching Centre, Mount Allison University
Judith Doyle, 
Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology Mount Allison University



50 51

Judith E. H. Doyle & Eileen M. Herteis - The Path from Problem to Scholarship: Two Voices

University teachers, therefore, must be expert in more than just their 
academic subject. As Diana Laurillard (1993) tells us:

They need to know the ways it can come to be understood, the ways 
it can be misunderstood, what counts as understanding: they need to 
know how individuals experience the subject. 

Mary Taylor Huber (2002) goes further, explaining that disciplines also 
provide the conceptual framework for SoTL: 

Disciplinary styles empower the scholarship of teaching, not only 
by giving scholars a ready-made way to imagine and present their 
work but also by giving shape to the problems they choose and the 
methods of inquiry they use. 

So how does a faculty member, like Judith Doyle, make the transition from 
being a scholar of her discipline—Sociology—into a scholar of teaching her 
discipline to become a scholar of teaching itself?

The scholarly problem in teaching

Every scholarly endeavour begins with a “problem”: a question, an occasion 
of difficulty, a realization that something is not fully understood, or that it 
could be going better.

When university teachers have problems, they may go to their Teaching 
Centre. Too often, however, Teaching Centres are seen as academic triage 
units, places to come to have a teaching problem diagnosed, and after the 
careful but speedy application of salve, once more into the fray. . . . 

How can Teaching Centres help teaching colleagues transform their 
teaching problems into teaching scholarship? Randy Bass (1999) tells us that 
for this to happen, we must “change the status of the problem in teaching 

Eileen’s Story

As an educational developer, I grapple with a few issues. Some are practical; 
others are more political. But the most abiding problem is this: How do 
I convince my colleagues that teaching and scholarly work are not two 
separate things? And how do I encourage them even to embark on that 
scholarship, let alone excel in it?

Teaching is scholarly work? 

A rich literature is evolving around the Scholarship of Teaching. Ernest 
Boyer, in his seminal work Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the 
Professoriate (1990), first acknowledged that while the Scholarship of 
Teaching is “elusive,” it exists. According to Boyer, the Scholarship of 
Teaching means “transforming and extending” knowledge, not merely 
transmitting it. The Scholarship of Teaching involves planning, assessing, 
and modifying one’s teaching and applying to it the same “exacting 
standards” of evaluation as those used in research. 

Boyer’s Scholarship of Teaching has been renamed the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning, (SoTL), for as Mick Healey (2000) argues, teaching 
and learning in higher education are “inextricably linked, so the scholarship 
of teaching is as much about learning as it is about teaching.” 

And so the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning now inhabits a very 
spacious and hospitable crossroads where enhanced teaching practices and 
enriched student learning intersect.

Many teachers embark on SoTL to deal with a particular classroom issue: 
the quest for a solution to a dilemma or problem rooted in teaching their 
discipline. Our disciplines profoundly influence our scholarship; they 
shape the types of research and inquiry that we conduct and the means of 
documentation and dissemination that are acceptable to and valued by our 
peers. 
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The scholarly problem with teaching

If there is a scholarly stumbling block here, it is that we don’t often go 
public with our teaching. The classroom is “a fine and private place” whose 
doors are opened to colleagues’ scrutiny only at peer review time when we 
are seeking promotion and tenure. 

If as Randy Bass (in Huber, 2004) suggests, “Visibility is key to one’s 
scholarship, one’s professional reputation,” how can we encourage teaching 
colleagues to make their teaching visible?

Teaching Centres across the Atlantic region and around Canada are trying 
to answer that question. While we do not want to discourage our colleagues 
from coming to see us to have their teaching problems “solved,” we want 
them to realize that the richness in their teaching, its scholarly aspect, 
springs from the problems themselves—not their solutions.. Educational 
developers agree with Bill Cerbin (1993) that 

Teaching will not be accepted by the professoriate as authentic 
scholarship until its advocates offer alternative models of teaching as 
complex, problematic, intellectually challenging and creative work.

In 2004 at the Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 
Conference at University of Ottawa, I asked a group of educational 
developers what innovative things they were doing in their Centres to 
support teaching and learning. As Figure 1 shows, they are involved in a 
number of activities directly related to the Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning.
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from terminal remediation to on-going investigation.” In other words, 
teaching problems are opportunities for growth and discovery, as Judith 
attests; they are triggers for scholarship.

What are the quintessential elements of scholarship and do they apply 
to teaching? 

Lee Shulman (1999), President of the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement for Teaching, has written that an intelligent act is scholarly 
when it becomes public, it is critically reviewed and evaluated by one’s 
community, and one’s community begins to use, build upon, and develop it.
 
Andresen (2000) gives a less “community-based,” but nevertheless 
overlapping, definition when he counts a “willingness to be open to public 
scrutiny and challenge” amongst the three quintessential elements of 
scholarship.

Finally in 1997, Glassick, Huber & Maeroff ‘s “standards for scholarly 
work” give us six clear criteria, which are just as applicable to teaching as 
they are to laboratory experimentation or textual analysis. As the authors 
say, “Their very obviousness suggests their applicability to a broad range of 
intellectual projects:”

1.  Clear goals
2.  Adequate preparation
3.  Appropriate methods
4.  Significant results
5.  Effective presentation
6.  Reflective critique

Scholarship, then, involves reflective, methodical inquiry contributed in a 
public, visible way to what is already known so that others can review and 
perhaps benefit from or add to our findings. 
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Some will talk to departmental colleagues, post questions on listservs to 
contact colleagues further afield, or even attend workshops. After testing the 
applicability in the classroom of some of the solutions or ideas they have 
researched, they will assess whether they have been successful by doing some 
formative evaluation with their students, adjusting their approach, and 
trying again. Some may even make their teaching “visible” by asking a peer 
to come into their class to review their changes, and so on. Throughout this 
exercise, the teacher is reflecting on his or her teaching, checking progress, 
consulting the literature.

Adapted from Richlin, 2001

Figure Two: Cycle of Scholarly Teaching
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For many of these teachers, the process will end there with improved 
teaching, better student learning, and positive solutions. It is for this reason 
that many see the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning as an applied 
scholarship since its primary goal is improved student learning outcomes; 
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Figure One

1.  Sessions on action research in the classroom so that faculty can 
investigate teaching problems and their solutions in class

2.  Teachers’ Reading and Writing Circles to introduce faculty to the 
scholarly literature in teaching

3.  Course (re)Design Institute 
4.  Consultant who specializes in helping with educational research 

and publishing
5.  Consultant to help faculty move through the scholarly teaching 

cycle
6.  Support for human ethics applications for teachers doing 

classroom research
7.  Starting a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning group with 

faculty members whose primary responsibility is teaching
8.  Learning Communities 

Canadian Educational Developers’ Activities to Support the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning

How do you do the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning?

As already mentioned, when faced with a teaching problem, some teachers 
will go their Teaching Centre seeking a solution, and their quest will end 
there. Others will explore farther (See Figure 2). 

They will read the pedagogical literature, likely starting with the literature 
in their own disciplines, such as Teaching Sociology or The Journal of 
Chemical Education, and then branch out into the broader field choosing 
such material as the National Teaching and Learning Forum or The Teaching 
Professor. 
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Figure Three: Course Development Cycle
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When Judith Doyle came to see me about her Sociology class in November, 
2004, she came like many colleagues because she had encountered a 
moment of difficulty in her teaching, and her story describes that difficulty; 
yet what is remarkable is that she quickly became not just a client of the 
Centre, but rather a Scholar of Teaching and Learning.

Moving from the problem to “on-going investigation” is not a giant leap. 
Figure Four shows how a moment of difficulty can be transformed by 
asking the right, reflective questions, such as: What’s the problem? Where 
can I look for a solution? Is it working? How do I know? The educational 
developer’s role is to encourage the faculty colleague that these questions, 
applicable in the disciplines, are just as applicable to teaching.
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indeed, most would agree that improved student learning is the sine qua 
non of this scholarship—more important even than publication. As Healey 
(2002) says:

If more university teachers reflected on, evaluated and researched 
their practices, more scholarly teaching should result and, more 
significantly, the quality of learning of our students should be 
enhanced.

Other teachers, however, will share the results of their research and 
classroom practice with their colleagues in more formal, public, visible 
ways. They will talk to their teaching committees, send a description of 
their activities to a listserv or post it on a web site, present a session in their 
department or college, give a conference presentation or write a paper for 
publication in their disciplinary literature or in the wider SoTL literature. 
Those are the activities represented in the inner circle of Figure 2.

Many university professors are already doing The Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning

Lest this scholarly cycle appear daunting, let me suggest that the majority 
of reflective university professors are already involved in this scholarship, 
yet they continue to diminish its importance by distinguishing their 
teaching from their scholarly work (and indeed by relying on such telling 
metaphorical language as teaching load and research opportunity. . . .). 

The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning cycle is, to a very large extent, the 
cycle of course development shown in Figure 3. 
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The wrong reason to do the scholarship of teaching is that it’s now 
listed in the criteria for promotion and tenure; that’s a formula for 
turning important work into just a job, one more hurdle or task. . . 
there’s an important message here about passions, and pursuing ideas 
that really matter. 

Judith’s Story

I went to Eileen Herteis, the director of the Purdy Crawford Teaching 
Centre (PCTC) at my university, Mount Allison, in November 2004 
seeking help about a ‘problem’ class. This was a team taught course between 
three faculty members and was a new course introduced in September, 
2003. It is a second year course required for our majors and minors. It 
introduces them to more theory, more methods and most importantly 
to writing research papers in Sociology. I taught the middle third and 
introduced the students to thinking methodologically. Teaching this course 
was hard. 

The first time we taught the course, all three faculty members felt that it 
had gone poorly. We felt that the 57 students were not engaged, seemed 
resistant, behaved badly in tutorials. At end of term, we asked the three 
tutorial assistants to discuss with their classes the ways in which the course 
could be improved. In the meeting to discuss the results of these discussions, 
only one tutorial assistant turned up. Having been briefed by the other two, 
she felt that she could describe the discussions for all three tutorial groups. 
The students did not like that all three faculty members had different books 
for each section. The students felt that the tutorials were a waste of time, 
that the tutorial leaders were not well prepared and that they would rather 
the professor ran the tutorials. 

Reacting to those changes, in 2004 we revised the course so that there was a 
common set of readings for all three sections and on which they would base 
their research papers. With the PCTC, we set up a special tutorial assistant 

Figure One: Scholarly Teaching Questions
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Reframing teaching problems as scholarly opportunities is the key to success 
in SoTL. As Randy Bass (1999) says,

Ultimately success in SoTL will not be the degree to which it 
can—by focusing on “the many layers of practice” at the heart of 
teaching—discover solutions worth implementing, but the extent to 
which it is successful in discovering problems worth pursuing.

I am not suggesting here, however, that the Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning is for everyone, that it should become a requirement for all. 
Indeed, as Bill Cerbin (1993) advises, the Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning must emanate first from a desire to teach better and to affect 
improved student learning:

Judith E. H. Doyle & Eileen M. Herteis - The Path from Problem to Scholarship: Two Voices



60 61

Judith E. H. Doyle & Eileen M. Herteis - The Path from Problem to Scholarship: Two Voices

But at another level, this is also a story about coming to understand the 
scholarship of teaching and learning. I was surprised—pleasantly so—to 
discover that this “elusive” scholarship, which I had heard and read about, 
was actually so accessible and complementary to my discipline. Not only 
was this scholarship doable, I was already doing it. Indeed, the cycle of 
scholarly teaching, as described by Richlin (2001) follows the same general 
cycle as the course development cycle. My colleagues and I had a teaching 
problem, we researched, selected, and implemented solutions, and evaluated 
the results. 

Importantly, though, there are two elements which distinguish the two. 
First, as Bass (1999) notes it is important that our understanding of 
the problem in teaching shift from terminal remediation to on-going 
investigation. Secondly, as Eileen convinced me, excellence in teaching is 
not scholarship unless it is shared. These two elements make an important 
shift in how we think about teaching. They should not be underestimated 
but neither should they be overplayed. 

Perhaps this shift from thinking about solving a problem in my teaching to 
thinking about teaching as part of scholarship can be partly explained by 
my discipline. Huber and Morreale (2002) argue that sociologists seem to 
be able to turn their intellectual power and capital towards thinking about 
how we teach. With the institutional support of the American Sociological 
Society, we have been able to bridge the gap between the scholarship on 
education and the practice of teaching. 

Faculty needs for Teaching Centres will still, and I would suggest always, 
be rooted in practical concerns. When things are not going right in a class, 
or when we think that we could be doing it better, we will need Teaching 
Centres to offer practical, doable, remedial suggestions. Teaching Centres 
should be there to offer that help. Educational developers can use these 
needs as a gateway to introducing the scholarship of teaching and learning. 
After all, faculty are used to thinking in systematic ways and to sharing their 
ideas. 
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training workshop to better equip our tutorial assistants. Finally, we also 
revised the tutorial structure so that the professor would be more involved 
in their delivery, spent some time in each tutorial and provide more support 
for the tutorial assistants.

And yet the class was still unsatisfying and unsatisfied. The 47 students were 
still grim faced, inattentive and disrespectful to the tutorial assistants. It 
was an exhausting class to teach. I struggled to present my lectures in more 
engaging ways, to improve group work questions, to do anything possible 
to make teaching them a pleasant experience. Frustrated, in November I 
turned to the director of my Teaching Centre for help.

Rather than use the faculty-wide course evaluation form which we felt 
would not provide very informative feedback, we asked Eileen to conduct 
focus groups with randomly selected students from the class. Eileen 
randomly selected 16 students from the class; three students took part in 
the focus groups. (Perhaps in itself an indicator of how unengaged the 
students were!). The professors were not present at the focus groups and we 
do not know the identity of the participants. Based on the report of those 
discussions, we have made further changes to the course for delivery this fall 
and will again evaluate the effectiveness of those changes.

There are some interesting lessons in this tale of fixing a “problem” in 
teaching. At one level, it is a story common to all who teach. Indeed, 
it might be seen as part of the course development cycle, which Eileen 
describes in this paper (and to which she introduced me). Both as a 
department and individually, we had decided what we wanted to teach 
in that course, we had thought through objectives, assessments and 
approaches. And we taught and learned. We discussed the class in detail 
with each other, with tutorial assistants and with our teaching centre 
director. We made changes to the class and have and will evaluate those 
changes. 
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Expanding the Horizons of Atlantic Students in 
Canada and the United States: Bringing New Voices 
Into the Classroom and Taking the Classroom to the 

Community

In this paper two social work educators (one from Atlantic Canada and the other from 
the Atlantic region in the United States), explain and illustrate three teaching and 
learning methods they have employed for students from rural and small town settings 
in Atlantic Canada and the United States. The authors describe the horizon-expand-
ing activities of using ethnographic data from their research, guest speakers, and field 
trips. They consider preparation and follow up methods to reinforce learning from these 
activities.

Rationale: The Importance of Expanding the Horizons of Students 

In social work as in other disciplines need to students expand their 
worldview. This is especially true for students from rural and small town 

communities in Atlantic Canada and the United States who often come to 
the academic setting with limited experiences of life beyond the relatively 
stable and homogeneous rural communities in which most of them have 
spent their entire lives. Yet, these very same students are expected upon 
graduation with their social work degrees to have an understanding and 
working knowledge of many different populations and issues.

A glance at an introductory social work textbook will introduce students 
to diversity in social justice issues, poverty, mental health and substance 
abuse, health care, the needs of families and children, older adults, criminal 
justice, and needs in rural areas (Ambrosino, et al. 2005). The authors of 
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Here are some examples from these narratives:

An Aboriginal participant went shopping at a local farmers’ market 
and carefully looked at fruit labeled “cherry tomatoes” to decide 
whether to make a purchase. The stallholder said not once but 
three times in ascending volume: “they are cherry tomatoes.” The 
participant said nothing but thought: “I know they are cherry 
tomatoes and I can read!”

A woman who had recently come to Canada as a refugee from 
an African country was troubled because her 8 year old son was a 
member (although certainly not a leader) of a group of boys who were 
high-spirited, rowdy, noisy, and who had skirmishes with each other 
and occasionally broke things. The mother noted that her son seemed 
to be reprimanded more often than the other children in his class.

A hospital social worker commented that “smudging” set off fire 
alarms.

A refugee who escaped to Canada with “only the clothes on my 
back” told a story about a university which refused him admission 
to graduate study because he was unable to provide the necessary 
documentary proof of a bachelor’s degree, even after he offered to 
take qualifying exams to demonstrate his ability.

An immigrant was told that professional experience gained in her 
country of origin did not count for salary increments. She had to 
begin at the bottom of the salary scale even though she had several 
years experience in her country of origin.

These vignettes described situations that might have been experienced 
in urban as well as rural settings but they provided new information 
to students who hailed from ethnically homogeneous rural and small-
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this paper have found that students with limited experience sometimes have 
difficulty in empathizing with situations described in standard textbooks. 
We always look for opportunities to make life outside the students’ realm 
of experience more real. We pose a number of questions for students to 
reflect on. For example, how does someone end up homeless? What is like 
to live in a homeless shelter? If you came to the university from a small rural 
community, did you even have homeless shelters in your town or village? If 
not, where do the homeless live in your communities? 

In their book, Interviewing in Action (2005), Murphy and Dillon encourage 
students to “develop and refine a socially responsible worldview that will 
guide your professional development as a clinician [social worker]” (p.18). 
It is our belief that an important part of teaching is to help expand the 
horizons of students. One way to do this is to introduce new voices to them 
inside the classroom as well as provide experiences in the larger community.

In this paper we discuss three methods that we have found will assist 
students to expand their horizons: using ethnographic data, inviting guest 
speakers to join our classes, and arranging field trips. We describe each in 
turn. 

Ethnographic Data

During one of my ethnographic studies, I (Clews) asked participants from 
different ethnic groups to share their experiences of living and working in 
New Brunswick. Their comments revealed several instances of interpersonal 
and systemic racism. I have provided a selection of vignettes from these 
narratives and asked students to comment on them. These vignettes have 
been valuable in expanding horizons because they have exposed students 
with ethnically homogenous backgrounds to experiences of people from 
diverse ethic backgrounds.

Lena W Carawan - Expanding the Horizons of Atlantic Students in Canada and the United 
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heart. I said my father didn’t do this, my grandfather never did this 
and I never do it, my great-grandfather never did it. And I said I am 
not going to do this for a living. So I turned to my son and said, “Do 
you want to buy this boat?” I am not going to do this. I can’t throw 
fish overboard that I catch. I couldn’t handle the regulations; I’ll put 
it that way. Maybe if they came on slower, I probably could deal with 
them a little bit more. I probably could deal with them. They just 
came on too hard, too fast. I sold the boat and I took a year off from 
fishing. I bought a smaller boat just to go shrimping. I make out a lot 
better. I don’t make as much money, but my headaches are so less. If 
I kept my big boats I think I would be dead by now. Just by worrying 
and stress, would have killed me.

Stuff comes in cycles. One of the biggest comebacks really has 
been croakers [a species of fish] and there were no regulations at all 
imposed on them. Fifteen years ago you couldn’t catch a croaker. 
I mean they were near about extinct in the ocean. But now, you 
can’t hardly sell them, there are so many of them. And there was no 
management plan at all imposed on it, no restrictions whatsoever.

I think you need regulations but I think you really need somebody 
that knows what they are doing. I have been on several advisory 
boards with the state, you know, to help make regulations and all. 
And what we would come up with when they would go draw up 
the plan would be completely different. And I quit messing with 
them. We would come up, the group would come up with a plan, a 
set of plans or something to do and then they had a person with the 
Marine Fisheries to draw up the plan and bring it back, and it would 
be the marine fisheries’ plan, it would not be the group’s plan. Our 
group included recreational fishermen, commercial fishermen, and 
scientists…it was a diverse group.
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town Maritime communities. The vignettes led to rich discussions about 
interpersonal racism, cultural ethnocentricity, and systemic discrimination.

After presenting these vignettes, I (Clews) provide an opportunity to 
discuss them. Classroom discussions can move in several directions. I ask 
students for their overall reactions to the vignettes. Then we discuss each 
situation. Usually I am asked to provide information about the narrative 
from which each vignette is drawn. Generally students are shocked by these 
experiences. I have found that New Brunswick students prefer to think of 
their communities as welcoming to diverse people. These comments shatter 
this belief. After discussions to assist students to understand these different 
situations we discuss implications for social work. At this point we can turn 
to our textbooks and explore different methods of anti-oppressive practice.

The use of ethnographic data can be used to explore and enlarge perspectives 
to assist students’ understanding of multiple issues. For example, in social 
work we are often called to practice in areas of loss and change—not just 
with individuals but also with communities. In the coastal plains section 
of North Carolina where I (Carawan) teach, much of my research is about 
fishing families who live in this area. In the past decade extreme changes in 
the fisheries have resulted in tremendous negative change and loss for fishing 
families and their communities. I used vignettes from a qualitative research 
study to help students understand consequences of change and loss in the 
life and culture of small rural communities. I, like Clews, provide a selection 
of vignettes from the fishers’ narratives and ask students to comment on 
them. In this study most of the fishers stressed the frustration they felt about 
increased government fishery regulations which is an important issue in the 
changes they are experiencing. Following are examples from these narratives:

We were dog fishing and we happened to get into a big school of 
striped bass, beautiful striped bass, one tow we had 500 big striped 
bass and I called the dock and they said you have to throw them all 
overboard [because of new government regulations]. It broke my 
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I was so frustrated; I have been to so many meetings. I haven’t been 
going to meetings in the last ten years. They [Marine Fisheries] only 
invited us to the meetings because they had to; they didn’t really 
want our input. They said they wanted it, the fishermen. I don’t really 
remember any time they took that advice from fishermen, I don’t.

[We have] little to none [fishers’ influence on regulations]. North 
Carolina and Virginia, we are on the Mid-Atlantic and the North 
Atlantic [Fishery Councils} too. We fall in both regions the way they 
have done [organized] it. North Carolina and Virginia, and even New 
Jersey have got real poor representation on it. Them states don’t pull 
much weight, and even what little bit of weight they got, the people 
that we got representing us don’t help us out. New Hampshire, 
Massachusetts, and all, their state government backs their fishermen a 
lot.

Students typically know little of what goes on in fishing communities unless 
they have grown up in such a community. Resource based economies are 
uncommon in today’s industrialized countries. The vignettes provide new 
learning about what it is like to feel that you have no voice both individually 
and as a community. We discuss the narratives and what the future might 
hold for fishers and their communities. We talk about the implications for 
social work. What role might social workers have in such a community? 
There is usually much discussion about policy and the importance of policy 
decisions in our lives. The discussions are almost always rich and thoughtful 
and provide a way to learn through reflection of everyday experiences. 

The Importance of the First Person in the Classroom

I (Clews) have often found that it is valuable to invite two guest speakers 
to join the class at the same time. Two speakers are less likely to feel 
intimidated by speaking in an academic environment and they are able to 
discuss with each other some of the similarities and differences between 
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The turtle shooter device that puts a three-foot hole around the bottom of 
nets is a government requirement to cut down on the deaths of sea turtles. 
The turtle shooter provides an escape opening for the turtles caught in nets 
and was a hot topic of discussion among the fishers interviewed for this 
study. While it protects the sea turtles, the fishers see this as an economic 
drain because it not only shoots turtles out of the net but the catch, as well. 
All of the participants of the study said that before the requirement of turtle 
shooters they had caught very few sea turtles that were dead. But the fishers 
are not only sensitive to the impact of the turtle shooter on their catch but 
as the next narrative points out they propose alternative solutions that come 
out of their long-term knowledge of fishing off North Carolina.

I would much rather the turtles, they get there and see it on 
television, where they start hatching out and the seagulls eat them 
before they get to the water, and they talk like nothing but one or two 
of them survive, or two to three get to the water. I’d much rather give 
them $1,000.00 to pay somebody to sit to the nests, and put the little 
turtles in the water and let them survive. Buy a permit or something, 
you know, let the money go towards protecting them that way.

No, we didn’t ever catch many [sea turtles before turtle shooters] but 
then they came out with the turtle shooters and we started pulling the 
turtle shooters and the fish excluders and that cost us about $30,000 - 
$40,000 a year to pull those. This is not thinking or hearsay. I carried 
the marine biologist [on his boat] for 300 hours and I know how 
many shrimp get lost through the turtle shooters.

The fishers believe that they have no voice in decision-making regarding 
regulations that control the industry. All of the fishers reported that they 
had in the past attended fishery meetings dealing with changes and new 
regulations in the fisheries.
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to connect the importance of law making and feeling that one did not have 
a voice. This class with the two women from a small fishing community 
turned out to be one of the most powerful classes that I have witnessed in 
my career as an educator. At the end of the course when I asked for written 
feed back about the course the overwhelming majority of the students 
wrote about that one class when the two women visited as being the single 
most important learning experience in the class. They learned that within 
one and one half hours from their university that a whole group of people 
were in crisis and they knew nothing about it before the two women came 
to speak to the class. The experience of bringing first person accounts into 
the classroom underscores the importance of both the story/storyteller and 
reflection in both the teaching and learning process.

A Bird’s Eye View of the Community—Field Trips

The final method is the use of field trips. In the social work classroom we 
often say to students that “a home visit is worth a thousand words.” At 
times the same thing can be said about field trips to particular agencies or 
communities. What precipitates a visit in the community? There are various 
reasons. For example, I (Carawan) often choose homeless shelters because 
sometimes students cannot imagine ever being homeless. They often think 
of this population as “them” rather than “us.” Yet research data shows that 
the homeless are getting younger and that they are more educated than in 
the past. Families with children represent the fastest-growing segment of the 
homeless population (Ambrosino, et.al. 2005). I often take my introduction 
to social work class to the community homeless shelter in our town of 
approximately 60,000 people. We visit the shelter after completing a rather 
difficult classroom exercise on poverty before our visit. I usually ask students 
to write in just a few sentences if they learned anything that was surprising 
or profound to them about homelessness or the shelter. Following are some 
of their comments:
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their experiences. Also, two speakers with different perspectives assist 
students in avoiding stereotyping particular phenomena. On several 
occasions I have invited social workers to discuss their practice in Aboriginal 
communities. One of these social workers is Aboriginal and the other is 
Caucasian. It is valuable to have both together because they can relate to 
both the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal students in the class. The 
Aboriginal social worker tells stories about the difficulties experienced by 
an insider who has needed to invoke child care legislation to protect the 
children of one of his siblings. The non-Aboriginal social worker tells stories 
about her struggles to gain acceptance and legitimacy as an outsider. Her 
detailed stories contain illustrations about her early struggles with practical 
matters such as deciding what to wear for work and emotional matters such 
as coping with deep seated anger about white people that is sometimes 
projected on her by community residents. 

Inviting individuals from the non-academic community to the academy 
to speak to students is a way to both honor the population/culture they 
represent as well as assist students in better understanding a culture and 
community different from their own. Guests can give a first person account 
of what is happening in their community. Students can ask questions and 
explore with the guests what the role of a social worker could be in their 
community. For example, in a rural social work course (Carawan) two 
women from fishing families who lived in rural communities near the outer 
banks of eastern North Carolina were invited to the class as guest speakers. 
They were sisters who had both grown up in fishing families and later 
married fishers. They shared their experiences of growing up in a fishing 
community and the culture that develops within such communities. They 
helped the students understand that fishing is not just a job but a way of 
life. The changes, therefore, in the industry over the past decade is not only 
about work but concerns a way of life and the futures of the individual 
families and the whole community. The women told of marching on the 
state capitol when the state legislators would be voting on legislation that 
would greatly impact the fishing families and communities. Students began 
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should offer diverse learning opportunities to students. 

Implications for Undergraduate Education

Undergraduate students in North Carolina and in New Brunswick often 
have little experience of the world beyond their state or province of 
origin. We have found that sharing narratives from our research studies, 
bringing diverse voices into the classroom, and arranging field trips for 
our students have served to expand their horizons. The events described in 
this paper are often preceded by activities and exercises that will enhance 
these experiences. At the same time we have found it crucial to allow time 
for students to explore the thoughts and feelings that are evoked by these 
experiences because it is only when students have processed and integrated 
their new knowledge that it can truly expand their horizons. We attempt 
to engage learners in the learning process and challenge them to think 
reflectively and critically. They become actively involved in the analysis, 
questioning, and understanding process. 

In addition, we also believe that from these activities students can develop a 
sense of greater empathy for clients. Empathy is an essential component in 
a good social worker/client relationship. According to Murphy and Dillon 
(2005) 

Empathy is a developmental process that can be consciously fostered 
and strengthened in adulthood in a number of ways. To think and feel 
as another person, we need to have a lot of experience with others, and 
we need to learn about the range of reactions that people have to various 
situations. We can gain this knowledge by enriching and expanding our own 
life experiences and by learning about human diversity through experiences 
with others who are different from ourselves. (p. 89)
 
Before empathy can develop, students need to encounter diverse groups of 
people. Our students have had limited experiences of ethnic, economic, 
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There was an odd smell about the place. Maybe it was because the 
building was old

It really struck me that everything a person owned was under or 
hanging on their bed…you know personal pictures, duffle bag, and 
blanket, just everything…sad, very sad. I wondered about their 
families or if they even had families. 

I never thought about children living in a homeless shelter. I learned 
that families cannot stay together. I mean little kids can stay in the 
room with their mom but older boys have to stay in the dorm room 
with the men—even if they don’t have a dad in the room. Girls 
cannot stay with their dad even if their mom isn’t with them. They 
really need individual rooms for families. I think it is good to have the 
shelter but if I was a little kid, I would want to stay in the room with 
my mom or dad. I think it would be scary for them to have to spend 
the night with a room full of strangers.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the shelter after we left. I had never 
been in one before. I am not sure what I expected but I don’t think it 
was what I saw. I picked up a volunteer form when we were leaving 
and I am really thinking about volunteering there. It seems like they 
could use a lot of help.

After our visit to the homeless shelter we discuss our visit. We then cover 
textbook and more material on both poverty and the homeless issues. Again, 
we discuss the implications for social work. We look at policy issues and talk 
about why we need homeless shelters in a country of plenty. I (Carawan) see 
the visit as opening the door to discussions about family, substance abuse, 
working for minimum wage, no public health insurance, poverty—the 
issues and discussions are limitless. I find this to be a very worth while visit 
using a kind of experiential learning that may stretch students beyond their 
comfort zone. Community visits also appeal to my belief that the academy 
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Renewing our Genuineness in the Classroom: Ways 
to Become Vulnerable Again

Linda Turner
Department of Social Work
St. Thomas University, Fredericton

At the moment this year’s invitation to present a paper at the Atlantic 
Teaching Showcase came into our email boxes I was going through the 

process of doing a triage of the contents of my office cabinets, in an effort to 
trim away the extra fat accumulated during my six years as a professor. One 
of the most challenging aspects of that task is finally tossing away things 
that we have, for one reason or another, tucked away because “that just 
might come in handy some day”. 

As I contemplated the conference theme of “Back to the Future – 
Traditions, Trends and Travesties” I was also deciding whether to part with 
a three-paged article entitled “Getting Real: Musings from an educator 
about being, not doing” written by Holly Corman and appearing in the 
journal Child and Family. In it, the author reminds us of Palmer’s 1998 
book The Courage to Teach and specifically how teaching is “a daily exercise 
in vulnerability” (p. 17). Each time I have gone to toss away the article 
over the past three years my eyes wander to Corman’s own reflections on 
vulnerability and her conclusion that “I am vulnerable every time I attempt 
to reach out and connect with my students and lead them to the wonders 
of learning. It’s a risk. They may laugh at me or ignore me but I cannot 
connect if I hide behind my desk or “eduspeak” or my “teacher face”. I have 
to be real to reach the realness in them. More importantly, I won’t even 
recognize their realness if I haven’t first plumbed the depths of my own” 
(p. 31).

and cultural differences. The exercises described in this paper provide a 
foundation of experiences from which empathy can develop.

We believe that the experience in the academy can be enhanced by many 
ways of teaching and learning—not just the traditional method of teacher 
lecturing the class. We have found that the use of ethnographic data, 
first person accounts of diverse experiences, and field trips to community 
agencies are all easily attainable ways of expanding the horizons of our 
students. 
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Thoughts on vulnerability as an asset to teachers
 
In many ways I am less vulnerable today than I was in my first year of 
teaching; I have the good fortune to have passed through the hoops of 
gaining tenure and attaining a promotion. Thus student-written teaching 
evaluations do not pose the same threat to my security as they once 
did.  Also I have learned through experience that I will and do have “bad 
teaching days” and survive. I have even made it through a class or two when 
tears of exhaustion and frustration fell – an explosion of vulnerability –  and 
I managed face that class the next day (and receive from them a signed 
sympathy card which they admit I deserved for having to put up with the 
likes of them!). 

Have I not merited freedom from vulnerability? Is vulnerability not an “I 
can’t wait to get over this” phase, a rite of passage we are far better without?

It is also important to acknowledge that by virtue of our identities, many 
of us can experience tremendous vulnerability born of the prejudice, 
racism, ableism, sexism and ageism that exist in society and thus in our 
students. I recall hearing a colleague who spoke about having adopted male 
gestures when lecturing in order to overcome what she had experienced 
as lack of respect because she was female; she would stroke her chin and 
walk assertively around the classroom in a bid to gain authority. Gilson 
(2000), in an article entitled Discussion of disability and use of self in the 
classroom proposes some guidelines around the use of personal experience 
by faculty who are members of a minority group when content related to 
multiculturalism and diversity is being discussed, and admits to the degree 
of complexity involved in considering whether and what to share. 

Thus while recognizing that in some ways some of us may feel and be 
vulnerable but wish it were not the case, I am beginning to be convinced 
that being in touch with and even welcoming a sense of vulnerability in 
myself as a teacher in a classroom can actually contribute to a genuineness 
that might otherwise be evasive. 
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If I return to the question the conference organizers asked us to consider 
for our submissions: “What is there in our teaching traditions which should 
be saved, developed and nurtured, and what should be thrown out?” it 
seems natural to think that after six years of teaching vulnerability is one of 
the things I definitely would prefer to discard; why on earth would we put 
energy into saving, developing and nurturing vulnerability? Yet something 
in Corman’s assertion rings true for me. This conference paper consists of 
my exploration of the value of vulnerability in relation to teaching and 
concludes with some suggestions of ways to nurture a form of vulnerability 
that can contribute to our becoming or continuing to be real and genuine 
people with those we teach.

The meaning of vulnerability

What does vulnerability mean? The adjective vulnerable has origins in the 
latin “vulnerabilis”, equated with “blesser”, meaning to hurt, in a french 
source, le nouveau petit Robert (1999). The Gage Canadian Dictionary (1983) 
offers three different meanings: 1. Capable of being wounded or injured; 
open to attack; 2. sensitive to or affected by certain influences; or 3. In the 
position where penalties and premiums are increased.

An additional French-language dictionary, the Multidictionnaire de la 
langue française (1997) delves further into the notion of being sensitive to 
or affected by certain influences. It defines the adjective vulnerable as “Qui 
peut _tre touché, blessé, fragile, synonyme de sensible” – that is, having the 
capacity to be touched by, hurt, or made fragile...a synonym for sensitive. 
Let us take up the question of whether vulnerability can be a valuable asset 
in teaching if we take this notion of vulnerability to mean being sensitive to 
how our students are responding to us, being affected by students, let’s even 
go as far as understanding vulnerability as being the ability to be both hurt 
and touched by students. Assuming we are vulnerable in this sense of the 
meaning of the word, why would we want to be?
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a more naked way – I am taking a chance that I may suffer injury or hurt, 
emotionally at least, but I am willing to use the courage I have to be honest 
and open. Reflecting on my teaching does not appear to carry the same level 
of risk although there is some; the willingness to become vulnerable about 
my teaching requires me to expose myself in a deeper way. 

Examples of admissions of vulnerability from teachers

It was helpful to try to identify from memory teachers who demonstrated 
vulnerability. In Mary Lawson’s (2002) novel Crow Lake in the middle 
of giving a lecture, the main character and narrator, Kate, recalls the 
excitement with which she was introduced to biology as a young girl by her 
brother, Matt, while spending hours watching nature unfold beside a pond 
close to their house. As she has that thought on the miraculousness with 
which her brother saw and encouraged her to see the biological world, she 
looks at the class in front of her and notes: “In the front row a girl yawned 
so massively that she seemed in danger of discovering her jaw. It was the 
yawn that got me. I stood speechless, staring out over my audience. Inside 
my head, my inner ear played back to me the sound of my voice. The drone 
of it. The flat, monotonal delivery. If Matt had been speaking to them, they 
would have been riveted. I said ‘I’m sorry. I’ve been boring you’. I packed up 
my notes and left the room (p. 200).

Later that evening as her partner tried to restore her confidence by saying 
that we all have our bad days, she responds “It isn’t a question of form. 
It’s a question of basic ability. I can’t teach. I can’t put it across. I’m killing 
the subject for them”.  And she further confides to us, the reader, “I was 
sounding melodramatic, which I didn’t intend, but which was how I felt. 
I felt tearful and desperate and absurd. I’m not given to that sort of thing; 
normally I’m quite rational.”
 
As I read these words I found myself admiring her admission of 
vulnerability: “I felt tearful and desperate and absurd”. I won’t give away 
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When I tried to find authors who had written about vulnerability through a 
literature source I came up empty-handed; I did not find vulnerability as an 
index topic in the books I consulted about teaching, nor could I find it as a 
search item in journal articles. When vulnerability as a search term is located 
it is most often associated with students who are members of vulnerable 
populations.

Along this journey I asked myself at one point if allowing vulnerability to 
seep into our teaching identities simply means being the reflective teachers 
and practitioners Schon (1983) encouraged us to become. A good summary 
of Schon’s beliefs is offered by Squires (1999) who writes: 

...most professional problems are messy and inchoate, and cannot 
be solved purely through scientific application or rational analysis. 
They require a continuing process of reflection on what is happening 
and has happened (reflection in action, reflection on action). Such a 
process can improve the quality of decisions, and is contrasted with 
unreflective, unthinking, routine or habit-driven behaviour (p. 16).

 
Certainly I do not think I am teaching well if I consistently behave in 
“unreflective, unthinking, routine or habit-driven” ways. At the same time,  
I admit that when external pressures to reflect are reduced, for instance 
when I no longer need to articulate my teaching philosophy as I have to 
do for promotions or tenure; and when I don’t have to show teaching 
evaluations to anyone so I can avoid facing up to and commenting on 
negative reactions from students about how I do things – it would be easy 
enough to slide into going about my teaching without reflecting, and as a 
result the only dance I do in the classroom could end up being steps from a 
long out-dated routine.  
 
When I think of vulnerability and compare it to reflexivity, there is a 
difference, however; I associate vulnerability is associated with greater risk, a 
sharper edge to reflecting on my teaching, a willingness to face my critics in 
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One of our Excellence in teaching award winners in an address to first 
year students at a welcome assembly, said “Ask us questions; we become 
tired, we may have gone through the material so often that we may sound 
bored with it, but wake us up with your questions and we will respond and 
become better teachers. I think she was also extending a challenge to us, her 
colleagues in the audience, to actively invite the questions, the challenge, to 
have us in the moment pondering and reaching deep into what we know 
and who we are, to respond. I can briskly say “Are there any questions?” 
when time has just about ran out, with an air of “I can’t imagine there 
would be” or I can say, throughout the class, “What are some questions that 
come up for you as you think about the things you have read or what we 
have been talking about this morning?”

How can we induce opportunities for us to be vulnerable?

The obvious question that surfaces from this assertion I am holding to, 
that it is healthy to be capable of vulnerability and to be sensitive to how 
my entire teaching being is being experienced by those who are obliged to 
witness it, is what are my suggestions to keep that vulnerable self awake and 
at the front door? I have six suggestions.
 
1. Try something “new to you” in the classroom; it might be a big hit 
with the students; it might be a belly flop. But you will have caused some 
adrenalin to circulate (your own and theirs!) and demonstrated that you 
are willing to try something without the absolute knowledge that it will be 
successful. Surely this is a valuable lesson to model to students – if we don’t 
try, we don’t know. Something I tried recently did in fact fall flat and I share 
it to encourage you to do what you can to be well prepared when trying out 
something new or different, however small. I had decided to play a piece of 
music in a theory class, to focus attention and initiate discussion. The topic? 
Capitalism. The song? Pink Floyd’s “Money”. The problem? I had been 
reassured by the second hand CD shop owner that the music contained the 
words to the song, even though it was clearly labelled as “Dance music”. 
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the book’s ending by telling you whether she resolved this critical incident 
in her teaching career or not, but the passage is helpful in demonstrating 
how vulnerability has a stronger flavour than reflexivity; there is emotion 
and honesty in her reflection and of great importance is that she was awake 
and aware of how she was being received and perceived, she was influenced 
by awareness of how that reception of her, and she was very sensitive about 
what in that moment seemed to her to be tremendous weakness in her 
teaching ability. 
Other “real life” characters have also been willing to demonstrate 
vulnerability. I checked out a few older books for this paper, in keeping 
with the conference theme of looking back at the past to see what is worth 
keeping or resurrecting, and found a reference to a winner of the1965 
National Teacher of the Year award (Burke, 1967). The individual is 
quoted as saying “Every day it is my responsibility to teach how to laugh, 
as well as how to be serious. We must look at ourselves, see our foibles, 
laugh at ourselves, and sometimes go about repairing that which we laughed 
at” (p. 135)(emphasis added). I found this a valuable note: can we admit 
that sometimes our jokes or chiding are not well received; perhaps even 
insensitive, and can and do we admit our errors and apologize?

I no longer recall who in my first year of teaching told a story about 
delivering the wrong lecture to a class (a case of mistaking the day and class 
and students never let on anything was amiss) but what I learned from the 
spirit of telling the story is sometimes I should simply laugh at my own 
humanity and not be afraid to say to my peers: I goofed up big time today!

In a similar vein, I also recall another colleague bemoan “the good old 
days” of being in an environment with colleagues with whom it was 
entirely acceptable and there were often occurrences of plopping one’s self 
in another’s office following a class and admitting “Well I was just lousy in 
there” or “I feel great about that one”. The description speaks to me of a 
comradeship and honesty I too envy and value.
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no doubt “the plan” had run out of steam. At any rate, I fortunately had a 
last minute inspiration. I put the students into groups, and asked them to 
think of as many songs or novels or poems as they could that they would 
use in a counselling session with clients who were going through different 
experiences. They then needed to present to the class. Rarely had I seen that 
group of students as motivated and energized by a class, and several readily 
admitted it was their best class! 

As I reflect about this incident, I realize that what still has a dampening 
effect on some of the creative ideas I might come up with is an engraved 
vision of the teacher as the person in front who should be doing all the 
work, dishing out lectures and knowledge. Even though that image is 
inconsistent with my philosophical stance and understanding of how good 
teaching occurs, I face the internal critic who would have responded to the 
course the students found so valuable by saying “But you weren’t doing your 
job; you didn’t deliver what you are supposed to”.
 
4. Do I create space in the classroom for the expression of emotions 
and sensations? I find it far less demanding when teaching material that 
is outside of emotional territory – I have found a course on research 
methodology to be less likely to induce emotional outbursts or tension than 
a course on oppression, for example.  Yet I agree with Pierre Ducros(1984) 
who stated: (p. 144) “Il s’agit de permettre aux enseignants de vivre le face 
_ face pédagogique comme une aventure existentielle qui évite ou au moins 
détecte les faux-semblants, qui fasse une place _ l’expression des sensations, 
des sentiments et des émotions et pas seulement aux idées. Il s’agit de 
retrouver dans la situation scolaire tout ce qui lui donne du sens.”   So to 
make room for expression of feelings and emotions, not only ideas and to 
permit the discovery of that which is of greatest meaning to our students – 
engaging in these actions also invites me to be vulnerable as the person who 
is responsible for the class. While significant transformative learning can 
come about in emotionally vulnerable spaces, not all classroom participants 
appreciate the invitation to emotion. Playing Bruce Guthro’s song Living 
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Sure enough, we heard the words to the first verse loud and clear. But not 
the second or third or fourth...it turned into instrumental only. Big belly 
flop in front of a sea of blank-faced students. At least they would remember 
the class!

2. Ask yourself whether what you are doing and how you are doing it is 
actually reaching your students. It may help to learn what it means to be  a 
“diagnostic teacher”, that is, one who “...realize(s) that any particular task 
or pedagogical strategy is not inherently appropriate or inappropriate, but 
something that should be chosen, or crafted, on the basis of one’s specific 
teaching goals and students’ interests and capacities” (Solomon, 1999, p. 
xvii). 

It never hurts to make the time to do a true brainstorming with colleagues 
or non-colleagues to come up with new strategies. By “true brainstorming” 
I mean tossing out dozens of ideas before passing judgment on any of them, 
including some absolutely ridiculous ones, to spark additional creativity. 
This was the original brainstorming as coined by Alex Osborne, one of the 
founders of the Creative Education Foundation that has held conferences in 
Buffalo New York for over 50 years.

3. Experience an unplanned class: Squires (1999) notes that “The emphasis 
on plans in teaching and in particular in teacher training – lesson plans, 
curriculum plans, development plans, career plans – can all too easily give 
the impression that the world is plannable. But experience usually teaches 
us otherwise, and it is important to acknowledge that responsiveness 
and improvisation may have at least as big a part to play in teaching as 
‘planfulness’” (p. 126).
 
A case in point from my own career is during my first year when I was 
teaching a counselling course to a group of about 30 students. For whatever 
reason, I showed up in class without the preparation or energy or inclination 
to proceed with the day’s plan. It was my first time teaching that course so 
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such questions); Three, in a step they call integrating the professional with 
the personal, is to share the tape and our reactions with someone close to 
us, with whom we can look at it on a more personal level, highlighting what 
we both know is important to us; Fourth, is to show 10 minutes of the tape 
to a small group of colleagues (each could do the same thing) – discussion 
can be productive and should ideally be taped; Five, do a follow-up series 
of tapes or write an article or report that includes consideration of what we 
wish to change or not change. 

Conclusion

If being able to induce a state of vulnerability in ourselves can contribute 
to being more genuine and effective people, and therefore more genuine 
and effective teachers, then it is worth thinking about different ways to 
become vulnerable if our context and environment do not currently extend 
such an invitation. While I am advocating for the potential to demonstrate 
vulnerability at times, I also believe it is our professional duty to respond 
to the weak areas or needs that the vulnerability has uncovered. It is with a 
combined willingness to admit we are imperfect while tackling where our 
own imperfections lie that we should be able to pass the test described by 
one of the 1966 runners-up for the U.S. National Teaching Award, Elaine 
Ledbetter of Pampa, Texas who states: 

Students today are knowledgeable and receptive. If you can meet their 
steady gaze and know in your heart you are what they think you are, 
and that you are giving them the best instruction possible, that you 
are not deceiving them, then you need have no concern about your 
value as a teacher in our modern society. But if you are putting up 
a front, preaching one set of standards and living another, if you are 
concerned with petty detail while overlooking the broader field of 
concept development, then it is time to take a second look at yourself 
as a teacher” (Burke, 1967, p. 167).
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in a two-story house, about marital breakup, can serve to sharpen students’ 
attention and focus in a course on families, but for those whose personal 
experiences resonate strongly with the power in the music, I as teacher 
make myself vulnerable to their appreciation or to their dissatisfaction. I am 
vulnerable as I sit on the balance of “wonderful teacher”/”weird teacher”.

5. Gary Borich (1999) has written an interesting chapter on dimensions 
of the self that influence effective teaching. He refers to “significant/salient 
others” who we might call mentors in the lives of teachers. One of the ways 
our self-esteem can be fostered is by identifying others who are willing 
to “Model in their own teaching and relationships the proper use of self-
criticism and self-reward and show how to acquire and actively use the 
self-evaluative skills”. 

We most often associate the need for teaching mentors with new and 
inexperienced teachers, as if they above all need that service and support. Yet 
we shouldn’t rule out mentors for the experienced teacher, for those of us 
who may have settled into some habits that detract from effective teaching 
and not be aware of it. Personally I feel far more vulnerable when I am in 
front of a group of fellow colleagues, particularly ones who I know, than if 
I am in front of a group of students or strangers. Thus if I want to invite 
myself into the vulnerability zone, I would need to go out and seek mentors 
who could observe me or conduct a feedback session with my students. 
This is not an activity I have seen occur very often among more experienced 
faculty,myself included.
 
6. A final way to be vulnerable and to grow from that vulnerability is to 
have ourselves video-taped while teaching a class. In Mitchell and Weber’s 
(1999) work Reinventing ourselves as teachers: Beyond nostalgia the authors 
suggest five excellent ways to then review a video of ourselves: One, by 
viewing it with no sound to see, for one thing, what kinds of relationships, 
including power relationships we notice; Two, asking some significant and 
specific questions in a critical review of the film (the authors provide 19 
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The Interplay Between Traditional Expectations and 
Transgressive Pedagogies

Kate Krug
Cape Breton University
Valda Leighteizer
Mount Saint Vincent University

This paper begins with a moment of critical self-reflection as the authors discuss their 
experience of collaborating on the presentation for the AAU Teaching Showcase in 
Truro. What follows is an exploration of the complex relationships between traditional 
expectations of and for teaching, learning, curriculum, and transgressive or transforma-
tive pedagogies. The authors use their experiences team-teaching a graduate course titled 
“Focus on Teaching” as both the entrée into, and the site for, this exploration.

As we worked on the paper we discovered that one of us was immersed 
in the pleasure of the process of writing, and the other one of us was 

frustrated in her attempts to put on paper her thoughts about teaching. 
The one who works organically from stream of consciousness onto the 
page was simply engaged in that doing. The one who needs more structure 
and method in her writing process was simply frustrated. That was the 
point at which we realized that, ironically enough given the chosen focus 
of our paper, one of us was seriously hampered by her expectations of the 
traditions surrounding what an academic paper to present at a conference 
should look like. So, we re-examined our prime focus for having submitting 
an abstract in the first place, and re-worked the nugget of that paper into a 
conversation. Each of us is quite capable of talking about teaching practices 
and processes at great length to anyone who might be interested. We spend 
a great deal of time talking with one another about our teaching. We talk 
about course design, pedagogic goals, alternate strategies, and classroom 
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is a political and an ethical undertaking, we turn to the work of Paulo 
Freire (1998), who said “The ethic of which I speak is that which feels itself 
betrayed and neglected by the hypocritical perversion of an elitist purity, an 
ethic affronted by racial, sexual, and class discrimination. For the sake of 
this ethic, which is inseparable from educative practice, we should struggle, 
whether our work is with children, youth, or adults” (p. 23-24). 

We also take from hooks (1994) the idea that the classroom is “the most 
radical space of possibility in the academy” (p. 12). And like Michel 
Foucault (1990), we believe that subversion is the most effective strategy 
for resisting the operations of the power relations which position us with 
respect to categories of privilege and marginalization. We take transgressive 
pedagogy as a stance which requires that we pay particular attention to the 
dense network of power relations that imbue all of our interactions with 
students, colleagues, institutions, and disciplines. We also take from hooks, 
Foucault, and Freire the notion that an ethic of care for the self is not just 
an important foundation for well-being, but a practice of freedom.

Our conversations about the interplay between traditional expectations and 
transgressive pedagogies began several years ago, when we co-taught a course 
called “Focus on Teaching.” The course instructor was suddenly unavailable, 
and Valda was asked if she would be available to deliver this half credit 
course over five days for a Master’s of Education cohort in Newfoundland; 
an answer was needed immediately, because the course was due to begin 
in eight days. That call came in early August, as we were each finishing six 
weeks of summer school teaching. We requested that we share the teaching 
of the course; we had not previously team taught a course, but were both 
eager to try. The text, bell hooks’ (1994) Teaching to Transgress, had already 
been assigned, and was a work with which we were both already familiar; 
however, the rest of the course outline was ours to produce. We wrote a 
course outline, packed our bags, and headed for Newfoundland.
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experiences. We realized that what we really wanted to do was to initiate a 
conversation about teaching, traditions, and transgressive pedagogy.

This paper addresses some of our own experiences with, and conversations 
about, the complex relationships between traditional expectations and 
transgressive/transformative pedagogies, and how these inform our own 
classroom practices and processes. This paper focuses on the relationships 
between, on the one hand, traditional expectations of and for teaching, 
learning, and curriculum, and, on the other hand, transgressive or 
transformative pedagogies. It is important to us to note from the outset that 
we are not suggesting a binary relation such that traditional expectations 
are associated only with the students, and transformative pedagogies 
are associated only with the “enlightened” educator. As we have both 
experienced, it is possible for transformative educators to fall into traditional 
expectations, especially with respect to authority, and for students to 
provide the transformative moments. Nor are we suggesting that tradition 
is necessarily a bad thing and transformative pedagogy always a good thing. 
Our purpose here is to explore the interplay between these categories, 
to examine the ways in which transgressive or transformative pedagogic 
strategies can be embedded in traditional expectations about the roles 
professors and students play in teaching and learning processes.

Like bell hooks (1994) we approach teaching as “a performative act” (p. 
11); the practices and processes of teaching necessarily involve both the 
teacher(s) and student(s) in a dense network of power relations that shape 
the meanings that are made from this act. We also rely on a couple of 
guiding principles that operate as the foundation for how we strive to be 
critical educators. Peter McLaren (2003) said: “Critical theorists begin with 
the premise that men and women are essentially unfree and inhabit a world 
rife with contradictions and asymmetries of power and privilege” (p. 69). 
We accept this statement as a given. The other fundamental principle in 
our lives and in our teaching, is that these asymmetries are fundamentally 
wrong, inhumane, and unethical. In support of our conviction that teaching 
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 This group of students was already accustomed to taking one another’s 
needs into account, to providing support, and sharing joys and sorrows. 
Once they ascertained that our purpose in having them write a final paper 
was to provide them with a concrete moment through which to make the 
connections between theory and practice that hooks (1994) outlines so 
eloquently in Teaching to Transgress, they were able to tell us that writing 
one more paper in the last week of August was simply more than they could 
bear. Pedagogically, there was little to be gained by insisting that they write 
one more paper that summer. Each of them had already written research 
papers for other courses in the degree programme; as working teachers, 
each of them was well-versed in the arts of lesson plan construction and 
implementation. So, we dropped the final paper from the course outline 
and agreed that the readings and classroom interactions would constitute 
100% of their final grade for this course.

What happened next was the most invigorating, exciting, and rewarding 
experience either of us has had in our teaching careers. At the end of the 
week, we suggested that we believed that we should submit for each member 
of the group an A (letter grade) for their work in the course. We then asked 
them to reflect on that work themselves and offer their own ideas about 
what grade they felt that they should receive. One woman said that while 
this week had been, for her, the most amazing learning experience of her 
career and that she felt that she had not only learned hooks’ transformative 
pedagogy but also found ways to use that knowledge to transform her life 
and her classroom, she did not think that she had done enough “work” to 
have “earned” an A. We shared with them a metaphor that reflected our 
experience of the week: we worked through a set of skills not by confining 
ourselves to practicing these skills on a lunge line in the paddock, but by 
taking ourselves on a cross-country run each and every day. We explored 
the possibilities and the pitfalls of transformative pedagogic strategies in 
the context of their own lived experiences, and reached the end of each day 
with new understandings and greater competence than where we started. 
Our week together had been an exhausting exercise in creative and critical 
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When we met the students on the first morning, we presented them with 
our course outline. This course was the final one for their degree, and we 
were quite excited at the assignments we had designed, believing that we 
were offering these students a space for synthesizing their program through 
this course and the text. To our surprise, when we presented them with 
the outline and assignments, which included a major research paper to 
be written after our five days together, the students responded with a flat 
statement of “We can’t do this.”

To say that we were surprised is something of an understatement; neither 
of us had ever encountered students who not only expected to interact 
with the curriculum to this degree, but who actually stated that they were 
not going to do what we had set out for them. We were faced in that 
moment with a choice. We could refuse to negotiate, taking refuge in the 
traditional expectations of the authority of the professor and the outline we 
had written, or we could accept the students as authoritative knowers and 
ultimate arbiters of their learning needs. We chose the latter, and responded 
with “Okay, what do you need?” And they told us.

It is important here to outline briefly the dynamic of this particular group 
of students. A cohort is traditionally formed by the admission of a group of 
students to a specific degree program, laid out in full prior to the beginning 
of the program, and followed from beginning to end by this same group 
of students. Cohesion amongst group members is quite usual; by the last 
course, they have spent two years together. This particular group, however, 
was more than “just” a cohort; although they had been collected together 
by their shared journeys through a Master’s degree in Education, a variety 
of events had transpired in and through their time together which produced 
them as a caring community as well as a community of learners. Together, 
they had shared both times of great joy and immense tragedy. While the 
details are not ours to share here, this was a group of people who had 
supported one another through events that most of us will not ever have to 
experience, and had developed within themselves and with one another a 
capacity for caring-well that was breath-taking.
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and provide us with different ways of engaging and involving students in 
the production of knowledges and their own education. The downside is 
that these transgressive strategies sometimes position students on terrain so 
unfamiliar that they cannot make use or sense of the strategy, which can be 
its own undoing. If students are so busy trying to make sense of where they 
are that they cannot be engaged in what they are doing, then the pedagogic 
aim of the exercise is defeated. If each class becomes their first time on the 
ice, as it were, they may be so busy trying to keep their balance that they 
do not have time to learn how to play hockey; much of the point may then 
be lost. The aim for us, then, as educators who want our students to take 
as much as they can from each moment, each classroom interaction, each 
assignment, is to affect a balance between the familiar and the new.

Meaning-making and sense-making strategies almost always start from 
the known; each of us employs a phrase repeatedly with our students that 
“you cannot know what you do not know.” What this means in every day 
practical terms is that we constantly work to achieve a balance of providing 
enough of the familiar or known to give students a place to stand, then 
provide enough of the new or unfamiliar to encourage them to step forward, 
incorporating the new within their already existent framework of knowing. 
Moving too quickly, or disrupting their familiar too much, means that they 
may retreat to the safety of the already-known, rejecting the unfamiliar as 
too uncomfortable. And this quite clearly defeats the purpose of education, 
at least as we understand that purpose, which is to continually challenge 
ourselves and one another, to interrogate our taken-for-granteds, and to 
build knowledges.

“Traditions” are simply practices that endure over time. In many instances, 
the material conditions that produced these particular practices may have 
changed dramatically, so that the practices themselves become simply “what 
one does” in a particular situation, whether or not it makes sense. In some 
instances traditions are attached to particular ideologies but take on a life 
of their own, so that even when one disrupts or debunks the ideology from 
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thinking, and each of the students had worked to develop new boundaries 
and new expectations of and for themselves. The fact that an intellectual 
“cross-country run” did not feel like work did not mean that they had not 
worked very hard; we believed that an A reflected best the distance between 
where they were when we started and what they had learned in that doing.

That teaching experience has continued to inform us each pedagogically. 
When the opportunity to co-write this paper came up, through this 
conference and its theme, we both immediately remembered that 
experience, and began to reflect on the impact it had, and continues to have, 
on our own learning and teaching processes.

The “travesty” or “potential travesties” in the relations between teacher 
and student can come from the operations of tradition on both (or either) 
side of the tradition. On the one hand, transformative/transgressive 
pedagogies “read” through students’ expectations as informed by traditional 
positionings of teachers and students in and through curriculum, can 
result in a phenomenon that Kate (Krug, 2003) has written of elsewhere, 
in a paper entitled They’re eating the pedagogic tools and taking notes on the 
jokes. On the other hand, transformative pedagogies implemented within 
a traditional framework in which I/we write the curriculum and present 
same to students as a faites accomplis can be understood as rigid, fixed, 
and non-negotiable, except in rare instances such as that we experienced in 
Newfoundland. 

The travesty between traditional and transformative pedagogies lies in 
treating them as oppositional. We would suggest that there is a lot of good 
in some traditions, as well as some less note-worthy moments. Familiar 
terrain is not to be disdained, at least not simply on the grounds that it is 
familiar, common, or the way things are habitually done. Of course, the 
familiar can also become the trap, if it becomes so familiar that we forget to 
see its existence. Transgressive or transformative pedagogies disrupt many of 
the potentially harmful effects of traditional relations of power, for example, 
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to sit; the second week, they usually head for the same place, and sometimes 
are discomfitted if someone else is sitting where they were last week. By 
the third week, “their” place is firm, and they have been observed policing 
one another. When Valda has taped numbers to the tables and formed 
discussion groups by handing them a playing card when they come through 
the door, asking them to sit at the table that matches the number on their 
card, some of them are physically uncomfortable. On some occasions, once 
they are told that the small group discussion has ended, some of them have 
packed up their books and moved back to “their” place, going so far as to 
ask someone already there to please move. As Foucault (1990) suggests, we 
not only discipline minds, we discipline bodies as well. Students learn this 
discipline so well that they bring this knowledge into the classroom with 
them without even realizing it.

This paper has offered both a framework for, and a discussion of, the general 
interplay between traditional expectations and transformative/transgressive 
pedagogies, as we see those playing out in our teaching. Space here does 
not allow us to replicate the seminar discussions that emerged around the 
bulleted points below; we offer them, with occasional brief commentary, in 
the hope that others may also take up this conversation.

•  Teaching and learning are serious undertakings. Frequently, the more 
playful moments in a class discussion are not recognized as being a 
part of the work of the course. Thus, when Kate gives her students 
Lego to build things with, they are often surprised when she then 
builds out of that experience a lecture on cultures and societies.

•  The curriculum is about the stuff they need to learn. “The curriculum” 
here is understood as the documents, textbooks, and/or course 
outline. Unnoticed until named is the curriculum as practices or 
policies, which also shape and inform our learning, both implicitly 
and sometimes explicitly.
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which the tradition was born, the practices remain as automatic gestures or 
meaning making frameworks.

For the first instance, in the case of practices born of material conditions, 
we offer the example of a young woman who, upon cooking a ham in her 
own home for the first time, cut off the end of the ham and placed it in 
a separate pan. When asked why she had done this, she responded with 
“That’s how you cook a ham. My mother always cut off the end.” Upon 
inquiry, her mother then responded with a similar statement, having learned 
the practice from observing her own mother. Yet further inquiry to the 
grandmother elicited her laughter and the explanation that, with a very large 
family and a small roasting pan, she had cut the end off of the ham because 
it would not fit into the available pan.

While the story itself makes us laugh, many of the traditional expectations 
around schooling were born out of the material conditions in which 
schooling took place a century ago. As one example, in looking at the more 
recent Canadian context, the physical spaces in which schooling takes place 
appear to continue to be shaped by this process. Even when the kind of 
work we are doing, such as teaching critical thinking or problem-centred 
learning, would suggest the possibilities of new or different physical spaces, 
we see that the traditional spaces remain unchanged. For the most part, 
teachers still teach in individual classrooms; students still sit in desks, facing 
the front of the room; and schools are still built in structural ways that 
facilitate such things as movement through hallways from one classroom to 
another.

In the second instance, even when we disrupt or debunk the ideology, the 
practices remain as automatic gestures. The example we offer here is that 
of students’ seating themselves. The students themselves, in this instance, 
build a tradition into their classroom spaces. Valda teaches in classroom 
spaces that do not have desks, but rather tables that will each seat four to six 
students. The first week that students come in to the room, they find a place 
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•  Only the professor is responsible for classroom dynamics (hooks, 
1994, p. 8), “the professor could, by sheer strength of will and 
desire, make the classroom an exciting, learning community” 
(hooks, 1994, p. 9), and students are powerless unless/until the 
professor “gives them” some power. On this last, we could write 
an entire paper; here we will point out briefly that classroom 
dynamics are just that—dynamics—and are created by everyone 
in the room, whatever they look like. Each of us has experienced 
classrooms where the students have a great deal to say about what 
happens, whether explicitly (as in our Newfoundland experience) 
or in a myriad of smaller, but equally effective ways. For instance, 
students packing their books to prepare for departure can 
effectively end a class lecture; silence when faced with a question 
can end a class discussion very quickly. 

In conclusion, we wish to reiterate that in the above list and in other 
moments, this interplay between traditional expectation and transgressive 
or transformative strategies is not intended to be read as an oppositional 
positioning of students as always or only the traditionalists, and professors as 
always or only those bringing to the classroom the transformative moment. 
Each of us has found herself standing inside of traditional expectations 
of “the teacher” and equally, each of us has had frequent experiences with 
students who pose a question or challenge, and thus enhance our learning. 
We have opened here what we hope will become a much longer discussion 
of this interplay.
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•  The professor is the expert knower. It is often quite surprising for 
students to hear one of us say, in response to a question, “I don’t 
know” or to hear us say in response to an insightful commentary 
“Wow, I’ve never thought about it that way.”

•  The professor’s job is to be a “talking head” and disseminate 
“knowledge.”

•  The students’ job is to sort through what goes on in the classroom and 
pick out the significant pieces of information (should I be taking 
notes on this?).

•  The professor’s job is to design the course, which means being the only 
one responsible for writing the outline, designing the assignments, 
deciding the value of the assignments, marking the assignments, 
deciding what in the course to value and how (for instance, does 
attendance have a percentage attached?). 

•  The students’ job is to figure out what the professor wants and give it 
to them. Class assignments, and especially exams, are intended to 
catch students out, to trip them up, or in some way are intended 
not to allow a student to share what they have learned in the 
course, but instead to ensure that some will fail and others excel.

To try to counteract the above, Kate has her Intro students help design 
their exams; their astonishment at this practice is reflected in the words 
of one student who said “But, but if we help write the exam, we could all 
get an A!” Both Kate and Valda build into course outlines the possibility 
for students to rework and resubmit assignments once they have obtained 
feedback. Our dedication to a pedagogic strategy that is based on the belief 
that learning is an always on-going process is quite often met with surprise 
by students encountering this for the first time.
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Are You Older than Me? (Mature Students in Your 
Classroom)

The literature on adult learners shows that mature students (those 25 years or older in 
an undergraduate program) have different goals, unique needs, and that they are living a 
different life experience than their younger ‘traditional’ fellow students. How could our 
classes and our institutions enhance the experience of the adult undergraduate? Using 
results from a mail survey, characteristics of the mature student cohort at the Nova 
Scotia Agricultural College are examined by gender, age, and program type. Three of the 
support systems that were repeatedly identified by mature student respondents were:
 i) the development and distribution of review materials in chemistry (and math) in 
advance of their first semester, ii) confidence-enhancing sessions in preparation for 
laboratory sessions and iii) the key role of financial support, time management and 
social networking in the lives and success of mature students. Comments by participants 
in this workshop are included as an indication of mature learners at other institutions.
 do consenit

Introduction

Paquet (1987) found that in Nova Scotia universities, 11.5% of full-time 
students and 73.2% of part-time were ‘mature students’; the mature 

student cohort accounted for similar percentages of the undergraduate 
classes across Canada. A quick survey of those present at this AAU05 
Teaching Showcase workshop indicated that Maritime colleagues are seeing 
an increase in the proportion of mature students in their classes. These 
increased numbers have been attributed to obsolesce of training, mid-life 
changes in careers, increased longevity (Wagschal and Wagschal, 1995). 
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Mature students (aka ‘mature learner’; ‘mature undergraduates’) are 
defined in the adult education literature as individuals who are 25 years or 
older, who have been out of formal education for three to five years, and 
who are pursuing a diploma or bachelors level program. Mature students 
are a very diverse group (Kilgore, 2001) which increases the challenge 
of trying to understand these students as a ‘cohort.’ Nevertheless, the 
literature has shown that generally, mature students bring experience 
(Wagschal & Wagschal, 1995) to the classroom and, in return, expect 
learning experiences that are applied and useful to them personally or in 
their profession (Brundage et al, 1997). The affective aspect of learning is 
important to mature students: Wilcox Sparling (1985) found that many 
members of this group lack confidence in their own learning abilities and 
that maintaining their pride and dignity were particularly important. Every 
instructor’s heart would be warmed by Gilbert and colleagues findings that 
mature students almost never skip classes (Gilbert et al 1997). The members 
of the workshop agreed that when a mature student is missing class it is 
usually a result of a substantive family or health issue. In addition to their 
different expectations for learning, previous researchers have suggested 
that mature students are deeper and more holistic thinkers (Hartley, 1998; 
Sewell, 2000) than their younger counterparts and more capable or inclined 
to be independent learners (Sacks, 1996). 
 
My first experience with a mature student in my classroom occurred 
decades ago, during my first year as a university instructor. The student 
told me that I could not give her a lower mark on a specific question on 
the midterm because ‘she was older than I was.’ That set the stage for my 
personal recognition that mature students are, or perceive themselves to be 
different, than the traditional just-out-of-high school cohort. Over the past 
decade and a half I have seen the number of mature learners in my classes 
increase from 1% to where they account for 10-15% of the class enrollment 
in 2005. I have gradually become aware that their life circumstances affect 
their ability to learn in my class and after several years of watching different 
mature students try to adapt, I have come to ask hard questions about my 
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role and potential role (and the role of my institution) in supporting and 
encouraging this cohort. 

Originally focused on the mature learner and my first year university 
chemistry class, the research evolved to encompass questions about the 
general nature of mature learners who attended my institution (Nova Scotia 
Agricultural College). Specifically, the parts of the survey presented here 
characterize the gender, age, program, and employment status of the mature 
student cohort (2000-2005). Respondents were asked to comment on the 
first year chemistry experience with the objective to identify support systems 
or resources that would enhance the mature students’ success in this course.

Methodology

Using the NSAC institutional definition for mature applicants (at least 
23 years of age; NSAC 2005/2006 Calendar, p. 12) and the institutional 
registry database, 350 surveys were mailed out to the full complement 
of part-and full-time mature students who had attended NSAC between 
September 2000 and April 2005. Over a 17% return rate was achieved. 

The survey addressed four main areas: 
1.  personal characteristics (gender, age group, type of program, life 

responsibilities, previous learning experiences) 
2.  reasons for choosing NSAC
3.  characterizing the experience of mature students at NSAC 
4.  experiences as a mature learner in first year introductory chemistry 

(type of science background, confidence level, things that would 
have helped the mature learner).

Only those parts of the present research (sections 1 and 4) which might 
offer insight to mature students regardless of institution were included in 
the workshop discussions. 
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Research Findings and Workshop Discussions 

Workshop participants were invited to share their own experiences with 
mature students. Comments included that students were more serious 
(being at the university for a professional degree) and that mature 
students are often more analytical in their cognitive processes than 
traditional undergraduates. Several agreed that mature students interact 
with instructors more as equals and often have more empathy for their 
instructors. 

Characteristics of Mature Learners at NSAC

Over 90% of the survey respondents had been out of high school for more 
than five years. The reader is challenged to recall what they were doing six 
years ago and to consider how faded those memories may be. That is how 
a mature student might feel upon entering a university math or science 
classroom after a five year absence from these disciplines in high school. 

Fifty-four percent of the respondents were female which is only slightly 
lower than the female representation for the institution as a whole. As I have 
looked out over my degree science classes for the last decade I have seen 
the mature student numbers increase. What surprised me and made me 
more aware of the breadth of my institution and its mature students was to 
learn that over 45% of all mature learners at NSAC were not in the degree 
programs (Fig. 1). Rather, nearly half of the mature students surveyed were 
in the applied two year technical programs or had a ‘no program’ status. 

Figure 1. Distribution of mature students by program type (2000-2005).
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This finding emphasized to me that I need to be aware of my present 
‘instructoral role’ and biases or perceptions that I have as a result of my 
niche within my own institution. This showed the need for a holistic, 
institutional approach when considering the characteristics or needs or 
mature learners. 

Survey statistics were examined to determine if there were distinct trends 
in the age, gender, or employment status of mature learners by type of 
program. To protect the identities of respondents from a reasonably small 
institution, the age of respondents was divided into three fairly broad age 
categories: young (23-30 years), middle (31-40 years), and old (41 years and 
older). Respondents from degree programs (B.Sc. and B. Technology) were 
predominantly young female (Fig. 2); this trend is mirrored in the gender 
make-up of the traditional undergraduates at NSAC. There appeared to be 
a difference along gender and ages. The mature student cohort included 
relatively few females 41 years of age and older and few males in the middle 
age category (31-40 years). 
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Figure 2. Gender and age distribution in the B.Sc. and B. Tech programs 
(2000-2005).

The mature student population in the technical programs was more evenly 
distributed across the gender line (Fig. 3) than was the case for the degree 
programs. There was a notable absence of middle age students (31-40 
years) of either gender in the technical programs. Comments written by 
respondents suggest that the applied nature of the technical programs 
appeals to individuals who are starting another career or finding interesting 
post-retirement activities to be involved with. 

Figure 3. Gender age distribution in the technical programs.
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Mature students typically experience more or different types of demands 
from life responsibilities. The majority of mature students (30%) were 
both full-time students and had part-time employment with one employer. 
Of almost equal number (29%) were students who did not have paid 
employment. A surprising 27% of the mature students in the degree and 
technical programs had full-time employment at the same time that they 
took 1-4 courses per semester. Unique to the technical programs was the 
presence of mature students on Employment Insurance programs (Fig. 4). 

Figure 4. Employment status by type of program
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Financial issues were very important to the mature student cohort. 
Initial analysis of the responses indicates a concern pertaining to a lack 
of scholarships available to individuals who are not entering university 
immediately out of high school. Workshop participants offered from their 
collective experience that mature students are often paying tuition out of 
the ‘family resources’ and as a result more than the individual may feel the 
financial hardship of their educational pursuits as a mature student.

Time management was also a dominant and recurring theme. Although 
Sewell (2000) found that mature students are more skilled at time 
management, the present findings support the notion that mature students 
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are also faced with balancing more, and widely varying commitments 
resulting from their increased life responsibilities of family (spouse and/
or children), elder care, and community work in addition to working to 
financially support their studies. 

Those respondents in the ‘no program’ category were primarily students 
‘trying out’ university as mature students or retirees. A unique trend within 
this ‘no program’ group was that they reported having less external support 
from family and friends for the pursuit of their goals. While this is not 
necessarily surprising, it may affect their persistence in a university setting. 

Experiences in First Year Introductory Chemistry 

Interpretation of responses to this portion of the survey were complicated 
by the fact that only 20 respondents to the survey had taken this course or 
chose to respond to this portion of the survey. The interpretation is made 
even more difficult by the fact that the course continued to change and 
evolve as it was offered over the five years that the survey examined. 

Mature students in my first year university chemistry indicated that there 
had been a span of zero to 30 years since they had last taken the subject 
of chemistry. Even the mean (8.8 years) humbled me. I am now much 
more careful with my statements in class to the effect that “you’ve had 
this before.” I certainly don’t remember some of the journal papers in my 
profession that I read eight years ago!

All students entering first year university chemistry at NSAC are required 
to have a pass in grade 12 high school chemistry or to take an equivalent 
preparatory course at a college. This question was included for potential 
use as a co-variate in future analysis of the data. Survey results indicated 
that this admissions criteria was in fact met by all 20 respondents. What 
was more interesting was the finding that a number of respondents did not 
have grade 11 chemistry. Within the Atlantic provinces, the topics covered 
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in grade 11 chemistry are distinct and different from those covered in grade 
12. As in many research endeavors, the findings raised even more questions. 
Are mature students who don’t cover the content of grade 11 chemistry 
(nomenclature, balancing reactions) more likely to fall behind and/or fail 
to complete university first year chemistry? What remedial actions are 
appropriate and possible? How does one even identify this sub-group in 
an institution that screens applicants for successful completion of grade 12 
chemistry? How does the public school system allow students to jump from 
Science 10 to Chemistry 12 (as the curriculum existed prior to 2006)? 

Respondents were asked to generate ideas of what would have helped them 
acclimatize to or succeed in the chemistry course. Recurring themes that 
were identified were: 

1.  Refresher of chemistry basics: terminology, concepts, use of 
Periodic Table, conventions of chemical equations, math skills, 
nomenclature and balancing equations

2.  Provide a ‘What you should already know’ section at the 
beginning of each chapter

3.  Mature student lab and study groups
4.  Labs—familiarity with equipment; mock lab session; review of lab 

techniques; scientific literacy of lab data
5.  Help classes in daytime hours

The reluctance of mature students to lose face (Wilcox Sparling, 1985) may 
have been one aspect of the responses pertaining to mature student fear or 
reluctance towards labs. The repeated suggestions for mature student lab or 
study groups appeared to be partly associated with a desire for social contact 
and interaction with like-minded individuals and in part, a recognition of 
the unique learning styles of mature students. Another dominant theme was 
the confidence boost that mature students treasured when younger students 
turned to them for their life wisdom or their content knowledge within the 
course in particular. 
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A survey question on the ‘best’ time for a review/mature student orientation 
in chemistry met with varied responses. Plans are being formulated to 
produce an asynchronous mode of deliver (e.g., CD; webpage) that will 
allow mature students entering the course to re-familiarize themselves with 
basic chemistry terms and concepts before starting or early in the course. 

The suggestion that evening help classes be replaced by help classes held 
during the day had already been vocalized by both mature students (with 
families) and by the increasing population of students who live off campus 
and drive over half an hour to campus. This has already been implemented 
in the present academic year before the survey responses were analyzed. 
 
Looking to the Future

Based on the present survey, there is a better understanding of the 
characteristics of mature student cohort at NSAC. With the exception 
of the degree versus technical program divide, these characteristics were 
echoed by workshop participants from other institutions. As a result of these 
findings, modest enhancements in the form of review materials and a cd 
on basic chemistry laboratory skills is planned for the near future. Further 
examination of the survey results is necessary before additional institution-
wide recommendations can be made.

What the workshop tried to achieve could be summarized in the following 
thought-provoking challenges that are best applied by instructors 
and administrators to their specific home institution. In this way, the 
examination of the mature student experience can be extended beyond the 
present institution being studied.

•  What are the unique characteristics of the mature student cohort at 
your institution? 

•  Is your institution interested, and committed, to mature students?
•  What unique services are tailored to the needs of mature students?
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•  How valued are mature students in your class? What have you 
done, or what could/should you do to enhance the learning 
experience of mature learners in your classes? 
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Breaking Bread Together: A Tradition to Foster 
Learning and Community

Carol Roderick, Micheal Carr, Pierre Zundel
Renaissance College
University of New Brunswick

Mundane and commonplace activities such as eating and grocery shopping can 
serve as the basis for powerful learning opportunities. Eating together also provides 
opportunities for informal discussion and for social interaction that are difficult to 
generate in a classroom setting. These activities can enhance students’ overall experience 
by providing them with the opportunity to exchange ideas with their peers, interact 
informally with faculty, and develop a sense of community. At Renaissance College, 
we use food and eating both in the formal curriculum (e.g., to learn about social and 
environmental issues associated with food) and as a co-curricular activity. In the formal 
curriculum, we link food choices and preparation methods with energy consumption, 
agriculture practices, and social conditions in food exporting countries. Co-curricular 
activities such as common meals and growing a college garden are an important part of 
college life. Common meals during which students, faculty, and staff prepare and share 
food are an example of a unique means of addressing a host of ethical, environmental, 
political, and aesthetic issues related to food production, preparation and consumption. 
In this experiential session, participants prepared and shared a small meal, calculated 
the energy required to transport ingredients for both the local and imported variants 
to the workshop, discussed the environmental and social issues associated with the 
particular food products. In addition, the group reflected on how experiential learning 
in general, and food and eating in particular, can supply value-added student learning 
experiences and build community. 

Renaissance College 

Renaissance College (RC), at the University of New Brunswick (UNB), 
is home to Canada’s only undergraduate interdisciplinary leadership 
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studies program. We strive to provide intensive high quality learning for 
approximately 75 students (25-30 students begin the program each year). 
Our students are highly capable learners chosen to create a very diverse 
cohort. It is a three-year program, and the curriculum integrates studies 
in world religions, natural sciences, mathematics, leadership, wellness, 
cultural perspectives, public policy, and other disciplines. Our students also 
engage in internships—one Canadian, and one international, usually in a 
developing country—during the two consecutive summers of the program. 
The program leads to a Bachelor of Philosophy degree in Interdisciplinary 
Leadership Studies (BPhil) and a minor of the student’s choice. The faculty 
consists of UNB faculty/staff members, some appointed directly to the 
college and others, seconded from a variety of other academic units, as 
well as community leaders and scholars brought in to teach particular 
courses. The college also is home to the Bachelor of Integrated Studies 
(BIS), a degree completion program for adult learners. This program 
designs individualized programs that recognize prior learning, integrate a 
disciplinary minor and uses RC problem-based learning courses to provide 
an integrative core to the program. In both its programs, the college follows 
an experiential learning approach with defined learning outcomes. 

Food and the Formal Curriculum

At RC, we ground learning in concrete experiences and realistic situations. 
One of the ways we do this it to connect ideas to commonplace and 
mundane ideas. For example, in a first year course taken by both BPhil 
and BIS students, students work on problems and assignments related 
to social and economic dimensions of food. This will include reading 
books about food (e.g., Lappé & Lappé, 2002), research projects with a 
food theme, and preparing and eating joint meals. In one activity that is 
a joint meal, students are divided into two groups. One group is asked to 
shop for ingredients from local sources, while the other looks for similar 
ingredients from as far away as possible (without going over a reasonable 
budget). Examples of the differences might be that one group buys apples 
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from a local suppliers and another from Chile or South Africa. Students are 
then asked to estimate and total up the energy input required to transport 
the foodstuffs from the country of production to the college (this process 
is described and illustrated below). We eat the meal and then discuss the 
differences in transportation energy requirements, the environmental, 
economic, and social issues associated with a globalized food production 
system. This example was the basis for the experiential portion of the 
workshop chronicled in this paper and is more fully described below.

In addition to the use of food and eating in our formal curriculum, we also 
make extensive use of food production, preparation, and consumption in 
our co-curricular college life activities.

Food and Co-curricular Activities

Co-curricular activities are activities intentionally designed to exist side by 
side with the curriculum and to enhance student learning and development. 
At RC, these activities are designed to supply students with a value-added 
learning experience, help students achieve the college learning outcomes, 
and develop the college community. They promote leadership, personal 
development, well-being, and self-confidence. Although not mandatory, 
participation in these activities is highly encouraged and most RC students 
participate regularly. Examples of these activities include the weekly “soup’s 
on” (described below), preparing meals for volunteers renovating a local arts 
center, annual camping trips, as well as cultivating and maintaining our own 
organic garden.

Community formed in part through these activities ensures that students 
feel safe so they can take risks (whether in the classroom or in their personal 
lives). These activities are valued through the curriculum—whether in 
portfolio courses, or subject courses—students may write about these 
activities as part of an assignment. In particular, our leadership courses 
offer students the opportunity to facilitate a co-curricular activity as their 
leadership project for the year. 
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The common meal and “soup’s on” are two examples of co-curricular 
activities that have found their way into the teaching and learning culture 
at RC. The common meal is a formal meal that is prepared and shared by 
at least one class, but more often than not, includes the entire community. 
“Soup’s on” is a weekly communal lunch during which faculty and students 
prepare and share the food together. Food seems to permeate a great deal 
of what we do. Students, faculty, and staff use the small kitchen in the 
college to prepare themselves and others a cup of tea, warm their lunch or 
snack, or prepare a meal for the RC community. One example of this is the 
development of the weekly tradition of preparing a large pot of soup for the 
RC community. A third-year student takes this on as her leadership project 
and coordinates the teams that prepare the soup. A great deal of learning 
occurs in the kitchen. It is not purely academic. There is exchange of views 
on current events, as well as individuals sharing the highlights and struggles 
they are facing in their lives. Even issues of keeping the kitchen clean have 
generated learning and good discussion about citizenship and free-rider 
effects. 

Description of Workshop Activity

At the workshop, participants were invited to participate in an experiential 
learning activity that simulates how we use food in one of our first year 
courses. They were divided into groups of least four people each. There 
were two types of food prepared: cheese trays and vegetable trays. For each 
of these types, one group was given ingredients from as close as possible to 
the site of the workshop  (labelled “local”) and the other from imported 
sources. The task given to each group was to “Set up an attractive tray of 
cheese or vegetables while estimating the transportation energy consumed in 
bringing it to the table.” Each group was asked to find two volunteers to do 
the calculations and assign the others to preparing and setting out the food. 
People were given 12 minutes to introduce themselves to their group mates 
and complete their tasks. The energy consumption was estimated using the 
basic information in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Factors for estimating transportation fuel consumption for food from 
different provenances. 

Provenance of Food Litres fuel per kilogram (A) Litres fuel per pound
Local 0.0006 0.0003
Maritime Provinces 0.018 0.008
Central Canada 0.06 0.027
USA 0.24 0.109
South/Central America 0.3 0.136
Asia 0.45 0.205
Europe 0.18 0.082
Africa 0.3 0.136

The name and mass of each food item was entered in Table 2 along with its 
provenance. Fuel consumption was estimated using a factor from Table 1 
and the mass and entered in the last column of Table 2. 

Table 2 Example calculations for energy requirement for ‘imported food’.

Item Provenance Kilos weight of item 
(B)

Fuel consumed 
(A x B)

Brie Cheese Europe 500g 0.5 x 0.18 = 0.09 
litres

Old Cheddar USA 250g 0.25 x 0.24 = 0.06 
litres

Crackers Europe 500g 0.05 x 0.18 = 
0.09litres

Total Litres 0.24 litres

1  The authors wish to thank Dr. Ralph Martin of the Nova Scotia Agricultural College’s 
Organic Agriculture Institute for providing many of the ‘local’ vegetables for this workshop.
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The energy calculation tables were gathered by the workshop facilitators and 
bar graphs prepared showing the energy requirement to bring the “local” 
and “imported” cheese and vegetable trays to the table. These showed that 
the imported vegetable tray required 15 times more energy to bring to the 
table than the local one. In the case of the cheese trays, the imported tray 
took 7 times more energy than the local. Participants then loaded their 
plates and snacked while we explained how we use breaking bread together 
in the college. 

Food and eating are often used in a structured way, both as an illustration 
aid and as an awareness raising tool. The example that we used in the 
session is meant to explore some aspects of the globalized economy 
through transportation costs of the food we eat. By comparing the meal 
made up of local foods with the one comprised of sometimes easier 
to get but imported foods we are able to discuss energy consumption 
related to food transportation, and the environmental, social and political 
complexities involved in food production. The stark contrast in energy 
consumption makes a great place to start this conversation. The awareness 
of environmental and social issues is also directly associated with the tastes 
and textures of the food.

Some things we might be able discuss after this demonstration are:

Advantages of Globalized Food Production
•  Lower prices for the consumer
•  Variety
•  Year round availability of all sorts of foodstuffs (independence from 

seasons)
•  Ability to compensate for shortages in one region with 

overproduction in another
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Disadvantages of Globalized Food Production
•  The high usage of non-renewable energy
•  The real costs of such energy use, pollution both local and global, 

climate change
•  Loss of natural capital, both ecological capacity and geological 

stocks
•  Dependency on a depletable resource, foreign oil reserves, politics 

of energy
•  Impacts on local production which is affected by the subsidies of 

energy in transportation and production elsewhere
•  Narrowing of genetic stock in agricultural crops
•  Crop varieties selected for production with inputs, uniformity, 

appearance, shipping qualities, rather than taste or nutrition 
 
Social and Political aspects of foods 

•  Illustrates that distance makes the social relations of food 
invisible—we do not know who produces our food or how it is 
produced

•  Effects on local economies and cultures including our own
•  Issues of social justice—how agricultural workers are treated, 

displacement of people for commodity agriculture, loss of local 
crops and sustainable methods

•  Concentration of food production in the hands of a few trans-
national companies or conglomerates

 
We also use food to model effective leadership behaviors, to enhance 
community, and to foster learning. Through food, faculty and staff 
attempt to exemplify good leadership practices, to “model the way,” a 
central component of leadership being congruence with espoused values. 
Citizenship is one component of leadership, which is about active, 
conscious participation and responsibility within the communities within 
which we live and influence.
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In another class, we draw an example from Mollison (1988) in his 
permaculutre designer’s manual, and use the simple egg as a demonstration 
tool, comparing commercially produced and retailed eggs, with free-range 
home produced eggs. Through these and illustration we can explore the 
energy inputs of different systems of production comparing industrial 
agriculture with more energy and resource efficient methods such as 
permaculture. In our Mathematical and Economics Problem-Solving 
course we use this example to critically look at the concept of Gross 
Domestic Product and its relationship to environmental impacts. One 
case, the industrial egg has extensive energy and resource use attached to 
its production and contributes to GDP. The home raised free-range egg has 
very little environmental impact but makes no contribution to GDP. Both 
eggs have similar end use values but economically and environmentally they 
are very different. This helps us in exploring and understanding these issues. 

We have also used class common meals as part of curricular activities 
to explore the cultural and spiritual dimensions of food. This has been 
primarily accompanied by the viewing of a movie, Babbette’s Feast, in 
which an ascetic religious community is treated to an elaborate meal by an 
appreciative refugee to whom they have given shelter. This meal serves to 
unite and heal the fractured community through the sacred act of a sharing 
a common meal that has been prepared with care and attention that is 
spiritual in its own regard. We have also occasionally used another movie 
called The Big Night. We occasionally also use a Shakespearean reading to 
accompany the meal. In particular, we use a section of MacBeth (Act 3, 
Scene 4) in which MacBeth seems unable to join his court at feast due to 
his guilt for killing Banquo, the ghost of whom appears at the feast. This 
excerpt allows us to explore the ritualistic nature of the feast in our culture.
 
All of our use of food is not so highly structured into curricular activities 
but the constant presence of food in the college allows us to easily access 
it as a reference tool or discussion point. In our meals and always visible 
in the college kitchen we use local, organic and fair trade foods whenever 
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possible. We can then use these foods as a comparative and explanatory tool 
to explore the advantages and disadvantages of a globalized food system and 
to reinforce awareness of the social, political, economic and environmental 
implications of our mundane day-to-day choices. 
 
We explore through fair trade foods such issues as economic globalization, 
social justice, workers rights, damage to local economies, and disappearance 
of local traditional crops in favour of commodity crops. Organic foods in 
our meals allow us to explore the sustainability and health risks of industrial 
agriculture, as well as ethical and scientific aspects of biotechnology. We 
held a public forum on biotechnology and genetically modified foods in 
connection with a class project to extend the discussion into the larger 
community. Our proximity to the local Fredericton Saturday market allows 
us to explore the local production of food, and the connections between the 
consumer and producer, in contrast with the invisible social relations that 
we find in the global market.
 
We use our own vegetable garden to supply food that becomes part of 
discussion and participation in citizenship, within the college community, 
but also in the larger community, as some of the food is donated to the local 
soup kitchen. We also use the garden as a learning opportunity to expand 
ecological literacy as a component of the college’s multi-literacy goals. 
Students have a hands-on opportunity to learn and become familiar with 
the realities of food production and the biological intricacies of soil and 
plant life. The garden has also been used as a reference to give perspective to 
the soil loss involved in industrial agriculture. The garden is approximately 
big enough to supply one person with vegetables for a year. With worldwide 
topsoil loss of 65 million tons a day, the garden containing approximately 
15 tons, we are able to demonstrate a daily loss equivalent of 4.3 million 
gardens, or the capacity to provide vegetables for 4.3 million people. This 
illustrates the importance of natural capital and helps us explore the concept 
of sustainability. Finally, we use the lowly composting bucket in the kitchen 
as an example of efficient and responsible energy and resource cycling.
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Experiential Learning 

The use of food and eating in our teaching is only one example of the 
experiential learning approach which characterizes much of our pedagogy. 
We are not pioneers in this approach, as the use of food within the 
classroom dates back at least as far as John Dewey (1859—1952), one of the 
founders of the experiential education movement. In his Laboratory School 
at the University of Chicago, learning was centered on familiar activities 
of the home and community, including cooking, sewing, carpentry, 
producing food and tools, and participating in groups. Through these 
activities, students learned technical skills, as well as knowledge embedded 
in regular school subjects such as math, science, history, writing, and 
reading. “Students cooked their own lunches, including foods such as cereal, 
cornmeal, hominy, cranberry sauce, applesauce, cranberry jelly: weighing 
and measuring the ingredients, working with fractions and other number 
facts, and reading the clock” (Morgan, 2002). Although in this presentation 
we are discussing food within the context of experiential learning, we 
often involve food in the college as a community building tool, without an 
intentional academic-oriented purpose. 
 
There are six key tenets of experiential learning theory: 

1. learning is best viewed as a process
2. learning is best facilitated when it builds upon and can integrate 

with students’ current beliefs and ideas about a topic 
3. learning requires movement between reflection and action, and 

thinking and feeling
4. learning is holistic—involving the whole person,
5. learning requires interaction between the person and the 

environment, and 
6. learning is the process of creating knowledge; it is constructivist 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2005).

Carol Roderick, Micheal Carr, Pierre Zundel - Breaking Bread Together: A Tradition to Foster 
Learning and Community

Kolb’s learning cycle (Figure 1) provides an excellent framework for 
structuring learning within a classroom. The cycle has four parts, beginning 
with learners sharing a concrete experience (in this case the preparation 
and consumption of food). This activity gives learners a specific type of 
experience, or draws on learners’ past experiences. 

 

Concrete 
Experience 

Reflective 
Observation 

Abstract 
Conceptualization 

Active 
Experimentation 

Kolb’s 
Experiential 

Learning 
Cycle 

Figure 1. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle.

The concrete experience forms the basis for observations and reflections, 
which allow the learners to make meaning (reflective observation). Through 
abstract conceptualization learners assimilate the new experience and its 
meaning with those from other personal experiences to develop some 
personal explanations, abstract concepts or theories, and draws conclusions. 
These conclusions are then tested through active experimentation and serve 
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the basis for creating new experiences (Kolb, Boyatzis, & Mainemelis, 2000; 
MacKeracher, 1996). Each person has a preference for learning within one 
or two parts of the cycle. Whereas some people learn best through concrete 
experience, others prefer thinking about and analyzing abstract concepts. 
Ensuring that each of the parts is addressed in the order suggested during a 
classroom session is one way of effective lesson planning (Kolb, Boyatzis, & 
Mainemelis, 2000).

We structured our presentation using Kolb’s learning cycle. We began 
with the concrete experience of the preparation of the meal and then with 
observation of the results in terms of energy consumption. We engaged 
in abstract conceptualization with respect to both food and its use in 
teaching and on the use of experiential learning more generally. We closed 
with a task in which participants were asked to describe how they could 
experiment with food and eating (or experiential learning) in their classes. 
In that process, people got to work and eat together, meeting each other and 
beginning to build community. 

This session is illustrative of how food and eating together (and other 
communal experiential learning) can help create a positive learning 
experience. It links learning to the activities of daily life, which helps make 
the relevance of learning clear and providing avenues for people to put their 
learning to work. It also builds community among learners, which helps 
break barriers and establish a more fertile ground for cooperative learning, 
another frequently used approach at the college. 

Interesting Books and Websites

Honoré, Carl. 2004. In Praise of slow: How a worldwide movement is 
challenging the cult of speed. Toronto: Vintage Canada

More Lappé, F. & Lappé A. 2002. Hope’s edge: The next diet for a small 
planet. New York: Penguin. 
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Schlosser, E. 2002. Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American 
Meal. New York: Harper Collins

Visser, M. 1991. The rituals of dinner: the origins, evolution, eccentricities, and 
meaning of table manners. New York: Grove Press. 

Visser, M. 1999. Much depends on dinner: The extraordinary history and 
mythology, allure and obsessions, perils and taboos, of an ordinary meal. New 
York: Grove Press.

http://www.learningfromexperience.com/ELt_review_paper.pdf  Contains 
an excellent research library on experiential learning

http://www.infed.org/biblio/b-explrn.htm

http://reviewing.co.uk/research/experiential.learning.htm contains many 
web links to experiential learning sites
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Ian H. Fraser
St. Thomas University

From PowerPoint to Power Picture: Mastery of the 
Technology

I have been teaching at St. Thomas University for over fifteen years and have used films, 
videos, DVDs, models of the ear, eye and brain and an overhead projector during most 
of this time to bring a visual element into the classroom. During the last couple of years, 
I have made several attempts to convert to PowerPoint. After a few false starts, it appears 
that PowerPoint has finally found its place in my classroom.

Before PowerPoint

I had attended a number of lectures and presentations in which PowerPoint 
was the mainstay and had had a mixed reaction as to the new technology’s 

effectiveness. In short, I found no really compelling reason to change, what 
appeared to me, to be a successful combination of videos, DVDs, models 
and overheads. I felt confident in my lack of confidence in PowerPoint—a 
confidence that was frequently boosted by my students’ evaluations of the 
course. In fact, a number of times on the open-ended parts of the course 
evaluation, I would get comments such as, “no PowerPoint, how refreshing!” 
I felt like taking those comments, highlighting them and sticking them up 
on my office wall. With the benefit of hindsight, methinks I did protest too 
much! 

To paraphrase John Mitterer, 3M-award winner, we have an obligation to 
try all the new technologies and then decide if they are right for us. The 
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reputation these days, most PowerPoints would probably be classified as 
narcotics, sedatives or depressants.” Terry Wall (2004) goes one step further; 
“Although presenters can be guilty of many offenses, the worst by far is 
inflicting on others the barbaric atrocity known as ‘Death by PowerPoint.’” 
The question we must ask ourselves is how to avoid being a pusher or a 
murderer when using PowerPoint.

Dave Paradi (2003) conducted a web-survey during the month of 
September, 2003 and received 159 responses. Question 1 asked the 
respondents to list the three most annoying things about bad PowerPoint 
presentations they had witnessed. The responses were quite revealing.

 The speaker read the slides to us     60.4%
 Text so small I couldn’t read it     50.9%
 Full sentences instead of bullet points    47.8%
 Slides hard to see because of color choices    37.1%
 Moving/flying test or graphics     24.5%
 Annoying use of sounds      22.0%
 Overly complex diagrams or charts    22.0%
 No flow of ideas—jumped around too much   18.9%
 No clear purpose of the presentation    18.2%
 Too many fonts used      12.6% 
 Graphic images that did not fit the topic of the slide  5.0%

The best way to avoid inflicting these horrors on our students is to make 
sure that the classroom environment does not get over-powered by 
PowerPoint! PowerPoint should be our servant and not our master! By 
the very virtue of the name “PowerPoint” and the incredible versatility 
of the program, we feel that every point must be displayed to the utmost 
power of the program—one at a time, swinging in from the left, coming 
in from the bottom or fading in and out and, moreover, we feel we must 
take advantage of the sound effects available because they are there. These 
things, in combination, make us feel that our presentation is dynamic and 
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point is, I failed to see the “power” of PowerPoint and was dismissing it 
before giving it a fair trial.

First Attempt at PowerPoint

Two summers ago I immersed myself in PowerPoint and discovered it 
was a fairly easy program to master. Encouraged by its facility, I ploughed 
headlong into converting all my class presentations into PowerPoint. It 
was fantastic! I could fade in, fade out, add sound, download amazing 3-D 
models and fantastic movie clips, and list all my points in a logical manner. 
I could really make the whole classroom experience come alive. The students 
were going to see a whole new son-et-lumiere, ultra-tech Fraser! This was 
going to be great! 

The first set of classes was a disaster—I found myself lost at sea when trying 
to navigate by screen. I was tied to the presentation; shackled by its very 
existence. Without proper direction, my students were restless. They looked 
to their captain, but their captain was looking at the log index. In short, 
they were bored and I felt as though I was staring at the plank. I shut off 
the PowerPoint presentation, regained the helm and set sail on the old 
course. However, I still wanted to know what it was that other people saw in 
PowerPoint.

The Problems with PowerPoint

It is when I began to read up on PowerPoint that I realized I was not alone 
in my lack of confidence in the technology. There was a debate raging in the 
literature about the over-use and misuse of PowerPoint. Some companies 
required their staff to use PowerPoint for all presentations whereas others, 
such as Sun MicroSystems, banned it, saying that it was a waste of 
productivity (Stibolt, 2004). Indeed, there is a general sense that PowerPoint 
can fall prey to misuse. As Cliff Atkinson (2003) says, “Judging by its bad 
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Textural Gradient - closer objects have a more distinguishable surface.
Shading - three-dimensional objects cast shadows.
Interposition - closer objects block those that are further away.
Plane —closer objects appear lower in the picture.
Aerial Perspective — the edges of objects become increasingly indistinct 
with distance.

      

Sidewalk Art and Monocular Depth Cues
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vibrant. However, this technology is merely a tool to enhance the classroom 
experience and should not dominate it!

First and foremost, be true to your Pedagogy!

In my first attempt at using PowerPoint, I simply ploughed headlong into 
converting my courses to the new (to me) technology, without reflecting 
on the question, “What do I want to achieve in the course and how can 
PowerPoint help?” Eugene Gallagher and Michael Reder (2004-2005) put 
it best when they said, “Teachers need to be clear about what their use of 
PowerPoint is designed to achieve, for themselves, their students, and their 
courses. The primary goal should always be the promotion of deep, long-
lasting learning by fostering students’ interactions with the material, the 
teacher, and each other.”

Simple Steps to Follow

Once we have established the role that PowerPoint can play there are some 
simple rules we can follow:

1.  A picture’s worth a thousand words

Whenever possible use a picture instead of words, or use pictures to 
illustrate what you are describing verbally. The picture should be as simple 
and straightforward as possible and not over-burdened with text. Make sure 
that, in the room in which you are teaching, all components of the picture 
can be easily seen from any part of the room. (Wall, 2004)

Figure 1: I use these fantastic pictures of sidewalk-art to demonstrate the 
power of monocular depth cues. By using the following cues, graphic artists 
can produce the illusion of depth:
Relative Size - closer objects appear larger.
Linear Perspective - parallel lines converge in the distance.
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3.  Vary the technology used

Research conducted in the area of attention has demonstrated that the cues 
of novelty, abrupt changes and motion help to attract as well as maintain 
attention (Folk et al., 1994). 

Often PowerPoint can fall prey to a number of cues that work against a 
person’s ability to attend. The most important of these is, perhaps, lighting. 
It is often necessary to turn down the lights in order to view the PowerPoint 
presentation properly. Unfortunately, this provides the very same conditions 
that are conducive to relaxation and sleep. The problem with lighting may 
be an issue beyond our control, but we can overcome many soporific effects 
by varying the type of presentation techniques we use (Wall, 2004)! We can 
switch from PowerPoint to the blackboard, to handouts, to flip charts and 
back to PowerPoint etc. In this way, there is both novelty and dynamism 
in the classroom environment, which is more conducive to maintaining 
attention than a protracted presentation using one medium only.

4.  Humour

The virtuoso pianist, linguist and humorist, Victor Borge, said the shortest 
distance between two people is laughter. Humour also has the ability to grab 
and maintain attention. Its effectiveness is evident in the number of TV 
advertisements which employ it in the unforgiving minute they are allotted. 
If humour is used in relation to a concept it can work wonders in framing 
that concept. Humour cannot always be used, but if it can become part of 
the PowerPoint presentation, it can be an effective tool.

Conclusion

In conclusion, as John Mitterer pointed out, we are obliged to investigate 
the new technologies and to assess whether or not they can work in 
our classrooms. In order to achieve this, we must first be aware that 
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2.  Bullets not sentences

A presentation, whether it is a twenty-minute talk or a regular classroom 
lecture, involves public speaking. Public speaking is stressful for many 
people (Fish, 1986) In order to compensate for the lack of coherent thought 
that can result from anxiety, a number of people will display the entire 
speech on PowerPoint and simply read it (Norman, 2004). 
 
When I first started teaching at St. Thomas University, I had had no 
formal teacher-training. I was given three courses to teach: Introductory 
Psychology, Research Methods and Developmental Psychology. Being a 
Perceptual Psychologist, I had very little experience in Developmental 
Psychology (I had taken it in the second year of my first degree). In the 
first term I was only one chapter ahead of my students in all three courses. 
I was nervous and lacked confidence. I remembered a professor I had had 
at Carleton University, who used to place all his notes on acetates and 
display them on the overhead projector. He would then tell stories that 
added substance to the notes. I copied the technique, alas without the 
story-telling component. It was well into the first semester of my first year 
that I had gained enough confidence in myself to tell a joke in class. There 
was no laughter, although it was a good joke, because the students were 
concentrating on taking down the notes from the overhead and were not 
listening to me. I turned off the projector and ended the class without the 
use of my safety net. I later rethought the use of the projector and from then 
on only used it to display images.

Nowadays, students subjected to cases like my early ones often wonder 
why they have shown up at all, especially when the professor makes 
the PowerPoint slides available on the web. It is important to resist this 
temptation and 

•  use short, simple bullets to stress a point.
•  elaborate verbally.
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technology is merely a tool to enhance the classroom environment. We 
need to understand the technology and then define its role. Once we have 
established that role, then by following the four simple steps, listed above, 
we may avoid “Death by PowerPoint.” 

Next on my “to do” list is WebCT, but I don’t really need it because it will 
distance me from my students, add too much technology to the classroom 
and scare away the techno-phobes. Dost thou think I protest too much?
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Not Just “Physics” Textbooks

Graham Pearson
Department of Engineering
Nova Scotia Agricultural College

A required physics course for students in a life science degree program can present some 
challenges, especially with respect to the quantitative nature of the material. Writing 
across the curriculum has been a popular method to improve communication in science 
courses which also allows the qualitative thinkers to use their particular talents in a 
constructive way. This paper will outline a further development of that concept which 
incorporates a book review into the grading scheme of a physics course. This has been 
used for several years and has incorporated a number of themes for the review including 
biographies, science fiction, history, etc. However, when children’s books were set as the 
theme the results were an eye opener, both for the students and the professor.

Physics in a Life Science Degree

A Bachelor of Science degree, through all of its possible forms, is 
ultimately a science degree and therefore must provide a grounding in 

the sciences for all of its students. This is usually accomplished by requiring 
fundamental courses in calculus, physics, chemistry, and biology to be 
taken by most BSc candidates in their early years of study. These courses 
have been accompanied by varying levels of success over the years and there 
have been many attempts to mold the fundamental sciences to the interests 
and talents of the students. Some of these have become almost standards 
as in the “Physics for the Life Sciences” courses which are now available at 
virtually every institution offering the BSc degree. Such “applied” versions 
of the fundamental courses, it is argued, increase the level of student interest 
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de-emphasized in the final grade. No one was allowed to completely bypass 
the laboratory or quantitative assignments but their combined contribution 
to the final grade could be placed anywhere in the range of 20% to 40% 
as chosen by the individual student. Naturally the final exam became the 
“overflow container” in this system, and its importance could be placed 
anywhere between 20% and 79% of the course grade.

This system seemed to work well for several academic years. Students 
appreciated their apparent control over the way in which their performance 
was assessed and the instructor was satisfied that the overall grades were on 
par with previous forms of the course which had more traditional methods 
of assessment. As noted above the introduction of the applied courses 
resulted in classes of the first fundamental course which were subscribed to 
equally by Engineering and Agricultural students. While this was somewhat 
surprising it lead to the decision to continue the flexible grading scheme and 
to provide the opportunity for the more qualitatively talented students to 
use their writing skills in support of their Physics grade.

Writing Opportunities in the Fundamental Physics Course

The “offer” of a writing component in the fundamental course does not 
come entirely without strings attached. In the first course the assignments 
are set in the form of a research paper (up to 15% of the course grade) and a 
book review (up to 10% of the course grade). In each iteration of the course 
a theme is set for each of these, such as:

Research papers: 
A contemporary Canadian Physics Research Project
Nobel Prize winners in Physics since 1980
Physical concepts in the design of the Confederation Bridge
Mechanics of Orthodontics
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by appealing to the usefulness of the material rather than the beauty of the 
fundamental science for its own sake.

The BSc(Agr) at Nova Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC) is no different 
from other BSc degrees in its approach to the fundamental sciences. The 
introductory calculus-based two-semester physics course sequence is offered 
alongside an equivalent pair of courses which apply the physical principles 
to biological problems. Naturally this was done with the idea that the 
Engineering students would populate the former while Agricultural students 
would prefer the latter. That is largely the way it has turned out, but there 
are some unexpected anomalies. The fundamental physics course is required 
of all Engineering students, but in the past few years it has attracted at least 
as many Agricultural and “no program” students as well. The result is a 
pleasantly diverse group studying the fundamentals of classical physics and 
using elements of calculus to do it. Rarely is there a life-science connection 
made explicitly to the material being studied since that aspect is provided by 
the other course sequence.

Evaluation in the Fundamental Physics Course

This was not always the case at NSAC as the Physics for the Life Sciences 
sequence was added to the course offerings in the late 1990s. Prior to that 
time all students took at least the first course of the fundamental sequence 
which led to large classes which were 80% Agricultural students, many of 
whom were primarily qualitative thinkers and not a little math-anxious. 
In an attempt to make the physics course fit more closely to their own 
learning styles and talents a flexible evaluation scheme was added (Martin 
and Pearson, 1996). The concept was to provide all students with the option 
to include or exclude particular aspects of the evaluation from the personal 
scheme. In particular there were two major writing assignments made 
available which could be completely ignored, or could be used to provide 
up to 25% of the final course grade. On the other side of the coin there was 
an optional midterm exam and the laboratory/assignment work could be 

Graham Pearson - Not Just “Physics” Textbooks



142 143

book, carry out the review and present it as a formal document.

The first obvious result of this process was that I had students arriving at 
my office with arm loads of very thin books. Apparently I was expected to 
screen these and choose the best candidate from the pile available, which 
naturally I refused to do. We talked about the attributes to look for in an 
appropriate book and then left the choice up to the now better informed 
student. While sorely tempted to include these concepts in the written 
guidelines, I found that much more was accomplished in terms of their 
rational thinking by a short face-to-face session than the alternative. There 
were many of these chats in the first days of the review process.

The next step invariably involved the confusion around the concept of a 
book report (which the students were used to) and a book review (which 
they were not used to). Many students arrived at the office announcing that 
they had read the book and “now what?” I asked them who the book was 
intended for and after some investigation they were able to ascertain that 
it was for (e.g.) a grade 1 audience. It was delightful to see the realization 
come over their faces that their own reading of the book was irrelevant and 
that they would have to make other arrangements if the review were to 
be a success. Also we would talk about the types of issues which would be 
included in a competent book review and I suggested that they find some 
good book reviews in the popular literature for some further guidance. 
While this might sound time consuming on my part, it was not unduly so 
as students would often arrive in groups and bounce ideas off one another 
while discovering how a review should be done. 

This process moved along and the students were able to discern how to 
do a correct book review and the elements which would be contained 
within it. The matter of the audience receiving and correctly understanding 
physical ideas which were included in the book was naturally the paramount 
concern. Did they “get,” at a grade 1 level, the idea that gravity had had 
its way with the bear when he and the bike fell over? Did they understand 
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Book Reviews: 
Biographies of prominent physicists of the 19th century
Books about physical ideas written for non-scientists
High quality science fiction
Children’s books. 

If a student elects to do either of these tasks the product has to fit within the 
theme which is given for that particular class and certain requirements for 
“benchmarks” are set, particularly for the research paper.

Things are more open in the second course for which 15% of the course 
grade is apportioned to a “personal project” which is designed and carried 
out by the individual student, or possibly by a team. This course tends to be 
much more heavily weighted towards engineering students and the number 
of writing assignments which are produced is proportionally low. However, 
there have been a few successes such as a collection of sonnets written on 
various physical themes (Pearson and Atkinson, 1995), a short story based 
loosely on the life of Tesla, a court room drama concerning the health risks 
of cell phone use, and several original songs. 

The Review of Children’s Books

Physical ideas as portrayed in children’s books was one of the themes 
recently used for the book review. As a guideline the students were required 
to select and review a book which was written for an audience up to eight 
years of age. The book preferably would not be a “science” book, but a story 
book which contained concepts and ideas at least loosely associated with 
physics and physical concepts. “The Bike Lesson” in the Berenstain Bears 
series was given as an example and then declared ineligible since part of 
the exercise was to find an appropriate book. When it came time to declare 
their personal evaluation schemes fully 70% of the students elected to do 
the book review, many of which were in the Engineering Diploma program. 
From this point each student had approximately six weeks to select the 
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And the book reviews themselves? They were generally very competently 
written and I was certainly pleased when no one attempted a review just by 
reading the book themselves. Reviews were graded using a standard form 
which was designed to assess this exercise uniquely. It included examination 
of the style, organization and language of the review, the choice of book 
used, the method of gathering information regarding the suitability of the 
book for its intended audience, and an overall assessment of the scientific 
merit of the book. To be honest there were some students who were 
reticent about approaching the elementary schools. Perhaps the thought 
of facing that somewhat formal setting was a bit much for them, but they 
compensated by gathering a small audience of relatives or neighbours 
and doing essentially the same type of exercise. While this was not as 
satisfactory as the school-testing procedure (sample size alone is a problem) 
it certainly fulfilled the requirement to a satisfactory standard. Overall when 
I realize the amount of thought, effort, and organization that went into the 
mechanics of this review and the competency and quality of the written 
submissions, I am amazed that the students would actually do all that for 
a maximum contribution of 10% to their course grade. And not only that, 
they even had an enjoyable time doing it which is half the battle in a physics 
course.

Will it be done again?

The current class of Physics 1 has the same offers concerning their 
evaluation as was done previously and this group is indeed analyzing the 
effect of physical messages in books written for young children. I am hoping 
that they will go down the same road as their forerunners a few years ago 
and that this will lead to a renewed involvement with the local elementary 
schools. When their evaluation contracts came in a few days ago fully 75% 
again have elected to do the book review. I hope they understand what lies 
ahead. 
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that this was a consequence of the way in which nature worked? Why 
would things not fall upward, or did they think they could? In addition 
to this most students understood that such matters as correct and age-
appropriate vocabulary, appealing illustrations, physically correct content, 
an entertaining story line, etc. were items to be discussed in their reviews.

The Unexpected “Service Learning” Component

The first indication that more was happening than I first gave them credit 
for was when I received a phone call from a local Grade 1 teacher asking 
how she might get in touch with one of the physics students. I pointed her 
in the right direction and later asked the student about this. Apparently 
upon the realization that their own reading of the book was not helpful, 
they had set about getting an appropriate audience on which to test it. 
Of the twenty reviews received, at least twelve had arranged with various 
elementary classes in the community to go into the school at an appropriate 
time, take over from the teacher and test their books. They read the book to 
the children, had them read some passages, shared the pictures and laughed 
with them at the funny parts. Then they produced their pre-prepared set 
of questions and tested the children’s understanding of the ideas of physics 
which were alluded to in the story!

As it turned out the vast majority of the students doing the book review 
followed this course of action and the younger classes in the elementary 
schools of Bible Hill were blanketed with physics that Fall, even though 
they probably didn’t realize it. Many of the physics students commented 
particularly on this project on the course evaluation, even to the point of 
thinking that elementary school teaching could be a viable career choice. 
Also the matter of the book reviews has come up in a number of venues 
since that time, particularly from the elementary teachers who were 
involved. They certainly remembered this occasion and appreciated the 
chance for their young students to interact with our young students in this 
particular way. 
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Dynamic Online Content: 
Today’s Collaborative Learning Tools 

(Blog, Wiki, RSS, etc.)
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In today’s technology world, we as educators must keep pace with technology and its 
uses both within education and everyday life. Technology provides many opportunities 
within education and learning. Incorporating blogs, wikis, RSS feeds, IM and other 
collaborative communication technologies help create the movement from static content 
to more dynamic content. The usage of these collaborative communication tools within 
courses creates a more engaging learning environment for today’s student. Such tools 
and activities provide for higher level collaborative and engaged learning by allowing 
students to create, edit, and control content more easily. This paper outlines various 
collaborative learning tools the author has used, over the past two years, in creating 
an engaging dynamic learning environment. In positioning these technologies a brief 
outline of each is provided, starting with Learning Management Systems and Virtual 
Classrooms followed by Blogs, Wikis, RSS feeds and IM. A comment on future trends 
concludes this paper.

Today’s Student

Today’s students are said to be of the ‘Information-Age Mindset’ (Frand, 
2000); they arrive at university computer literate and Internet savvy. 

Frand (2000) describes ten attributes of an information-age mindset (Table 
1). In Boomers, Gen X’s, & Millennials: Understanding the New Students, 
Oblinger (2002) states: The attitudes—and aptitudes—of students who 
have grown up with technology (or who have spent significant amounts of 
time with it) appear to differ from those students who rarely use technology.
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rooms; beam their PDAs with reminders about assignments; make Web 
sites more navigable and inviting

 Smith, 2002

Communication Tools

Computer based communications really began with the introduction of the 
Internet and applications like E-Mail. Computer mediated communications 
(CMC), as it sometimes referred to, has changed and evolved to today 
where we have total virtual classroom solutions. Table 2 provides a brief 
description of several Internet based communication software applications.

Each of these specific software applications/platforms can be categorized 
into one of two general umbrellas: synchronous (real-time or at the 
same time) and asynchronous (not at the same time), yet some software 
applications may include components of both.

E-Mail and Listserves are first-generation electronic communication 
tools that enable asynchronous communication between individuals 
and groups. Listserves allow users to establish and maintain defined 
groups for the distribution of e-mail correspondence (Godwin-Jones, 
2003).

Discussion Groups/Forums provide a dedicated space for 
asynchronous, online text-based discussions characterized by topics, 
replies, and threads (Wrede, 2003).

Instant Messaging (IM) and Chat are types of Internet-based 
synchronous text messaging software that have been used for years 
by teenagers and are now being used increasingly for rapid, real-time 
interaction in business and education (Kaplan-Leiserson, 2003).
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1.  Computers are not technology
2.  The Internet is better than TV
3.  Reality is no longer real
4.  Doing is more important than learning
5.  Nintendo over logic
6.  Typing rather than handwriting
7.  Multitasking way of life
8.  Staying connected
9.  Zero tolerance for delays
10.  Consumer/ creator blurring

Table 1: The Information Age Mindset, Jason L. Frand (2000)

Students who are entering university today are younger than the 
microcomputer or PC. Students entering university from high school 
were born in the late 80s, while the first IBM PC is from the early 80s and 
Apple computers have been around since the mid 70s. These students with 
an ‘Information-Age Mindset’ have grown up with computers and in a 
period where technology has continued to evolve and enhance their lives. 
Computers are but a small part of the technology used by the younger 
generation of today. PDAs (Personal Digital Assistants), cell phones, video 
game stations, and the Internet all play a role in today’s technology savvy 
student.

This technology-savvy student’s fluency with current technology is not in 
question. However, their demand for technology and its integration into 
their learning may be a bigger issue. This is especially important as more and 
more institutions, programs, and courses move to an online or some form of 
blended environment. 

If students come to us with PDAs and cell phones in their bookbags and 
spend hours using Instant Messenger, we should use what they know as the 
starting place for their educational experience: set up subject-specific chat 
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also allow for the management of instructor-led training classes as well. 
In the most comprehensive of LMS, one may find tools such as competency 
management, skills-gap analysis, succession planning, certifications, 
virtual live classes, content management, content authoring, and resource 
allocation (venues, rooms, textbooks, instructors, etc.). Most systems allow 
for learner self-service, facilitating self-enrollment and access to courses.

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

Learning Management Systems (LMS) have been around for almost as long 
as the Internet, at least as we know it today. While the internet and e-mail 
actually goes as far back as the 1960s, most of what we call the internet 
today was not developed until the 1980s when ARPANET implemented 
TCP/IP and the 1990s when Tim Berners-Lee publicized his world-wide-
web project. 

Learning Management Systems, as repositories of content, need to change 
and adapt to a more dynamic methodology. Two of the many LMS software 
applications were developed and released in the 1990s. WebCT developed 
at the University of British Columbia in 1995 and Blackboard LLC was 
formed in 1997 which merged with CourseInfo LLC in 1998 to form 
Blackboard Inc. While LMSs are currently not very dynamic, the recent 
announcement of the merger of these two major LMS software companies 
gives one hope that change may occur. The author has utilized several 
various LMSs, while WebCT is the one currently being used. Some other 
LMS e-learning application systems include Angel, e-College, Prometheus, 
and OLAT.

Virtual Classroom

An electronic classroom consisting of off-site students (who could be 
in several locations), where instruction involves the synchronous or 
asynchronous use of electronic learning tools such as videoconferencing, 
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Weblogs (Blogs) are essentially online journals with specific themes 
that can be developed collaboratively or individually and make 
extensive use of hypertext to connect to other web-based resources 
(Godwin-Jones, 2003).

Wikis are webpages that can be created and changed collaboratively 
by users without having to know HTML (hypertext markup 
language) (Kaplan-Leiserson, 2003; Godwin-Jones, 2003).

Course Management Systems, Learning Management Systems, 
Virtual Classrooms and Groupware constitute a broad category of 
tools that can incorporate several of the above software applications 
within a larger system (Kaplan-Leiserson, 2003). 

Table2: Internet Based Communication Software Applications

Technology is constantly changing. New Internet based software 
applications and new uses for current technologies are being developed, 
it seems, every day. Understanding these new technologies is key to a 
successful implementation with a learning environment. To assist in 
positioning these technologies a brief outline of each is provided, starting 
with Learning Management Systems and Virtual Classrooms followed by 
Blogs, Wikis, RSS feeds and IM. The author concludes with a comment on 
future trends within the realm of emerging technologies. 

Learning Management Systems 

A Learning Management System, or LMS, (also known as a Managed 
Learning Environment, or MLE) is a software package, usually on a 
large scale, to allow the management of learning content and resources. 
Most systems are web-based to facilitate “anytime, anywhere” access to 
learning content and administration. At a minimum, it usually allows 
for the delivery and tracking of e-learning courses and content, and may 
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The power of weblogs is that they allow millions of people to easily 
publish their ideas, and millions more to comment on them. Blogs are a 
fluid, dynamic medium, more akin to a ‘conversation’ than to a library 
—which is how the Web has often been described in the past. With an 
increasing number of people reading, writing, and commenting on blogs, 
the way we use the Web is shifting in a fundamental way. Instead of 
being passive consumers of information, more and more Internet users are 
becoming active participants. Weblogs let everyone have a voice.

Technorati

Technorati reports that the Blogosphere is doubling in size every five 
months and has done so for almost the past two years (Figure 1), with 
30,000 - 40,000 new weblogs created daily as compared to 15,000 less than 
a year ago. Blog content is available on virtually every imaginable topic.

Figure 1: Weblog Growth (Technorati)
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online classrooms, whiteboards, chat rooms, document cameras, and so 
forth

Utah Education Network

Many look upon LMS and Virtual Classrooms as being very similar, 
especially with regard to the individual collaborative communication tools 
included within them. It is how they are utilized which clearly differentiates 
these two large scale applications. Both typically include individual 
components within the synchronous and asynchronous spaces, LMS 
have primarily been based on asynchronous communications and Virtual 
Classrooms focus more on synchronous communications to simulate the 
features of a traditional classroom. Virtual Classroom software applications 
include Elluminate Live! and Horizon Wimba. The author has made use of 
both these Virtual Classroom platforms.

Blog

A weblog (usually shortened to blog, but occasionally spelled web log) is a 
web-based publication consisting primarily of periodic articles (normally 
in reverse chronological order). Although most early weblogs were 
manually updated, tools to automate the maintenance of such sites made 
them accessible to a much larger population, and the use of some sort of 
browser-based software is now a typical aspect of “blogging.”

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

Blogs and blogging, also sometimes referred to as the Blogosphere, is quickly 
becoming a major force within today’s information, communications, and 
media realms. Technorati, a real-time search engine that keeps track of what 
is going on in the Blogosphere, reports that it tracks over 13 million weblogs 
(as of July 2005).
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content on a website (the wiki) or webpage (a wiki page) using a standard 
web browser. The ease with which pages can be created and updated is the 
premise of a wiki. Changes to a wiki page are immediate and therefore 
accessible on the world wide web moments after the changes are recorded. 
The author has utilized the services of JotSpot.com an application wiki 
which provides user authentication or password protected access.

Wikis in and of themselves are collaborative communications work areas 
by their nature. This collaborative environment and ease of use make for 
a powerful educational application which is only limited by ones own 
imagination and creativity. 

Wikis are already making their mark in higher education and are being 
applied to just about any task imaginable. They are popping up like 
mushrooms, as wikis will, at colleges and universities around the world, 
sometimes in impromptu ways and more often with thoughtful intent. 

Lamb, 2004

RSS
RSS, a group of XML based web-content distribution and republication 
(Web syndication) formats primarily used by news sites, weblogs (blogs), 
and podcasts.

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

RSS refers to Really Simple Syndication, which allows web developers to 
share their website’s content. RSS takes website content and repackages it 
into XML based data lists. One can subscribe to these lists called RSS feeds. 
RSS feeds usually include news stories, headlines, discussion forum content, 
announcements, and even blogs and wikis. RSS feeds can be read using a 
web browser or separate RSS reader or aggregator. 
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There are many applications of blogs within education and learning. One 
can consider course blogs, instructor blogs, and student blogs. Within a 
course blog one could maintain a record of topics taught on a day-by-day 
basis with student homework and web-based resource links. Course blogs 
can also be a repository of Internet resources which can very easily and 
quickly be posted to the blog automatically using tools such as Blogger’s 
‘BlogThis!’ This is one of the tools used by the author to create content in a 
course blog. This allows for semi-dynamic content—content which differs 
by course, by term, and is linked to current events. Instructor blogs can 
range from expanded course blogs including upcoming activities and events 
to personal interest topics and external activities. Student blogs can be used 
for many purposes: student journals, field trip diary, writing assignments, 
reflective writing, peer review assignments, and likely many more. Blogs 
allow for multiple contributors and for non-contributor comments to 
be posted and included within the chronological format. Even with the 
incredible growth in blogs and blogging we may have only scraped the 
surface of its potential within education.

Blogging services include Blogger, MSN Spaces, AOL Journals, and 
LiveJournal, to mention only a few. One educational blog which contains a 
collection of educational resources is located at www.weblogg-ed.com.

Wiki

A Wiki or wiki (pronounced wīkē, wēkē or vēkē;...) is a website (or other 
hypertext document collection) that allows users to add content, as on an 
Internet forum, but also allows anyone to edit the content. “Wiki” also 
refers to the collaborative software used to create such a website.

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

The term “wiki” (the Hawaiian word for “quick”) is applied to many systems 
with varying features. A wiki enables anyone to add content to or edit 
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used RSS within web browser applications, within WebCT, and even within 
Instant Messaging tools.

IM

An instant messenger is a client which allows instant text communication 
between two or more people through a network such as the Internet.

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

IM is the simplest forms of synchronous on-line communications available 
today. It allows two and sometimes more computer users to communicate 
across a network connection. For the most part the communication is text 
based, although many IM networks currently provide facilities to allow for 
audio and even video.

Much of the research into IM that is non-work related has been based on its 
use by this younger generation. A PEW (2004) study shows that 62% of 18-
27 year old internet users have used IM. IM is an important component of 
today’s younger generation’s communications arena. Yet, IM is becoming an 
accepted tool in both business and education.

IM has made its way to several university library websites in the form of an 
online reference desk. Some admission counselors are turning on to the fact 
that their clients, entering freshman, are more likely to prefer to contact an 
institution of higher education with questions via IM than by phone. One 
example is Boston University’s admissions counselors answer IM questions 
from prospective students about admissions procedures, college life, or their 
application status (Haberkorn, 2004).

IM applications today are full of features beyond just text messaging. The 
author has used several IM clients over the past few years. One in particular 
has some unique features - InterComm by Five Across. InterComm uses a 
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RSS feeds are available on almost any topic from thousands, if not tens 
of thousands, of sites and this growth is similar to blogs in that it is 
exponential. The New York Times, the first major newspaper to offer RSS, 
introduced RSS in mid 2004. Today the New York Times has 33 different 
categories RSS feeds on its RSS webpage and reports a massive 342% 
annual increase in RSS click-throughs. RSS generated 5.9 million pageviews 
in March, 2005.

Again, imagination and creativity are the only limits in applying RSS 
to education and learning. Stephen Downes (2000) discussed RSS in 
relationship to online courses in his article Content Syndication and Online 
Learning. He stated that using RSS one could create course content from 
remote sources containing up-to-date material specifically tailored for that 
course. This would truly be dynamic content.

Kaplan-Leiserson (2004) outlines the following ways in which instructors 
can use RSS for or in courses:

•  subscribing to feeds on certain topics to stay current
•  publishing syndicated content on course Websites or blogs 
•  having learners create their own blogs and then subscribing to the 

feeds of all those blogs to check new content on them 
•  notifying learners about new available courses
•  updating learners on new internal or external resources available on 

a training topic
•  subscribing to feeds from learning object repositories to see the 

newest objects added or objects added in a topic they’re developing 
a course on.

RSS by its underlying structure is a kin to both blogs and wikis. This is 
creating a convergence of applications which have access to a vast amount of 
content resources. RSS can be included into other collaborative tools, such 
as LMSs, but this may require some HTML knowledge. The author has 
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•  Assist with deeper levels of knowledge generation
•  Promotes initiative, creativity, and critical thinking
•  Allows students to create a shared goal for learning and forms the 

foundation of a learning community
•  Addresses all learning styles
•  Addresses issues of culture.

Future Trends

As more and more Internet based applications that support collaborative 
communications and dynamic content manipulation become available their 
usage with educational and learning environments will also grow. The next 
such pending application may be that of Podcasting. Gardner Campbell 
explores Poscasting within education in his article titled There’s Something 
in the Air—Podcasting in Education. Podcasting is a communication tools 
that has many opportunities—this author will be watching this technology 
closely. 
 
Podcasting

Podcasting is a method of publishing files via the Internet, allowing 
users to subscribe to a feed and receive new files automatically. It became 
popular in late 2004, intended largely for downloading audio files onto 
a portable audio player. However, listening to podcasts does not require a 
portable device and it is not traditional “broadcasting” to a mass audience 
at a fixed time.

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

Online collaborative communications appears to be here to stay in one form 
or another. Utilizing these tools and applications within an educational 
setting may not be that simple. There will be those that will criticize 
their usage and in some cases their misuse. While this paper touched on 
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different methodology than most IM applications, in that it is group based 
and users are invited into and arranged by groups. Messages can be sent 
to individuals or to an entire group and InterComm provides storage for 
messages to offline users so that messages are held until the group member 
becomes available. It provides file sharing via online storage, with alerts on 
file updates and version tracking. InterComm also supports RSS feeds and 
website URL sharing via a tab screen environment.  

Educational and learning collaboration could and should be the next 
emerging use of IM and to some extent this is happening but mostly in 
high schools and lowers grade levels. 

Grinter & Palen, 2004

Clearly students have embraced this technology, but faculty have been 
less likely to. IM has incredible potential within educational and learning 
settings. Yet, a large number of faculty are ill-equipped to use IM and 
will likely need formal faculty development training (Cohn, 2002). The 
ubiquitous nature of IM and its growth within educational environments 
may encourage the expectation of the ubiquitous instructor. 

Collaborative and Engaged Learning

The fact that all these communication tools (Blog, Wiki, RSS, etc.) are 
web or internet based provides the bases for a collaborative facility upon 
which collaborative and engaged learning can be enabled. It is clear that 
there is a great deal of interrelationship between Blogs, Wikis, RSS Feeds, 
and even IM. These communication tools create online workspaces which 
allow groups (even students) to: share ideas, create and co-edit documents, 
view multimedia presentations, reference webpages, collaborate via chat 
or instant messaging, facilitate an online virtual meeting, and more—thus 
creating communication, collaboration and engaged learning. Palloff 
& Pratt (2005) highlight the importance of such collaborative learning 
environments by listing the following outcomes of collaboration.

Robert Farmer - Dynamic Online Content: 
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many ideas, usages, and issues—it does not address areas of course design 
or pedagogy which need to be kept in the forefront as one considers 
implementing any of these collaborative tools.

With this vast array of collaborative communication tools and applications 
so readily available today, one would hope that we can build an effective 
collaborative learning environment. 
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Didactics and Web-based Foreign Language 
Learning Modules: Examples from German

In recent years, many new web-based software modules have been developed for the 
teaching of German as a Foreign Language. Established didactic criteria can furnish a 
critical framework for a meaningful evaluation and effective use of this new software, 
by making it possible to identify strengths and weaknesses and to determine how and 
where it can be employed with benefit to learning. At their present state of development, 
all of these computer programmes should be viewed as mere “modules” or “tools” 
within a larger repertoire of methods and materials to be employed in language 
teaching. 

As a whole, research hasn’t been able to show any decisive pedagogical 
advantage of CALL over conventional non-technological methods or 

tools, when it comes to the teaching of a foreign language. Of course, this 
doesn’t mean that one should necessarily disregard the trend and relinquish 
the idea of implementing technology for this purpose. While—being 
informed by Marshall McLuhan—we can acknowledge that media indeed 
influence the teaching “message” itself, and at the same time use our 
experiential knowledge of inherent media characteristics and differences, 
turning technical media into controllable tools among others, which we can 
use to benefit in the classroom. E.g. a significant difference between writing 
on blackboards and PowerPoint presentations is that progressing between 
slides automatically (if only temporarily) removes previously projected 
information from view. It is important to pay attention to such specifics, to 
implement a method or tool where it fits into a broader didactic purpose 
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technologically speaking, with “modules.” This freedom may be guided, 
however, by certain reasonable well-established and widely accepted didactic 
principles. Here is a short, not all-inclusive list:

•  address and balance the four skills: listening, reading, speaking, 
writing

•  begin the lesson with some kind of facilitation/warm-up exercise
•  generally prefer inductive to deductive procedures making use of  

students’ creativity/autonomy as learners
•  balance structured and free production, generally proceeding from 

the former to the latter
•  try to include different text forms and registers including narratives 
•  incorporate culture and its intercultural reflection wherever possible
•  present grammar in cycles, revisiting and expanding
•  use visual stimuli

 
One could add: use media? Let us now look at some newer software 
modules for teaching German as a Foreign Language to see how their design 
and use measures up to didactic criteria. 

The Acadia Course Management Environment (ACME) was developed at 
Acadia University and is a server-based program somewhat similar to Web-
CT; it incorporates course management with an exercise platform. Students 
can do certain types of exercises online, and receive instant feedback on 
the correctness of their entries, including the correct answers. The system 
supports various standard exercise types including fill-in-the-blanks exercises 
in which complete sentences are to be entered. Students and instructor can 
see the scores achieved as well as the number of times an exercise has been 
attempted. Longer free-production of texts by students is also possible, 
which can be submitted to the instructor for evaluation and return-marking 
within the system. Similarly, audio segments can be recorded and submitted.
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and to draw on the capacities for learning it offers in its own special way. 
One might argue that many recent failures of the use of technologies in the 
classroom are due to a lack of analysis and command of the media prior to 
implementation.

Similarly, as we should consider technology to be one teaching tool within a 
“media ecology” of possible means, individual new teaching methodologies 
are not the panacea that makes everything old obsolete. The history of 
teaching theories, from the grammar translation method in the nineteenth 
century to the communicative and intercultural approaches of the nineteen-
seventies and -eighties onward, demonstrates that each approach tends 
to incorporate certain features of the others, while developing its own 
individual specialties. And, as at least my own teaching experience and 
exchanges with colleagues show, most teachers of foreign languages (un-
/)knowingly incorporate elements of various approaches into their teaching 
(what is known as “principled eclecticism”). Even the much-maligned 
grammar translation method with its deductive sequence of grammar 
explanation, exercises, and even including “old-fashioned” dictations and 
recitations of texts, is applied fragmentarily in today’s classroom with some 
benefit, especially when there is lack of time to progress through a complete 
communicative lesson sequence, i.e. from facilitation to teacher-student 
interaction, to pair-work, group work and finally explanation. 

I would argue that, given instructors’ familiarity with what exists and 
has proven effective in terms of methods and tools, they should be given 
a relative freedom to apply different elements of these in their teaching. 
Outside the theoretical debate this is and probably always will go on 
in class-rooms regardless, and often for good reason (e.g. including 
explanations in the mother tongue rather than in the target language can 
play an important role in beginners foreign language classes). Not being 
too dogmatic and one-sided regarding methods and tools has the advantage 
that when one e.g. is bound by a certain textbook, one can compensate 
for weaknesses or augment the existing body with additional materials—

Christian Thomas - Didactics and Web-based Foreign Language Learning Modules: Examples 
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The colorful template has proven more visually appealing to students than 
the more monochrome ACME, while it also contains a greater range of 
exercise types provided mainly through the Hotpotatoes software authoring 
tool, freely programmable by instructors, and developed by Half-Baked 
Software Inc., a company associated with the University of Victoria, B.C. 
Exercise formats include fill-in-the-blanks, drag-and-drop, multiple-choice, 
jumbled sentence arrangement and true-and-false exercises. The company 
also offers course management on their server for a fee.
 
Overall then, as currently assembled, the German Course Template presents 
a roughly structured array of materials that can be easily incorporated into 
a communicative lesson sequence. E.g., a video segment can be shown, a 
text segment toggled on or off, while the audio portion plays. For the same 
reasons already mentioned regarding ACME, the completion of exercises is 
here too better relegated to outside of class.

Christian Thomas - Didactics and Web-based Foreign Language Learning Modules: Examples 
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The visual make-up of ACME is very plain, while it provides a structured 
and limited range of exercise activities for the student. There exists the 
possibility of uploading materials and creating chains of texts. All this makes 
it very usable for homework assignments or other out of class projects. The 
ACME exercises can also be projected on screens and completed in the 
classroom. While this can focus attention and save time, having students 
write on the blackboard and then self-correct their answers with the aid of 
the instructor achieves the same outcome with more gains for motivation 
and learner autonomy. 

German colleagues at Simon Fraser University have developed a 
sophisticated programme or “Intelligent Language Tutoring System 
(ILTS),” The German Tutor, which parses sentences entered by students 
and gives specific feedback regarding types of mistakes made. While this is 
a wonderful tool for self-study that surpasses the capacities of ACME, the 
aforementioned reservations still hold. 

The Acadia German Course Template

Developed by the Acadia University German Section, the template is a web-
based program that incorporates two large frames that can be filled with any 
kind of digitized content, including pages linked to on the WWW, and a 
left hand column that lists the available links. In itself, the program is just a 
template or “form.” The way it is presently filled creates the impression of an 
online textbook including presentation, exercise and reference materials of 
various digitized formats, including audio and video files.

Christian Thomas - Didactics and Web-based Foreign Language Learning Modules: Examples 
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can be formulated in any foreign language, the exercise also provides reading 
comprehension at the same time as the user experiences the “narrative.” 
Quandary is merely a module; it is up to the instructor to recognize and 
realize its potentials. Similar but different modules include Sequitur, in 
which a narrative can be (re/)constructed by successively choosing its parts 
that logically fit, or Rhubarb (both still by the same company), in which 
a text, represented by groups of stars (each standing for a word with its 
letters) is to be completed by guessing/typing in words into a blank. If the 
word exists in the text, the respective stars are replaced by it. While fostering 
creativity more than older exercise types, Rhubarb is the most closed-ended 
insofar as there is one predetermined correct answer. And while this exercise 
type is more productive in the sense that it requires writing input, Sequitur 
and Quandary require a kind of sequential analysis that goes beyond mere 
reading comprehension. All three exercise types could be converted into 
paper work-sheet form and used in the class-room. E.g. students could be 
asked to narrate a sequence, or read a text they have constructed, different 
versions of which could be compared. Use of the software module in the 
classroom could be helpful for demonstrating how to perform the exercises. 
The three programs are definitely a good addition to the already mentioned 
module types for practice outside of class. 

Complete advanced lesson modules based on reading texts are offered for 
free by the German Goethe Institute on their website under the title of jetzt.
de. A typical example: a text about Die jüngsten Deutschen (“The Youngest 
Germans”) that is, about Germans who have been the youngest in their 
professions, e.g. the youngest circus director. A menu page shows a number 
of links to click in order, to progress through the lesson sequence. The 
first three links serve facilitation purposes. One displays a multiple choice 
exercise with pictures of nine persons, accompanied by a drop-down menu 
containing names of occupations to associate them with. The next link 
contains a preparatory text which explains what is meant by “the youngest 
Germans,” while the third link brings the students to a yes/no survey, where 
they can agree or disagree with statements made in the introductory text, 
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While it is uncertain whether students learn more when doing their 
homework exclusively in handwriting, course evaluations show that they 
enjoy working with the platform very much, while test scores haven’t 
significantly changed since the programme’s implementation. The 
template presents a significant addition/improvement to ACME (which 
is simultaneously used), as it provides a broader range, e.g. by addressing 
all four skills (students can also record their voices and compare against 
models). While the program provides a progression of topics and a variety 
of tools, it is up to the instructor to mold these into coherent lessons that 
follow didactic criteria such as grammar cycles, and to combine with non-
technical means (with a little practice clicking/switching-on-off is not too 
difficult—also for non-techies). While allowing for more creativity than 
ACME, the template still awaits the addition of modules that demand more 
free production. Let’s turn to some possible examples of such modules.

Another program type developed by the already mentioned Half-Baked 
Software Inc. is the so-called “action-maze.” One such maze-type is named 
Quandary, in which the user is confronted with a number of choices which, 
when selected, lead to respectively different outcomes, which then again 
entail different choices, finally leading the user to a certain conclusion 
depending on his or her previous path. In a sample exercise, an ESL student 
has rented an apartment at the University of Victoria and is having trouble 
with the landlady. The student has different choices, e.g. to consult a friend, 
confront the landlady, etc. One possible sequence leads the student to the 
result of moving in with a compatriot, which also leads to his or her feeling 
very comfortable, while at the same time not improving on English skills. 
The choices are made by clicking, while a limited number of paths can be 
selected. The outcome is not completely open-ended but limited to the 
programmed results.

This type of module includes elements of free-production while being at the 
same time highly structured. It also presents a good example of a possible 
preliminary to intercultural discussions in the classroom. Since the choices 
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A plethora of facilitation exercises is offered, including arranging picture 
stills from the video in a likely sequence. One exercise also involves clicking 
on the pictures of the actors to listen to what they individually say in the 
video segment, then being prompted to comment on their remarks. 

As voluminous as Redaktion Deutsch appears, an entire beginners’ German 
course couldn’t be conducted relying wholly on the materials of the 
programme. Pair- or group-work exercises, in which students communicate 
with each other rather than with the program, still have to be added by the 
instructor. In other words, what is missing is live interactive dialogue. As far 
as more extensive writing tasks go, until software can correct, interpret and 
give feedback to students effectively, instructors will have to deal with any 
longer text productions themselves. Finally, there is one major drawback to 
any reliance on a single narrative spanning an entire course: if students don’t 
like it, become bored or annoyed, the programme offers no alternatives. 
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which serves to create ideas and opinions for the discussion that is supposed 
to follow after reading. The fourth link presents nine texts consisting of 
statements by the nine “youngest” Germans about their lives and careers. 
The final link connects to an online forum, where students can discuss the 
issues raised by the various texts. There is also a link for instructors with 
didactic suggestions, e.g. how to conduct a class discussion. 

Although they are sequentially structured in a didactically meaningful 
way, much is left for the instructor to do. Grammar and vocabulary are 
not directly addressed, controversial themes are listed but not didactically 
developed, and any methodological “inter”-cultural aspect will have to 
be introduced using additional ideas. In the reality of everyday classroom 
time limitations, this would at best mean posing the question to students: 
“What are differences/similarities with the situations of e.g. the youngest 
Canadians?” followed by a brief discussion. Anything more would require 
adding structure and materials by the instructor to the given links. In the 
end, what at first looks like a fully didacticised lesson sequence turns out to 
be more of a raw material source.

The program Redaktion-D is a fully self-contained German course for 
beginners developed for the Goethe Institute and built around a video 
narrative in episodes involving the reporting of sensational events by young 
German journalists working for a press office. When it is reported that the 
ghost of King Ludwig has been sighted in a Bavarian castle, the news crew 
embarks to investigate... 

The program presents some interesting innovations including the possibility 
of having the German script stream under the video synchronously with the 
audio segment.
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Saroli, Anna and Giselle Corbeil. 2004. Do PowerPoint Presentations 
Make a Difference?  Learning Outcomes and Student Perceptions. WEFLA 
Conference Proceedings. Holguín, Cuba.

Weblinks:

Acadia Course Management Environment
 http://acme.acadiau.ca:2000

Acadia German Course Template
 http://courseware.acadiau.ca/courses/germ/index.jsp

Halfbaked Software Inc. (Hotpotatoes and Quandary)
 http://web.uvic.ca/hrd/halfbaked/

- - -. (Rhubarb and Sequitur)
 http://www.cict.co.uk/software/textoys/index.htm

Jetzt.de 
 http://www.goethe.de/z/jetzt/dejtexte.htm

Redaktion-D
 http://www.redaktion-d.de/
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Conclusions

We have now surveyed a number of prominent new productions in German 
as a Foreign Language teaching software. Drawing parallels to German 
language teaching textbooks can help us in giving the software a fair 
appraisal; there is no perfect textbook, something is always lacking or could 
be improved from a didactic standpoint. The same can be said for software 
modules. Even where they approach textbook comprehensiveness, they 
often lack communicative features. This deficit is not merely an inherent 
technological characteristic, but also indicates a kind of tunnel vision 
once software development becomes involved: the necessity of connecting 
programmes with classroom interaction, and of providing instructions 
for this interaction within the software itself, can easily escape focus. For 
instructors, it is important to understand that these programmes—regardless 
of their size—are simply “modules” depending for their effectiveness on 
didactic judgment and prowess. 

References

Corbeil, Giselle. 2007. Can Powerpoint Presentations Effectively Replace 
Textbooks and Blackboards for Teaching Grammar? Do Students Find them 
an Effective Learning Tool? (To be published in) Calico 1 (2007).

Heift, Trude and Devlan Nicholson. 2001. Web Delivery of Adaptive and 
Interactive Language Tutoring. International Journal of Artificial Intelligence 
12: 310-324. 

Kramsch, Claire. 1993. Context and Culture in Language Teaching. 
Oxford: Oxford UP.

Neuner, Gerhard und Hans Hunfeld. 1993. Methoden des fremdsprachlichen 
Deutsch- unterrichts. Berlin: Langenscheidt.

Christian Thomas - Didactics and Web-based Foreign Language Learning Modules: Examples 
from German



177

Leading into the future?
A review of Renaissance College’s leadership 

curriculum

Thomas Mengel
Associate Professor of Leadership  
Renaissance College, UNB

Providing valuable leadership education requires a continuous review of the educational 
program as well as a comprehensive and regular environmental scan of changing 
leadership challenges. In 2000, Renaissance College (RC) started offering the first 
undergraduate degree program in leadership studies in Canada to provide future 
leaders with an interdisciplinary academic education as well as with important steps of 
leadership development. These objectives were translated into an educational program 
consisting of a variety of problem based and experiential learning opportunities 
both in academic courses and in real-life national and international community and 
organizational environments.

Five years later, an intensive review of the program and its educational context is in 
order. Based on this process, this paper discusses RC’s leadership curriculum and 
presents first results of the respective environmental scan, including a comparison with 
similar programs in Canada. While the current core leadership curriculum has received 
acceptance and recognition, a few updates and changes have been identified for both the 
program as well as individual courses. Furthermore, the first step of this review will lead 
into a more detailed discussion and development a leadership curriculum for the future 
within a small taskforce including faculty and students.

The Renaissance College leadership curriculum 

The curriculum as presented in the following sections—including the 
learning outcomes and leadership development framework—describe 

Renaissance College’s current approach to and definition of the term 
leadership studies.
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leadership education and development is designed such that students will 
have demonstrated their level of mastery of the following learning outcomes 
upon completion (Renaissance College Council, 2005):

•  Effective Citizenship: Abilities and knowledge in regards to relevant 
conceptual frameworks and respective personal values and beliefs, 
community involvement and development, and factors and 
influences within the context of local and global communities; 

•  Problem solving: Abilities and knowledge around the various aspects 
and stages of the problem solving process (e.g. identification of a 
personal decision making approach, problem definition, solution 
formulation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation);

•  Multi Literacy: Abilities and knowledge around the creation and 
interpretation of various social-cultural phenomena including 
visual, numerical and musical representations;

•  Personal Wellbeing: Abilities and knowledge in regards to achieving 
and maintaining well-being on a physical, emotional, intellectual 
and spiritual level and in a personal and social context;

•  Social Interaction: Abilities and knowledge on assessing and 
influencing group performance, choosing structures and 
facilitating processes of cooperation, identifying and dealing with 
group roles, and on identifying and solving conflict situations;

•  Knowing oneself and others: Abilities and knowledge about concepts 
of self and others, worldviews and visions of life, traditions of 
wisdom and spirituality.

These outcomes “are intended to serve as a set of interactive standards by 
which an experience of progress can be assessed throughout the phases of a 
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Renaissance College—An overview

In the year 2000, Renaissance College (RC) has opened its doors to the 
first students as the University of New Brunswick’s (UNB) leadership 
college. Being the first—and still only—Canadian institution offering an 
undergraduate degree program in interdisciplinary leadership studies, each 
year RC accepts 25 highly capable learners of various backgrounds from 
New Brunswick, other Canadian regions, and beyond into its intensive 
program. The selection process is based on a carefully balanced set of criteria 
including academic performance, demonstrated leadership potential, 
volunteer and community service, diversity of backgrounds and skills in 
areas of arts, music, athletics or culture. Focusing on emerging leaders, UNB 
and RC continue “to mobilize its intellectual resources to help students 
make a positive difference in the world” (Renaissance College, 2005b).

Graduating from RC, students will have received a Bachelor of Philosophy 
(B. Phil.) degree in interdisciplinary leadership studies with a UNB minor 
and will have been exposed to a multitude of perspectives and experiences. 
The curriculum consists of a variety of courses from different academic 
disciplines as well as of national and global internships and community 
research and leadership projects. The learning processes are facilitated by 
faculty “integrators” from the college, the larger UNB faculty and beyond, 
and evaluated by both students and faculty.

In particular, students complete 132 credit hours, 87 credit hours in RC 
courses around worldviews, problem solving, science, citizenship, wellness, 
public policy, integrative forum, learning portfolio and leadership, and 45 
credit hours in various electives from a UNB minor.

Renaissance College—Learning Outcomes

In addition to the content related learning objectives of each course, the 
interdisciplinary program as a whole and its contribution to the students’ 
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•  Leadership in Theory and Practice I: Employs readings, seminars, 
and experiential learning sessions to study and simulate various 
leadership styles in a variety of contexts;

•  Leadership in Theory and Practice II: A continuation of Leadership 
in Theory and Practice II;

•  Global Cross-Cultural Aspects of Leadership: Students analyze and 
compare how the leadership process functions in other cultures 
and in societies at various stages of development;

•  Renaissance Leadership and Public Policy Seminar: The seminar 
focuses on interdisciplinary leadership concepts and their 
application to systematic problems in our global society. Seminar 
discussions will focus on the complex leadership themes and search 
for “truth” or “meaning” embedded in selected current world 
events. Globalization issues such as political, economic, historical, 
social, racial, scientific, technological, environmental religious, 
ethical, legal, and aesthetic, will be examined for their roles in 
shaping processes and outcomes for individuals and societies.

Since the presented program of study has now successfully been completed 
by 38 students in 3 different cohorts since its inception in 2000, a review 
particularly of the leadership curriculum seems in order.

Review of the Renaissance College Leadership Curriculum

Approaches for the Curricular Review

The main objectives for the program review were to utilize the feedback 
of as many stakeholders as possible, to include the results of small 
scale environmental scan process and to suggest an updated leadership 
curriculum for implementation in the academic year of 2006/2007. 
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Renaissance College education” (Renaissance College Council, 2005, p. 4). 
They also, in an integrative way, feed into the students’ ability to be and act 
as effective leaders.

Renaissance College—Leadership development framework

In the absence of both a broadly accepted common definition of leadership 
and a recognized comprehensive model of leadership education and 
development (Yukl, 2005), Renaissance College has based its working 
definition of leadership and crucial elements of its leadership development 
framework on the transformational and relational models of leadership 
(Kouzes and Posner, 2002; Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 1998): 

Leadership can be defined as a reciprocal influence relationship 
among leaders and their collaborators who intend real changes that 
reflect their mutual purposes and values. In this relationship various 
members may assume a leadership role: the “leader” is the person who 
exerts more influence than other members in meeting their purposes. 
Central to understanding the leadership process is understanding 
the collaborative process involved in making change and discerning 
what leaders and collaborators actually do when positive change occurs 
(Renaissance College, 2002, p. 2). 

Through its comprehensive curriculum, RC aims at developing the 
students’ abilities within three different dimensions—Knowing, Being 
and Doing—and at three different levels—awareness, independence and 
interdependence. In addition to the interdisciplinary set of courses, RC 
currently offers the following set of core leadership courses:

•  Introduction to leadership—Theories and Concepts: Major theories 
and concepts of leadership will be discussed to assist the student in 
recognizing and interpreting the multiple perspectives involved in 
the process of leadership in various environments;

Thomas Mengel - Leading into the future?
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•  Foster communities of learning;

•  Expand student research;

•  Educational opportunities across the university.

Survey and First Review of Responses

Aiming at retrieving qualitative feedback on its current leadership stream 
courses as well as input on its future direction, the survey has asked for the 
participants’ assessment of the importance of the program’s outcomes as 
currently stated and of the leadership courses in regards to these outcomes. 
Furthermore, it has invited responses to open questions asking for changes 
on both outcomes and courses. Altogether, 22 survey forms (17%) have 
been filled out and sent back.

While only 5% of the alumni have responded to the survey, the response 
rate of students, faculty and staff, and other stakeholders—20%, 27% and 
25% respectively —was considerably higher. Given that most of the alumni 
are geographically dispersed and both physically and “mentally” further 
away from the college, a somewhat lower participation was expected from 
that group.

However, the qualitative input of stakeholders did and will help assess the 
current and future direction of the program by delivering the following 
results: 1

•  Outcomes: While for faculty and alumni Effective Citizenship is 
the most important outcome, current students have voted for 

  1 While a higher percentage of respondents would have strengthened the results, we decided not to go 
through a second mail-out, but get more student, faculty and staff input by including them in the more intense 
second phase of the review.
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Therefore, a two-phased approach has been suggested for the review process: 

•  In Phase I—Survey and Internal Review: (September—October 
2005) a survey was developed, sent out to 130 alumni, faculty 
and staff, students and other stakeholders of the program various 
stakeholders; the responses have been evaluated. Furthermore, 
a preliminary environmental scan was conducted and some 
possible elements of the future leadership curriculum have been 
identified. Finally, the first results have been consolidated and will 
be presented to the RC Council in November including some 
recommendations for the second phase.

•  In Phase II—Task Force and curriculum update development: 
(November –December 2005) the results of phase I will be further 
evaluated and discussed within a team of various stakeholders. 
Subsequently, this team will gather additional information as 
deemed necessary, develop the necessary program updates and 
suggest the future leadership curriculum for implementation to 
the respective decision making bodies at RC and UNB.

Based on Dressel’s (1980) approach to “Improving degree programs,” 
the review, particularly in its second phase, will look at the leadership 
curriculum’s assigned role, the institutional goals of RC, the program’s 
objectives and structure, its processes unity and sequence, and its outcome 
appraisal. Furthermore, this process will evaluate RC’s leadership program 
along the following six themes that have been identified by Harvard 
University (2004) in their recent Harvard College Review Model: 

•  Greater emphasis on Internationalization;

•  Ongoing scientific and technological revolution;

•  Crossing disciplinary boundaries;

Thomas Mengel - Leading into the future?
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A search for undergraduate leadership degree programs within the website 
of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (Association of 
Universities and Colleges of Canada, 2005) has retrieved the following three 
results:

•  St. Francis Xavier University, Antigonish, NS: The Gerald Schwartz 
School of Business and Information Systems offers a Bachelor of 
Business Administration with a major in leadership studies within 
the 3rd and 4th year (St. Francis Xavier University, 2005).

•  Nipissing University, North Bay, ON: offers an Advanced Bachelor’s 
Degree of Educational Leadership “to fully qualified teachers who 
already hold a Bachelor of Education Degree and are preparing 
themselves to be school administrators” (Nipissing University, 
2005).

•  University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, NB: Bachelor of 
Philosophy in Interdisciplinary Leadership Studies; this is RC’s 
leadership program that currently is under review (Renaissance 
College, 2005a).

As a result of the web search, it seems safe to say that RC’s leadership degree 
program still is the only general leadership degree program offered to 
undergraduate students in Canada. While this does provide RC with unique 
opportunities of development free of too much competitive pressure, it also 
means the responsibility to look for benchmarking opportunities elsewhere 
in order to create the best program possible for the students coming to 
RC. This will be done more thoroughly and together with a more detailed 
environmental scan of the challenges RC faces in the second phase of the 
review.

Current trends, influences, and factors creating particular challenges for 
leadership and leadership education and as being discussed on various levels 
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the Development and Application of Leadership Skills to be their 
favorite. However, both Effective Citizenship and Development 
and Application of Leadership Skills are indeed considered very 
important by most stakeholders, including students and faculty. 
Interestingly, Personal Wellbeing has been considered less important 
or unimportant by several students and faculty. Finally, there 
appears to be a difference in the assessment of the importance of 
Social Interaction: While this is very important to many students 
and alumni, half of the responding faculty deemed this to be of 
“less importance” or even unimportant. 

•  Leadership courses: The overwhelming majority of the respondents 
focused their suggestions on improving the existing courses rather 
than on major changes. However, gender issues in leadership and 
change leadership have been put forward as valuable additions to 
the program.

•  Suggested improvements: Both faculty and students recommend a 
stronger philosophical underpinning of the leadership courses; 
at the same time students would prefer more case studies and 
leadership projects over leadership theory. Furthermore, the 
application of leadership approaches to a class-wide community 
project has been suggested. These suggestions will be further 
detailed and elaborated upon within the second phase of the 
review.

Environmental Scan

In a preliminary environmental scan the review has looked at comparable 
programs in Canada as well as at relevant trends, influences and factors that 
can be identified.

Thomas Mengel - Leading into the future?
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•  Community Service: Healthy communities increasingly will be the 
nodes of strong and cooperative, larger networks. Thus, effective 
citizens need to serve both the immediate communities they are 
part of as well as the larger community of global citizens.

Educational leadership needs to actively consider these dynamics when 
developing leadership programs for “college students who want to make a 
difference” (Komives, et al., 1998). Emerging leaders need to be prepared to 
skillfully “surf…on the edge of chaos” (Thomas et al., 2004) to master the 
leadership challenges they are facing. Hence, the second phase of the review 
will elaborate on the identified trends and on how to comprehensively 
consider them while creating the leadership curriculum for the future.

Elements of a Leadership Curriculum for the Future

While the preliminary findings have to be more thoroughly reviewed and 
additional questions need to be raised and answered within the second 
phase of this review and based on the review framework and relevant themes 
identified earlier in this paper, this initial review resulted in some possible 
core elements of an updated leadership curriculum.

The major outcomes that the future curriculum needs to consider achieving 
are:

•  Effective Citizenship (locally and globally): Emerging leaders must 
be provided with the capability, skills and desire to “uphold our 
diverse and democratic country” (Hébert and Sears, 2001, p. 
16) as well as to serve and contribute to the larger community of 
nations. This will be achieved through comprehensive knowledge 
and experiences that “allow…for multiple identifications and 
democratic participation” (ibid.).
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(Glen and Gordon, 2005; Hébert and Sears, 2001; National Intelligence 
Council, 2005; Shriberg et al., 2005; Wren, 2005) may be summarized as 
follows:

•  Learning Diversity: Our common well-knowing, -being and 
-doing both locally and globally is increasingly understood as 
being influenced by and dependent on our commitment to 
understanding, valuing, nurturing and harvesting our diversity as 
human beings and societies. Learning from and with each other 
continues to be a crucial part of our human co-existence.

•  Global Flux: People and ideas, products and services, conflicts and 
challenges are increasingly faster traveling across the globe. Our 
local societies and their global network are in a constant flux.

•  Complexity: The speed, direction and potential of ongoing 
movements and changes both locally and globally are increasingly 
interdependent and less and less predictable. Societal frameworks 
of orientation and individual worldviews are challenged on a daily 
basis and often appear to no longer hold.

•  Virtual Cooperation: Valuing diversity and embracing complexity 
as determinants of our state of global flux call for comprehensive 
cooperation across cultural and geographical distances and 
differences. The success of our cooperative efforts depends on 
further developing our virtues of communication and cooperation, 
on discovering a web of joint values being strong enough to serve 
for and stand the constructive solution of inevitable and necessary 
conflicts as well as on utilizing all forms of communication 
and cooperation including the e-technologies and virtual 
environments.
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•  Practical Applications (Focus on Doing): Opportunities for 
experiential and problem based learning within the courses 
provide the students with a safe lab environment where they can 
experiment with new approaches and outside of their comfort 
zone without too much risk of failure and embarrassment. 
Furthermore, individual and group projects reaching out into the 
local and global communities allow for comprehensively applying 
and evaluating various elements of the leadership process.

While all of these themes touch on each of the three leadership components 
(Knowing, Being and Doing; Komives et al., 1998), every theme has 
its particular focus on one component. Furthermore, the knowledge 
components need to reflect a comprehensive understanding of knowledge, 
including cognitive, emotional and spiritual dimensions (Mengel and 
Thomas, 2004). In developing these themes, students need to be supported 
within a vivid learning community on various levels. Through creating 
awareness students need to achieve understanding. Furthermore, by 
applying the acquired knowledge, they also will obtain and demonstrate 
independence. Finally, through the integration of knowledge from all 
dimensions and from the various disciplines students develop an increasing 
level of interdependence. 

While these different levels may be considered critical steps on the journey 
to leadership effectiveness, they are not simply sequential but rather 
repetitive and intertwined in nature. Individual students will go through 
those stages at different times depending on their personal development 
and on the knowledge area and outcomes they are focusing on; they will 
also repeat going through steps visited earlier whenever faced with new 
challenges and experiences.

To support this leadership development process, the updated curriculum 
needs to consider the following suggestions for courses or course elements:
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•  Development & application of leadership skills: Central to our 
understanding of leadership as a collaborative process aiming 
for change and oriented towards shared values and purposes 
is the need for skills that contribute to facilitating this process 
well. Abilities that help to critically analyze and comprehensively 
understand, to build and maintain relationships, and to discover 
personal and joint meaning are crucial leadership skills that need 
to be developed.

•  Social interaction (traditional and virtual): In addition to providing 
students with the opportunity to experience, take a lead in and 
evaluate “traditional” group work settings, emerging leaders need 
to feel comfortable using the available tools and technologies to 
facilitate virtual communication and cooperation effectively.

In order to pursue the major outcomes some core themes of the future 
leadership curriculum have been identified as follows:

•  Philosophical Foundations (Focus on Knowing): Understanding the 
historical and philosophical underpinnings and frameworks of the 
leadership context and the ability to develop and communicate 
one’s own mental model and worldview are necessary prerequisites 
for entering into a social discourse on the why, where and how of 
necessary changes.

•  Personal Leadership Challenges (Focus on Being): Emerging leaders 
will be more likely to effectively and ethically influence others 
when they personally are grounded in and well communicating 
(”talk the walk”) their set of values, when they are continuously 
striving for modeling the way (“walk the talk”), and when their 
system of beliefs and convictions is sufficiently shared by the 
communities they are part of.
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•  Introduction to leadership philosophy and theory

•  Community leadership and public policy

•  Diversity, gender issues and cross-cultural aspects of leadership

•  Change leadership and project management

•  Skills development: virtual communication and cooperation

Conclusion and Recommendations

While the current core leadership curriculum as part of RC’s 
interdisciplinary leadership studies degree program has received acceptance 
and recognition, a few updates and changes have been identified through 
the survey of stakeholders and as a result of a preliminary environmental 
scan:

1.  Focus of the leadership stream courses on the following outcomes: 
Effective citizenship (locally and globally) and development & 
application of leadership skills;

2.  Strengthening of the themes of philosophical foundations, 
personal leadership challenges and practical applications;

3.  Introducing new course elements on leadership philosophy, 
change leadership and skills development (including project 
management as well as virtual communication and cooperation);

4.  Detailed further review, development and implementation of 
curriculum updates within a small taskforce including faculty and 
students.
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Special Interest Magazines: Potential Value as 
Teaching Materials?

Rosemary A. Clews
Professor of Social Work & Assistant Vice President Research
St. Thomas University

This paper describes an experiment in introducing magazines intended for older 
adults into a course on social work and aging. During the process of challenging the 
stereotypes about older adults that could develop from an uncritical reading of these 
magazines, students challenged their own stereotypes about aging. The author concludes 
the paper by suggesting other situations and other courses when special-interest 
magazines might facilitate students’ learning.

Introduction

Participants in our annual “teaching showcases” are unlikely to rely on 
course textbooks to convey all the information needed by students. 

Nevertheless, often textbooks are viewed by students (and occasionally 
even their instructors) as the source of “irrevocable truth.” This has led to 
“encyclopedic learning of factual material” rather than critical thinking and 
the transfer of knowledge to a variety of situations (McKeachie, 1994, p. 
129). As educators who are committed to exploring different methods of 
teaching and learning, we know that even the most up-to-date textbooks 
rapidly become dated. At best, course texts provide general information. 
Teachers at all levels need to adapt material for their specific audiences 
(Babin, 1980, p. 58).  

In the 25 years since the publication of Babin’s article, the range of 
curriculum materials that are available for our use in our “smart” classrooms 



196 197

the need to “empower.” Typically they considered that a social worker’s 
role is to provide resources for older people who need to be helped to lead 
as contented a life as possible. Many of the students had little experience 
with older adults, except possibly a grandparent, who was often presenting 
difficulty to a parent because of the level of care needed. Individual students, 
and the class as a whole, appeared to lack the necessary knowledge and 
experience to critically evaluate their personal experiences. They were unable 
to engage in discussions that explored a range of practical and theoretical 
sources of explanation and understanding about aging, discussions necessary 
for transformative learning to occur (Mezirow, 1991). My goal was to assist 
the students to move through the stages of critical consciousness described 
by Freire (1973). 

Freire describes three stages in the development of critical consciousness 
(1973). In the first stage (semi-intransitive consciousness), people attribute 
explanations for events and circumstances to external conditions. Many 
students operated at this stage, considering that difficulties in old age 
were caused by degenerative processes during aging or by an inadequacy 
of resources to meet the needs of older people. It was hard for students 
to recognize that particular difficulties were experienced by some rather 
than all older people, and that those who experienced a difficulty would 
experience it in different ways. Freire refers to the second stage as “transitive 
consciousness.” Students operating at this stage recognized that there older 
people have a range of different experiences but the students still maintained 
a tendency to oversimplify problems and propose simple solutions. It is 
during Freire’s third stage, critically transitive consciousness, that complexity 
is fully acknowledged and a variety of solutions are considered, reviewed, 
and modified to make them appropriate to each situation. Students rarely 
operated at this third stage during the early weeks of the course.

I sought material to supplement these personal experiences and the text 
which so the class could reflect on the issues that might be associated with 
difficulty in old age (housing, family relationships, shortage of money, 
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have multiplied. As McKeachie points out, “the demise of the textbook has 
been eagerly predicted by the advocates of each of the new panaceas for 
the problems of education.” (1994, p. 129) The development of electronic 
possibilities can lead to a rejection of the printed word and a generation 
of students who attempt to learn by listening and watching. Students can 
often learn more effectively from reading rather than listening (op. cit.). 
Therefore, we should try to find ways of increasing the range of printed 
options available for our students as well as explore the exciting possibilities 
of new technology.

In this paper I propose that “special interest magazines” can be used to 
expand the horizons of undergraduate students and challenge stereotypes 
about particular social groups. I describe an experiment in using magazines 
intended for older adults to deconstruct images of older Canadians among 
undergraduate social work students. I conclude the paper by suggesting 
other uses of special-interest magazines as teaching and learning materials in 
the undergraduate classroom.

The Course: Rationale for the Assignment

In the winter of 2005 I taught a course in “Social Work and Aging” for the 
first time. I chose my text carefully. McPherson’s Aging as a Social Process 
is up-to-date (published in 2004). It is written by a Canadian author (so 
it contains relevant demographic information and content about health 
and welfare services) yet it draws from different historical and cultural 
perspectives to paint portraits of aging in different times and places. It does 
not suggest there is a single truth about aging. Each chapter ends with 
suggestions for reflection, debate and action. Most important, the book 
emphasizes the diversity of resources, experiences, needs and concerns of 
older adults in contemporary Canada.

Nevertheless, I found that students tended to stereotype older Canadians. 
When we discussed the role of social work invariably students spoke about 
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part of the course for “active experimentation” to occur. In the remainder of 
this paper I describe the in-class activity with magazines. 

The Assignment

I assembled back issues of two magazines that are intended for older 
Canadian adults. The magazine 50+ is published for members of the 
Canadian Association of Retired Persons (CARP). The second magazine 
Good Times considers itself to be “The Canadian Magazine for Successful 
Retirement.” I distributed copies of the magazine round the class and gave 
students 30 minutes to browse through them. I asked them to consider 
letters, pictures, poems and advertisements as well as articles. As they 
browsed they were asked to prepare answers for the following questions:

•  What major themes emerge from your reading and reflections? 
Identify three.

•  What are some of the joys and challenges for people at this stage of 
life?

•  What surprises you? What would you like to explore further?
•  What are some of the differences between Canadians of this age?
•  How do Canadians of this age differ from yourself? 
•  Pick a reading—find a paragraph or page or section in an article 

or poem to share with the class, and tell us what this says to you 
about this stage in life

•  What resources might people of this age draw on to help them 
resolve their difficulties and lead full lives?

•  What might be some of the problems in using these resources?
•  What are the implications for social work for people at this stage of 

life?
•  Think about strengths and limitations of using this material to 

construct a portrait of aging in Canada today.
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declining health and the need for personal care). I wanted to shatter the 
portrait of aging as a problem-filled time of life and replace it with by a 
variety of images of older people doing many different things. I spoke about 
my own experiences as a “raging granny” and the fact that I was looking 
forward to a retirement not too many years in the future when I would be 
able to participate more fully in our “gigs” to sing about causes that have 
been important to me throughout my adult life. The text was supplemented 
by selections of poetry and prose, much of it humourous (Martz. 1991; 
Viorst, 2000). I invited Fredericton’s “chief granny” Lorna Drew and her 
husband Leo Ferrari (the first Professor Emeritus at St. Thomas University 
who is living with Alzheimer’s disease) to speak about their experiences and 
the book they were in the final stages of writing (Drew & Ferrari, 2005). 
We watched a film about retirees who had taken to the open road and spent 
their lives in RVs. I redesigned the course to provide even more opportunity 
for experiential exercises that would expand the base of knowledge and 
experience among class members. In particular, we spent an hour reviewing 
magazines for older people.

Kolb’s four-phase cycle of learning, which has guided me in other courses 
(for example Clews & Powers, 2004), was particularly helpful in the 
Social Work and Aging course. Kolb (1984) suggests that the learning 
cycle begins with “concrete experience.” The special interest magazines 
that I introduced into class expanded the experience of students about 
issues that might be associated with difficulty in old age (housing, family 
relationships, shortage of money, declining health and the need for personal 
care). My methodology included an opportunity for Kolb’s second stage, 
“reflective observation” so students were not simply passive consumers 
of the magazine content. After “reflective observation” is the phase of 
“abstract conceptualization.” This is the stage where existing theory and new 
theory are generated. Small-group and whole-class discussions provided 
an opportunity for abstract conceptualization. Finally comes the stage of 
“active experimentation” where students are given an opportunity to test out 
the new theories and models. A field experience was incorporated in another 

Rosemary A. Clews - Special Interest Magazines: Potential Value as Teaching Materials?



200 201

The students were surprised to learn about the existence of CARP, and 
even more surprised to learn about its effectiveness in acting as a pressure 
group for older people. This knowledge challenged the stereotype that older 
adults need young social workers to assist them to resolve their problems. 
One student suggested that social workers could act as brokers to put older 
people in contact with resources intended for senior populations such as 
CARP. Another commented that it is also valuable to identify resources 
for people of all ages where older people might spend their leisure time. 
Through this discussion, students learned that although there are some 
situations that are more likely to be encountered in later life, old age of itself 
is not a problem. Younger as well as older people often need to cope with 
bereavement, and the health problems that are more common in later life 
might also be experienced by younger people.

When they were encouraged to consider the stereotypes that could emerge 
through an over-reliance on these magazines for older people, the students 
identified several stereotypes embedded within the pages they had studied. 
Although it is an error to consider older people as uniformly having 
diminished faculties and failing health, the young-looking faces that beam 
back at the reader of these magazines are also stereotypical—some older 
people do not have white hair and wrinkles but some do. Not all older 
people have the physical and financial resources to engage in later-life globe-
trotting—not all older adults want to do so. Problems of whether to invest 
directly in equities or to purchase mutual funds are of little interest to older 
people who are facing problems in stretching their limited income to cover 
heating, housing and grocery bills. Students also noted that the magazines 
were targeted at female rather than male readers and we discussed reasons 
why this was so.

Applications

It is probable that magazines for older people could act as catalysts for 
discussions in many different courses. Sociology and anthropology students 
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A broad-ranging discussion took place at the end of the exercise. Students 
were surprised to find that older and younger adults had similar interests. 
They identified the themes of money, health and beauty, fashion, and travel 
as the themes that appeared most frequently in magazines for older adults. 
The students noted that these were themes that also appeared in magazines 
intended for young adults—but there were several differences in emphasis. 

Students commented that the articles about money for younger adults gave 
suggestions about how to pay off student loans and how to get good value 
from purchases. In contrast the magazines for older adults emphasized how 
to invest for retirement or how to make the best use of an RRSP. Similarly, 
they noted that health and beauty were themes in both categories of 
magazines, but those for older adults focused on illnesses associated with the 
aging process (such as arthritis, stroke and heart attack) while the younger 
audience was presented with beauty tips more often. Different fashion 
styles appeared in magazines for different age groups, and the students 
noted that magazines for older adults also included clothes to buy or not 
for grandchildren. Younger and older adults were interested in travel. The 
magazines for older adults emphasized safety and accessibility for people 
with limited mobility while those intended for a younger audience provided 
information about proximity to beaches and entertainment.

Many of the joys for younger and older adults were similar, but the students 
noted that there were often different challenges faced by people from 
different age groups. Relationship challenges with parents and significant 
others in the magazines for young people were replaced in articles for older 
adults by information about coping with bereavement. Adverts about 
funeral directors and estate planning did not appear in magazines for 
younger people. Absent in magazines for younger adults was the content 
about aids-to-daily-living that made up a significant part of magazines for 
older adults.
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the stereotypes about older people embedded in these magazines, students 
challenged their own stereotypes. Students told me that they enjoyed the 
exercise and found it to be useful. Discussion with colleagues suggested 
other courses in which magazines intended for older adults could act as a 
catalyst for learning. Also, we identified other special interest magazines 
that might be used in a range of different courses and for different purposes. 
This experiment confirms McKeachie’s proposal that students in the age of 
technology can still learn from the printed word (1994) and has suggested 
that printed words in special-interest magazines might supplement the 
much-criticized textbook.

I have found that students in the age of technology often expect to be 
entertained and sometimes resist critical thinking. Therefore I think it is 
important to provide questions for students to consider while they watch 
films or browse through magazines. These questions can complete the 
experiential learning cycle for students by providing an opportunity for 
critical reflection upon their reading experiences.
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might benefit from considering relationships between older adults, their 
middle-aged daughters and sons, and their grandchildren as portrayed in 
these magazines. Articles about issues and events when the older readers 
were young might be of interest to students of social history. There are many 
articles about life in the pre-technology era, particularly life during the 
middle of the twentieth century in war-time Europe and North America.

During my presentation at the Showcase, participants discussed other 
special-interest magazines that might be of value as teaching and learning 
materials. There are several possibilities. Magazines intended for young 
mothers might assist social work, child care and nursing students to gain 
empathy with young mothers and also gain valuable knowledge about child 
development. Students from qualitative research methods courses might 
develop their understanding about the populations they plan to study by 
first reading their special interest magazines. Teachers of women’s studies 
might introduce magazines intended for different groups of women into 
their classrooms. Geographical and travel magazines might be of interest to 
students in courses such as geography, environmental studies, social studies 
and anthropology. Magazines for children might inform students about the 
current preoccupations of the very young. Magazines for the mass market 
about particular academic disciplines such as history, geography, science and 
psychology might capture the interest of junior undergraduates before they 
embark on the serious business of learning terminology and theories.

Conclusions

I consider that my experiment with using magazines intended for older 
adults was successful. The use of special interest magazines provided an 
opportunity for students to move through three of Kolb’s four stages in 
the cycle of learning (1984), to provide a background for transformative 
learning to occur (Mezirow, 1991), and for critical consciousness to develop 
(Freire, 1973). Students learned about the diversity of senior populations 
and discovered that seniors are not all frail and dependent. In challenging 
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The NLP Communication Model Applied to the 
Engineering Classroom

A field of study in psycholinguistics known as Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) 
provides a state-dependent memory, learning and behavior (SDMLB) communication 
model that can be used to enhance student learning.  This model has been applied to the 
engineering classroom at the Nova Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC) since 2000 in 
several courses including: Design Project, Agricultural Machinery, Bio-Environmental 
Systems Management Project Seminar I & II.  Feedback received from students has 
been very positive, with a number stating “this stuff [NLP] should be taught as a 
university credit course.”  This paper presents the fundamental concepts of the NLP 
communication model and its application to the engineering classroom.

Introduction

This work culminates six years of my exploration of, and training in, the 
areas of psycholinguistics, neurobiology, psychobiology, hypnotherapy, 

and mind-body healing.  A strange curiosity for an engineer one might 
think? And if you think stereotypically, then you would, of course, be 
right. But if your mind is open to new possibilities, then you will consider 
this to be a wonderful way to expand your thinking and at the same time 
your capabilities for many things relating to human communication and 
performance excellence, including being a more effective teacher. It is 
with this latter benefit in mind I would like to share with you through the 
writings contained in this paper the fundamental communication model of 
Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) for the purpose of increasing your 
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Figure 1: The NLP Communication Model. (Adapted from James, 1990. 
Also depicted in a more simplistic form in James and Shephard, 2001)

This model, as I have come to appreciate based on my studies of 
psychobiology and neurobiology in addition to NLP, elegantly brings 
together the psychobiological and neurobiological processes for how we 
process and use sensory-based information, how we make sense out of it, 
accordingly how we behave in response, and how we use it to communicate. 

Although our sensory organs share common biology, their actual response 
functioning varies from one individual to another. Therefore, each one of 
us neurologically senses the world around us slightly differently. As well, on 
a psychological level, the cognitive perceptions we generate simultaneously 
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awareness of how the model can be used to enhance student learning. It 
goes without saying, but I will say it anyway just to be clear, if you increase 
your effectiveness as a teacher, then as a direct result you will also enhance 
your students’ learning…will you not? That’s right, you will! And wouldn’t 
that be a wonderful thing to have happen? If you are a dedicated teacher, 
then you will reply “most certainly.” So now you can decide if you want 
to eagerly pay attention to what I am about to reveal to you or to ignore 
your indifference and pay attention anyway. Because by doing so you may 
discover there is something in it for you, or you may not…the choice is 
entirely yours.

The NLP Communication Model

Models are not new to us—we use them to represent many things. 
This helps us better understand complex systems and their components 
interrelationships, affords us convenient ways to study systems, and even in 
some cases allows us to predict the outcome of certain inputs to the systems. 
The NLP Communication model is one such model. It was developed in 
the early 1970s by Richard Bandler and John Grinder and is fully described 
in their two initial books on the subject of NLP: The Structure of Magic I 
(Bandler and Grinder, 1975) and The Structure of Magic II (Grinder and 
Bandler, 1976). The purpose of the model is to reduce the complexities of 
how we neurologically code and process received sensory information, and 
how through language (both verbal and non-verbal) we use this information 
to communicate with ourselves (e.g. internally) and with others (e.g. 
externally). The best pictorial representation of this model I have discovered 
thus far is shown opposite in Figure 1.

Kevin J. Sibley - The NLP Communication Model Applied to the Engineering Classroom
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Once you have processed the information, you make an internal 
representation of the result using some or all of the VAKOG modalities, 
time stamp it, and file it away as a new memory along with all your previous 
memories. These memories form what in NLP is called your ‘collection of 
reference experiences’ (your autobiographical record). Now in response (left 
side of Figure 1) you go immediately into some new state of mind (e.g. you 
have an emotion) and your body develops a corresponding physiological 
change.  You then exhibit a new behavior. Take a moment to notice of how 
you are responding to my operating description of the model. Do you have 
a pretty good feeling, now, of how our minds work according to the NLP 
Communication Model? 

I could also vividly describe to you how our minds work electrochemically 
and emotionally, according to neurobiology and psychobiology principles, 
to perform the task of reading and making sense out of this text. But 
that would be a lengthy, mostly medical sounding description that would 
definitely run this paper over the requested guideline of 4,000 words. So I 
will only share with you in this writing a few key findings made by a few 
of the top researchers in these fields that support the notion the model is a 
state-dependent memory, learning and behavior (SDMLB) communication 
model. That is one by which all memory creation, learning, and behavior 
at any given time is tied to an emotional state resulting from having ‘an 
experience.’ And in case you have not noticed by now, most of these things 
take place at the unconscious level. That’s right. All memory creation, 
learning, and behavior, initially at least, occur at the unconscious level while 
you are having an emotionally triggered response to an experience. It is not 
until you become consciously aware of how you are responding that you 
kick in your logic circuits.

With respect to the unconscious nature of emotion, Damasio (1999) 
confirms: 
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with our sensing of the world enable us to create our subjective experience 
of that world. And it is this subjective experience we make our reality. You 
need only ask several people witness to an accident what they experienced 
to discover each person has their own version of what happened—each one 
believing their version is the ‘truth.’

With respect to the model shown in Figure 1, external event information 
(shown on the right side of figure) is typically processed in the following 
manner as it is received. This information is sensed using our five senses: 
visual (V — see), auditory (A — hear), kinesthetic (K — feel), olfactory (O 
— smell), and gustatory (G — taste). In the NLP world these are called the 
sensory or VAKOG modalities. It has been generally reported something in 
the order of two million bits of information per second are streaming at us 
from the world. This is too much information for us to process consciously, 
so we filter some of it out. While you continue reading take notice of distant 
sounds that you were not conscious of a moment ago. Feel the pressure of 
the chair you are sitting in on your buttocks. Expand your field of vision 
to notice things that were out of your focus area.  These sounds, feelings 
and sights were there all the time, but your brain had filtered them out to 
allow you to concentrate on the task at hand—reading and making sense 
out of this text (see middle area of Figure 1). The initial filtering consists of 
deleting, distorting and generalizing the information. Making sense of the 
text you are reading as you look at it first involves your internal processing 
of the visual information received according to the language used to code 
it. Next, you interpret the information according to your memories on 
file, your meta-programs (they are a whole other NLP subject), and your 
values & beliefs and attitudes to make a decision whether or not what I 
am communicating to you smells of horse dung, and accordingly whether 
or not you will keep reading. You will, I know, because what I am telling 
you resonates with your personal experience. And because of that, you are 
curious to find out more. That’s human nature. 

Kevin J. Sibley - The NLP Communication Model Applied to the Engineering Classroom
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“I have proposed that [memory] dispositions are held in neuron 
ensembles called convergence zones. To the partition between an 
image space and a dispositional space, then, corresponds a partition 
in (1) explicit neural maps—activated in early sensory cortices, in 
so-called limbic cortices, and in some subcortical nuclei; and in (2) 
convergence zones, located in higher-order cortices and in some 
subcortical nuclei. How this anatomical arrangement serves as a base 
for the sort of integrated and unified images we experience in our 
minds is not clear, although a number of proposals have suggested 
solutions to parts of this question. The question is generally known 
as the “binding” problem. In terms of an overall mental picture it 
is likely that binding requires some form of time-locking of neural 
activities that occur in separate but interconnected brain regions.” (p. 
333 & 335) 

And finally, Rossi (1993) circumstantiates learning is state-dependent: 

“Although state-dependent memory, learning, and behavior 
(SDMLB) have been the subject of well-controlled experimental 
research for the past 40 years (Overton, 1978; Rossi and Ryan, 1986), 
they are less familiar than the classical Pavlovian and Skinnerian 
operant instrumental conditioning. Therefore, it might appear on first 
acquaintance that SDMLB is an exotic and highly specialized form 
of learning that is a minor variant of classical or variant conditioning. 
Actually the reverse is true: SDMLB is the broad, generic class of 
learning that takes place in all complex organisms that have a cerebral 
cortex and limbic-hypothalamic system.” (p. 56)

Using the Model in the Engineering Classroom

By now you may be wondering, and it’s a good thing to wonder, what good 
is the model in the engineering classroom? Being an engineer, of course, the 
pragmatic and logical side of my brain is interested in results, not theories. 
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“…the basic mechanisms underlying emotion do not require 
consciousness, even if they eventually use it: you can initiate the 
cascade of processes that lead to an emotional display without being 
conscious of the inducer of the emotion let alone the intermediate 
steps leading to it. In effect, the occurrence of a feeling in a limited 
time window of the here and now is conceivable without the 
organism actually knowing of its occurrence.” (p. 42) …the biological 
machinery underlying emotion is not dependent on consciousness. 
After all, in our daily experiences, we often seem to know the 
circumstances leading to an emotion. But knowing often is not the 
same as knowing always. There is good evidence in favor of the covert 
nature of emotion induction…” (p. 43) 

McGaugh (2003) corroborates the relationship between memory, learning, 
and experience quite eloquently:

“Our memory provides us with an autobiographical record and 
enables us to understand and react appropriately to changing 
experiences. Memory is the ‘glue’ of our personal existence. The 
memories of each immediate past moment are memories that, like 
the individual frames of films that create moving pictures, merge 
with current momentary experiences to create the impression of 
seamless continuity in our lives—the integration of part, present and 
future. Memory, in a most general sense, is the lasting consequence 
of an experience; but it is clearly more than that, as the same can be 
said for sunburn, blisters and calluses. More specifically, memory 
is the consequence of learning from an experience—that is, the 
consequence of acquiring new information. (p. 2 & 3) …What we 
learn depends on the kinds of information we encounter and the 
kinds of behavior required.” (p. 33)

Further, Damasio (1999) supports the assertion time-stamping of our 
memories occurs:

Kevin J. Sibley - The NLP Communication Model Applied to the Engineering Classroom
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the following paragraph of words if you were sitting in Antonio Damasio’s 
neurobiology classroom and he spoke like this?

“I have proposed that [memory] dispositions are held in neuron 
ensembles called convergence zones. To the partition between an 
image space and a dispositional space, then, corresponds a partition 
in (1) explicit neural maps—activated in early sensory cortices, in 
so-called limbic cortices, and in some sub-cortical nuclei; and in (2) 
convergence zones, located in higher-order cortices and in some sub-
cortical nuclei. How this anatomical arrangement serves as a base for 
the sort of integrated and unified images we experience in our minds 
is not clear, although a number of proposals have suggested solutions 
to parts of this question. The question is generally known as the 
“binding” problem. In terms of an overall mental picture it is likely 
that binding requires some form of time-locking of neural activities 
that occur in separate but interconnected brain regions.” (Damasio, 
1999) (p. 333 & 335)

Sensory-based language is the language of the arts. It is a picturesque, 
melodic and metaphorically emotionally rich language style generally 
delivered in the first person. This associates the message being conveyed 
with the reality of our subjective experiences. Associating the message with 
the reality of our experiences effectively gives the message life. How would 
you feel about the following paragraph of words if you were sitting in 
William Shakespeare’s classroom and he spoke like this?
 

Sonnet LXXIII
That time of year thou mayst in me behold

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare ruin’d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.

In me thou seest the twilight of such day
As after sunset fadeth in the west,
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In things that work in real life situations, not theoretically work. So I tested 
it with real live students in my classroom!

I have applied the model at the Nova Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC) 
since 2000 in several courses including: Design Project, Agricultural 
Machinery, Bio-Environmental Systems Management Project Seminar I & 
II. Feedback received from students has been very positive, with a number 
stating “this stuff [NLP] should be taught as a university credit course.” 
That is, of course, a generalized, deleted, and distorted statement (remember 
the filters of the model described earlier?) I know, but I feel it is the best 
integration of the responses I have received that can convey to you how well 
it has worked. In addition, based on these very same students’ nominations 
I was awarded the NSAC Faculty Teaching Excellence Award for 2005. My 
students have spoken! And personally, I do not need any more proof than 
that. I could engage in controlled behavioral studies of the model’s use, but 
at present I do not have that luxury.

Here’s how the model can be used in the classroom. There are three main 
modes: 1) Speaking using a variety of sensory-based language; 2) Using 
VAKOG teaching aids; and 3) Using body language purposefully. I will 
discuss each mode below.

Sensory-based Language
The use of sensory-based language, instead of digital-based language, will 
create rich emotional experiences for the students. This will engage them 
in creating vivid memory-images of the material being taught using their 
VAKOG internal representation systems, thusly enhancing their learning.

Digital-based language is the language of science. It is a droning, non-
emotional language style generally delivered in the third person. This 
dissociates the message being conveyed from the reality of our subjective 
experiences. Removing the message from the reality of our experiences 
effectively removes any life from the message. How would you feel about 
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information being conveyed into the students ‘reference experiences’ so they 
can more easily make sense out of it. In this way, the students will make 
rich sensory-based internal representations of what they are learning, attach 
positive emotions (e.g. happy) to it, time stamp it, and file it away as a 
memory for later recall and use.

To demonstrate how to be a good predicates sprinkler, I have listed in 
Table 1 some of the comparative example sentences I use in my Bio-
Environmental Systems Management Project Seminar II course. It is during 
part of this course that I teach my students the NLP techniques used by 
masterful presenters. I am using only VAK predicates in these examples 
because they are the primary modalities in which we process information. 
The OG modalities are generally secondary, and so are less important to the 
objective of achieving enhanced learning in the engineering classroom. But, 
if you are an instructor in a culinary school, they are very important when 
describing how to cook muffins!  

Table 1: Example Sentences Demonstrating the use of 
Digital and VAK Predicates.

Digital Predicates
Interestingly the literature demonstrates that...

The specific experimental model...
The data indicates that...

Let’s consider the implications of...
I’d like to now explain...

Visual Predicates
After reviewing the literature, it appeared that...

Picture this experimental layout...
The data vividly shows that...
Let’s put this in perspective...
I’d like to now focus in on...
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Which by and by black night doth take away,
Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest.
In me thou see’st the glowing of such fire
That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,

As the death-bed whereon it must expire
Consumed with that which it was nourish’d by.

This thou perceivest, which makes thy love more strong,
To love that well which thou must leave ere long.

(Rowse, 1964)

Is it possible to bring this sensory-based style to the engineering (science) 
classroom in which typically a digital-based style is used? How would you 
feel about the following paragraph of words if you were sitting in James 
McGaugh’s neurobiology classroom and he spoke like this?

“Our memory provides us with an autobiographical record and 
enables us to understand and react appropriately to changing 
experiences. Memory is the ‘glue’ of our personal existence. The 
memories of each immediate past moment are memories that, like 
the individual frames of films that create moving pictures, merge 
with current momentary experiences to create the impression of 
seamless continuity in our lives—the integration of part, present and 
future. Memory, in a most general sense, is the lasting consequence 
of an experience; but it is clearly more than that, as the same can be 
said for sunburn, blisters and calluses. More specifically, memory 
is the consequence of learning from an experience—that is, the 
consequence of acquiring new information. …What we learn 
depends on the kinds of information we encounter and the kinds of 
behavior required.”
(McGaugh, 2003) (p. 2 & 3; 33)

The idea, then, is to elegantly sprinkle VAKOG predicates into your lecture 
language to give it some sparkle. And through metaphor, connect the 
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tractors are all about because they have experienced them in all sensory 
modalities in addition to hearing me speak about them.  

Purposeful Body Language

Although most body language (non-verbal language) is transmitted and 
received at the unconscious level, there are several archetypal body postures 
that can be consciously used to drive messages home with volition. First 
discovered by a famous family therapist in the USA named Virginia Satir 
(Satir, 1972), they are called the Satir categories since they represent non-
verbally a certain category of behaviors a person exhibits while standing in 
each posture. Thus, they are very useful for a teacher to use, since most of 
the time we are standing. The Satir categories are 1) Leveler, 2) Computer, 
3) Placater, 4) Blamer, and 5) Distracter. These are shown in Figures 2 
through 6 below. Included in each figure is a photo of me demonstrating the 
posture and several descriptive phrases describing the various messages the 
posture sends non-verbally. When you want to send any of these messages 
to reinforce your verbal language as you are lecturing, you simply assume 
the corresponding posture at the appropriate time. Now, you do need to be 
subtle about doing this or you will come across as being a big phony. Unless 
of course you are trying to act funny, in which case pretty near any offbeat 
posture will get the students’ attention.

Figure 2:  Leveler Satir Category.  (Adapted from James and Shephard, 2001)

“I’m the authority”

“This is true” “Trust me”

“Here are the facts” “I know what I am 
talking about”
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Auditory Predicates
The literature resoundingly says that...

Let me tell you about the experimental design...
The data speaks volumes about...

Let’s resonate on this...
I’d like to now tune in on...

Kinesthetic Predicates
The bulk of the literature solidly supports that...

The experimental design handles...
The impact of the data is...

Let’s pull this together...
I’d like to now touch on...

If you think you may be primarily an auditory information processor, I 
invite you to read the sentences aloud, or have someone else read them 
aloud to you, to hear if they might comprise a symphony of examples for 
you. 

VAKOG Teaching Aids

The use of VAKOG teaching aids, I think, is relatively self-explanatory 
at this point. Slides or videos, music or voice tapes, and physical models 
or real machines/equipment give the students additional opportunities 
to be stimulated sensorialy. For example, during my lectures on tractors 
in my Agricultural Machinery course, I show overhead transparencies, 
photographic slides, videos, and model tractors (like the ones kids play 
with). Then in laboratory, I have real tractors on display that my students 
can climb up into, and even drive around. We run the tractors around in 
the field behind our building so they can get some real hands-on experience 
operating them; feeling the vibrations, hearing the pitch changes of the 
engine as it comes under varying loads, smelling the exhaust fumes. By the 
time we are done this section of the course, they have ‘really learned’ what 
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Observable Responses of Students

When using the NLP Communication Model modes described above, there 
are many external physiological and behavioral responses exhibited by the 
students you can observe. They will be your telltale signs of whether what 
you are doing is working or not.  Such responses include forming a smile, 
frown, or pursed lips; flushing of the facial and neck skin; a change in skin 
tonus; narrowing of the eyes; lowering or raising of shoulders; tilting of the 
head; change in breathing pattern; etc. 

Students could sit up more erect in their chairs and pay greater attention 
to what you are saying. They could slouch in their chairs and tune you out. 
They could fold their arms on the desk in front of them, rest their head on 
their arms and go to sleep. They could get up and leave the room! There is 
any number of behaviors they could choose to exhibit. Your challenge is 
to observe how they are responding, consider that as valuable feedback to 
what you are doing, and figure out if what you are doing is having a positive 
or negative affect. If the responses are positive, then great do more of that! 
If they are negative, you need to adjust what you are doing until you start 
getting positive responses. Remember to be flexible with your behavior. My 
experience is that there are no resistive students if I am flexible enough.

“I’m funny”
Figure 6: Distracter Satir Category.  (Adapted from James and Shephard, 2001)

“This is fun” “Oh really?”

“Don’t blame me” “Hold on a minute”
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Figure 3: Computer Satir Category.  (Adapted from James and Shephard, 2001)
“I’m logical”

“Hmm...what about this?”“I’m reasonable”

“I’m sensible”“Think about this”

“I’m open”
Figure 4:  Placater Satir Category.  (Adapted from James and Shephard, 2001)

“What do you mean?”

“Help me out” “Give me some 
input?”

“I want to please 
you?”

Figure 5:  Blamer Satir Category.  (Adapted from James and Shephard, 2001)
“I’m the boss”

“You know”

“What’s the matter with 
you?”

“Why are you so…?”

“You aren’t doing it right!”
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find it interesting to re-read the paper with the model in mind and notice 
the many ways I have purposefully written the text to communicate to you 
about the model using the model, will you not? Cool, eh? Just imagine, for a 
moment, what you could accomplish now with your students if you become 
proficient with using the model. What would it be like for you? What 
would it be like for your students? What would it be like if you learned to 
use all the other models of NLP (there are many)? 
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Conclusion 

For me it is fun to engage in the use of the model both inside and outside 
the classroom. I believe when I’m having fun, my students will sense that 
at both their conscious and unconscious levels and they will start having 
fun also. And we already know that when students are having fun in class 
they learn better, right? That’s right. I’m sure you have been a student at one 
time or another, have you not?  If you take a moment to sit back and relax 
to remember fully one of those times when you were having fun in class, 
you will become more aware of how well the model works. What were you 
seeing around you? What were you hearing? What were you feeling? What 
was it you learned then? Do that now. Great job! How many years ago was 
that? And you still remember after all these years? Very good...see now how 
the model works? 

Communicating is a two way street. When you are in the classroom you can 
use sensory-based language, VAKOG teaching aids, and the Satir postures 
to your advantage. Your students will then be responding simultaneously. 
And like a migrating flock of geese following and responding to its leader, 
you will be able to lead your students in a joyous journey of learning. You 
need only take closer notice of how they are responding and adjust your 
delivery to more fully engage their models of the world as you are teaching.  
This is how you enhance their learning. Keep them open to the new ideas 
you are presenting, link these ideas in some fashion to their memories for 
comparison, and by so doing influence them to be in a positive state of 
mind conducive for learning. Believe it or not, all this can be summed up in 
one key piece of advice: Give them a rich experience! The richer the better. 
And by rich I mean tap into their models of the world using as many of 
their senses as possible.

I will close by asking you a few final questions. Have you learned anything 
new by reading this paper? If you have, then I have accomplished my goal. 
And now that you know about the NLP communication model, you will 
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Can There be Too Much of a Good Thing? Reflections 
on “group work” and the proper mix of pedagogical 

techniques

Geoff Martin 
Mount Allison University 
Sackville, NB

Over the last fifteen years my experience has been that “group work” has been a 
popular teaching strategy from a student perspective. It provides a nice break from 
the passive form of listening to lectures, especially if that style is otherwise dominant 
in a department or programme. Group work is also a valuable way to encourage 
student interaction and activity in an era of increasing third- and fourth-year class 
sizes. In January of 2005, I discovered that numerous students in one third-year class 
complained that there was too much group work in the course. It turned out that in my 
teaching style I had drifted toward increasing the frequency of group work in my third-
year courses even though it meant “crowding out” other pedagogical tools, including 
lectures, seminars, use of visual media, and so on. In this short article I will lay out how 
I organize my group work sessions, and the importance of maintaining a pedagogical 
mix in classroom instruction. To do this I will discuss the number of groups selected, the 
method of selecting groups, the mode of group presentations, the role of the instructor, 
the size of groups, and the quality of assigned questions. 

Introduction

I received my undergraduate education in Atlantic Canada in the 1980s, 
primarily in political science, economics and history, and the pedagogy at 

that time was more “traditional” than it is now. Most first- and second-year 
classes were simply lecture-oriented, my recollection is that there was little 

Author’s note: I would like the thank the participants in the AAU Teaching Showcase, as well as 
Charlotte Steuter-Martin and Eileen Herteis, for their comments on an earlier version of this article
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resolves many of the problems mentioned above. Second, I will discuss the 
importance of maintaining a balance among competing pedagogical tools, 
such as lectures, seminars, group work, guest speakers, films and field trips. 
As I note below, over-use of group work can lead to travesties of a different 
sort. 

Answering Key Questions in Structuring Group Work

Over the last ten to fifteen years, the idea of “group work” has become 
increasingly popular in undergraduate education, particularly in senior 
classes. This is, in part, because class sizes have typically grown, which 
means that a seminar or discussion format is less and less viable. Further, 
group work is a way of involving all the students who attend, in a way that 
eases them into participation in a small-group setting. In its essentials, 
group work is a process in which students are assigned questions and report 
back to the instructor or to the whole class. Group work can be structured 
in a whole variety of ways, and I argue that it is in the instructor’s interest to 
develop a preliminary philosophy as s/he prepares this pedagogy. I pose six 
questions, and provide my own answer to each, with some consideration of 
other possibilities (Davis, 2001c).
 
How many groups are appropriate? 

The answer to this depends on the length of the time slot that you have to 
work with (for example, 50, 75, or 150 minutes). The longer the slot, the 
more questions and answers you can handle in the class. In my experience 
it is better to hear answers during the same session that students considered 
the issues rather than have the answers hang over to the next session. 
Sometimes this is out of your control as an instructor. I prefer at least 75 
minute time slots for third- and fourth-year classes, but some institutions 
may not allow us to make that selection, especially with the rise of 
computer-generated time tables controlled by administrators. 
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awareness of different learning styles, and it was assumed people would learn 
largely by listening and reading. As Barbara Gross Davis says: 

For hundreds of years, college teaching was typified by a professor 
reading a lecture to an audience of note-taking students…. Over 
the last thirty years, however, this model has given way to a new 
understanding of what constitutes effective college-level instruction. 
Research on students’ academic success and intellectual development 
and on theories of learning and cognitive development has 
demonstrated the effectiveness of modes of instruction that emphasize 
active learning and collaborative activities and engage students in 
intellectual discovery (Davis, 2001a).

In the third- and fourth-year classes the pedagogy was often seminar-
oriented, in the sense that the professor would ask questions or hope that 
some small number of students would “carry the class” in spontaneous 
discussion on the readings and topic. The seminar format was seen as a 
corrective to the problems of the lecture format, though as we will see the 
seminar format has its own limitations, particularly in a world of increasing 
class sizes. 

In keeping with the AAU ‘05 conference theme, one might say that this 
lecture or seminar format was a tradition, though one that sometimes 
produced a travesty. In the lecture-oriented classes travesty could be created 
by neglecting the needs of some students with different types of learning 
styles (Davis, 2001b). In an electronic age with shorter attention spans, 
mixing up pedagogical techniques can help keep students interested. As for 
the upper-year classes, seminar formats could be hit-or-miss. In the best-
case scenario, there would be a core group of active students, admittedly a 
minority, who would carry the class. In the worst case the class would be 
“dead” and no one would actively engage with the material. In light of this, 
the purpose of this short article is two-fold. First, I will discuss my approach 
to group work as a pedagogical tool that addresses, and I would argue, 
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insist that all students share this obligation equally. This allows me to focus 
on the quality (and not just quantity) of each student’s participation in the 
class.

How much does the professor say? 

While student presentations are the backbone of this class, I often give a 
mini-lecture on a topic lasting ten to fifteen minutes to develop an idea 
that the students missed in a question or to provide enrichment. Sometimes 
I put something in a question that the students are unlikely to be able to 
address, giving me a point to use to push the discussion a little further. 
Ultimately this keeps the class moving and provides some variety. Students 
will often work on their question for 30 minutes, then they will hear a 5-10 
minute answer from their peers, then 10-15 minutes from me, with the 
latter two steps repeated until three to four questions are addressed. 

How large should the groups be? 

I am very reluctant to allow the groups to exceed eight students, and 
ideally they should be smaller. When groups get larger than eight it is easy 
for students to fall through the cracks, just as they do in medium-to-large 
classes run in a seminar format. At the other end, I see three students as the 
minimum size. If I have three questions and more than 25 students, I may 
assign two groups to one question, and either hear from only one of them, 
or have one group present and the other follow up with complementary 
material. In the latter case I ask the second group to add something to what 
the first group has said. This gets the presenters from the second group 
to listen to the first presentation and then react “on their feet,” another 
valuable skill.

One question I have been asked is whether group work can be successful in 
larger first- and second-year classes. I have used group work to good effect 
in small classes at these levels, often in the context of Continuing Education 
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How are groups selected? 

I do the selection by alphabetic order. I take attendance at the beginning 
of a class in which we are doing group work, which helps me get a handle 
on faces and names. I then divide the class into the appropriate number 
of groups by last name and I direct them where to go in the room. Ideally 
I try to find a second room nearby to relocate half the groups, but this is 
not always possible (owing to a shortage of available rooms). One of the 
advantages of dividing groups on this basis is that it forces students to 
interact with those from outside their circle of friends. This is especially 
important in institutions that attract a high percentage of students from an 
urban “catchment area,” and consequently, institutions in which high school 
social networks may stay intact. Linda Nilson (2003) reports on research 
that argues that heterogeneous groups encourage learning by the entire 
group, and one way of ensuring this is to assign groups by last name. 

How should the groups present their answers? 

There are a variety of ways to do this. To encourage oral presentation skills, 
I ask one to three students to present on behalf of the group. A significant 
part of the week’s work is the students interacting with each other and 
hearing their peers’ answers to the assigned question. This also satisfies the 
goal of having senior students take greater responsibility for the class and 
for their own learning. In another alternative, some faculty members ask 
each group to submit written answers. I prefer oral presentations because 
I can coach the students on good presentation techniques as well as good 
strategies for answering questions. I find students respond best when 
criticism is constructive and if they do not feel singled out. 

I award a class participation mark of at least 10% of the total mark in 
the course. While the students work in their groups I assess who is most 
serious, works hardest, and contributes most to the quality of the group’s 
presentation. I also take notes on who presents on behalf of the group and I 
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Having said all this ... Can There be Too Much of a Good Thing? 

It should be clear that group work as a pedagogical technique does address 
many of our problems in higher education. It is an effective way of getting 
the large majority of students to participate, it teaches students how to deal 
with questions, it prepares them for the testing, and it calls forth greater 
preciseness in their thinking. Because I give the students the questions in 
advance, I can ask more challenging questions than I might otherwise, 
including questions that require the students to look at the “big picture.”

However, in my recent experience it really is possible to have too much of a 
good thing. 
In the Fall of 2004 I taught a third-year course entitled “Political leadership 
in Canada.” To my surprise, a number of students wrote in the course 
evaluations that they thought there was too much group work. They said 
that they were meeting twice a week with me (in 75 minute sessions), doing 
group work every class, and that this was too hard a grind. They also said 
that they wanted me to comment more on the material because they didn’t 
always find their classmates totally accurate, understandable, or rigorous.

I reviewed what we had done in that class and concluded that they were 
making a valid point. There were numerous weeks in which the students 
worked in groups and presented answers in both sessions. There often wasn’t 
enough time for me to do my part in providing correction and instruction. 
In the context of students taking three or four other courses, this was 
arguably too intense. Not only were there few lectures but also little in the 
way of the relief provided by guest speakers and films.
 
So the second time around I have re-engineered the course. This term 
the class meets three times a week. On the Mondays and Wednesdays we 
concern ourselves with group work, but I make sure I have my say. We 
have 100 minutes rather than 75 for each weekly topic. This also means 
that students do the reading for Mondays, rather than for both Tuesdays 
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programmes. I have also occasionally used group work in large first- and 
second-year classes, as a complement to lectures. But I have found that 
under these circumstances there are too many groups, they are too large, 
and there is a lack of incentive for students to take it seriously. This is a 
worthy subject for future research and presentation, however. 

What type of questions do I ask? 

I assign questions that in the first instance require students to do the 
reading. The difficulty of the questions can vary. Sometimes I ask a question 
in which students just rehearse the argument of a chapter or article. Often I 
try to get the students to assess different theories. I will often ask multi-part 
questions, one of which forces them to integrate other knowledge or apply 
what they have learned in other topics or in other classes. One key decision 
is that I give the questions to the students at least three days in advance of 
the class meeting, though they do not know which question their group will 
be assigned. I think providing questions in advance makes it possible to ask 
more challenging questions. The other key decision is that students have 
a strong incentive to take the group work seriously. I tell the students that 
all of the questions I ask on the final exam will come exclusively from the 
group work questions. They will get some choice as to which questions they 
write on, but not as much as they would otherwise (since they have seen all 
the questions). This rewards students who attend class, do the work week-in 
and week-out, and take good notes. There is a clear incentive for them to 
take all of these questions seriously. I even go so far as to tell the students 
that in making up the exam, I select one question from each week’s work, 
and then choose the final questions from that larger pool (i.e. I may have 11 
questions in my pool, reflecting 11 weeks of group work, but there may be 
only 5-8 questions on the exam). 
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Developing Critical Ways of Thinking and 
Dispositions in University Students

MacCleave, A. & Eghan, F. 
Mount Saint Vincent University

If they are to address the challenges and problems of contemporary society, university 
students need to develop critical ways of thinking and dispositions. Values reasoning is 
a version of critical thinking that involves assessing value questions or claims, making 
justified value judgements and resolving value conflicts. In this paper, four sub-
processes of the overall process are addressed. These include identifying a value claim 
to explore, distinguishing factual and value claims, locating supporting and refuting 
evidence and testing a value judgement. In turn, each sub-processes is analyzed for its 
contribution to critical thinking.

Society is experiencing vast changes in all aspects of life including social, 
cultural, economic and political arenas. Although many of these changes 

have heralded great benefits, problems and challenges have also multiplied. 
Carter (2000) remarked on “the spiritual emptiness, violence and 
impoverishment of meaning in these postmodern times” (npd). Technology 
has invaded our lives so rapidly that we have not been able to fully assess 
its impact. Among some members of society, there is a growing sense of 
powerless and alienation fueled by rapid and encompassing change. In 
addition, North American societies have become increasingly pluralistic and 
are challenged to live harmoniously with diversity in the face of continuing 
prejudice and discrimination in some quarters (Rovinescu, 1991). Thus, 
the ability to analyze issues critically is increasingly important in the 
21st century for university students who need to develop critical ways of 
thinking and dispositions in order to address these challenges and problems.

and Thursdays, as often happened in 2004. On Fridays we do something 
different. I show a film (there are lots of good ones on political leadership) 
or we have guest speakers (this term, two provincial opposition party 
leaders, a provincial cabinet minister, and a mid-level federal civil servant at 
the Director-General rank). This provides a balance between group work, 
lectures, open discussion, guest speakers, and films.

Conclusion

In this short article I have extolled the value of using group work, especially 
in medium-sized third- and fourth-year classes in undergraduate education. 
My experience is that more students are engaged and learn teamwork and 
presentation skills in this format than in either lecture and seminar formats. 
Group work also caters to the active learners in the class, and promotes this 
as an approach to learning. However, like any other pedagogical form my 
own experience indicates that there can be too much of a good thing. It is 
possible to use too much group work, which then disadvantages students 
with other learning styles. Perhaps the lesson is that the wisest pedagogy is 
one that recognizes the strengths and weaknesses of a variety of different 
teaching styles, and then uses these different styles to best, complementary 
effect in the classroom. 

Davis, Barbara Gross. 2001a. Tools for Teaching, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass. p. xix.

Davis, Barbara Gross. 2001b. Learning Styles and Preferences, in Tools for 
Teaching, ch. 22. 

Davis, Barbara Gross. 2001c. Collaborative Learning: Group work and 
study teams, in Tools for Teaching, ch.18. 

Nilson, Linda B. 2003.  Teaching at its Best: A research-based resource for 
college instructors, Bolton, MA: Anker Publishing Company, Inc.,Second 
Edition, p. 131.
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Purpose of Paper

Despite these obstacles and misunderstandings, there is no less need for 
our students to develop capacities for critically analyzing issues compared 
to other periods in history. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to introduce 
selected sub-processes or portions of the values reasoning process in order to 
explore how working with these may contribute to critical ways of thinking 
or dispositions in students. The sub-processes that will be explored are a) 
distinguishing factual claims from value claims, b) selecting a value claim or 
question to explore, c) locating supporting or refuting factual statements, 
and d) testing a value judgement. These sub-processes help develop four 
ways of thinking critically:

1.  open-mindedness and critical reflection
2.  acceptance and respect for diversity
3.  perspective-taking
4.  sensitivity to ethical dimensions of issues.

The Values Reasoning Process

The values reasoning process is a form of issues analysis or critical thinking, 
designed to help persons address what is fair or just when making decisions 
or taking action. The whole process is complex, elaborate, exacting and 
involves seven basic processes plus several related sub-processes (see 
MacCleave, 1995, p.8).

For this paper, only selected sub-processes will be addressed in detail. 
However, the relationship among the sub-processes is complex and further 
study would be required to understand the values reasoning process in its 
entirety. When teaching, we devote several weeks to a whole term to this 
effort. As expressed by Gestalt theorists, the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts (Ormrod, 2004).
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The co-authors have used the values reasoning process for the past 20 years 
in their university teaching as one version of issues analysis and critical 
thinking.1 This process involves assessing value questions or claims, making 
justified value judgements and resolving value conflicts. Values reasoning 
entails viewing issues with greater insight, dealing with complexity, 
understanding different perspectives, developing empathy and acceptance 
and becoming more sensitive to the ethical dimensions of issues and 
problems.

Yet, there are obstacles to critical thought or deliberation. Characteristically, 
such critically reflective processes are relatively time-consuming and may 
find opposition from the “technical” mind set with its hunger for instant 
communication and instant answers. 

There is also lack of support or outright opposition within some academic 
circles to critical thinking. Scholars who adhere to the traditional scientific 
approach in both the natural and social sciences believe that valid 
knowledge is accrued solely through sensory experience. Other forms of 
knowledge such as reasoning about values or ideology critique do not count 
in their world.

Within feminist and poststructuralist academic circles, the notions of 
“rationality” and “reasoning” have been criticized as hegemonic and 
insensitive to diversity (Kazemek, 1985). However, in reading these critiques 
and those of others such as Saul (1992), it becomes apparent that no 
distinctions are being made between instrumental or technical rationality 
and practical reasoning. Instrumental or technical reasoning involves finding 
means to achieve goals that are predetermined and accepted uncritically. The 
connection between reasoning and morality is severed with instrumental 
rationality, according to Siegel (1988). In contrast, practical reasoning 
embodies the Greek notion of reasoning in order to make morally and 
intellectually defensible judgements. 
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One characteristic of open education is free choice by students of the 
activities in which they will participate. (Factual Claim)

Improvement in personal psychological maturity is significantly greater in 
student-centered classes than in conventional ones. (Factual Claim)

Students should be rewarded for learning. (Value Claim)

(Adapted from MacCleave, 1995, p. 12 and Woolfolk, Winne & Perry, 
2003, p. 224)

The values reasoning process does not support the strict separation of fact 
and value that is endorsed by some versions of scientific positivism. Instead, 
factual and value claims are initially separated for the purposes of analysis 
because each type of claim is assessed or evaluated differently. Later, the 
relationship between facts and values is explored by pairing value principles 
with factual claims. Thus, facts are not depicted as value-free but associated 
with underlying values. Facts often imply or suggest certain values, so the 
distinction is not always clear-cut (MacCleave, 1995; MacCleave & Eghan, 
2005). 

Contribution to Critical Thinking

As critical thinkers, students should be able to recognize when persons are 
stating facts or values and acknowledge that each type of claim needs to be 
justified in a different way. They should also avoid supporting their values 
with more values. They need to constantly monitor the logic and coherence 
of their reasoning and become comfortable with a degree of ambiguity 
because the distinction between facts and values is not always obvious. 
Some claims resist tidy categorization and students must make their best 
judgement when classifying statements of this nature and be willing to 
give reasons for their choice. Students shared that this sub-process helped 
them read text with critical awareness and helped them organize ideas when 
writing papers for other courses.
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Distinguishing Factual Claims from Value Claims

The first sub-process in value reasoning is learning to distinguish factual 
from value claims. In university, students are more likely to work with 
theoretical or empirical claims or questions than value claims or questions. 
Theoretical claims or questions are those that test an existing theory or build 
new theory. Here are a couple of examples: “Is there a relationship between 
the form of feedback on student assignments and their achievement in 
their final course examination?” “What is the relationship between the 
size of a school and students’ satisfaction with their schooling experience?” 
Empirical claims are a form of factual claim or question such as: “What is 
the predicted population of the world by the year 2025?” “What signs of 
environmental degradation can be observed in our rivers and lakes?” Facts 
describe “what is the case.” Their truth or validity can be established through 
observation, experimentation or the judgement of a credible authority.

In contrast to factual claims, values rate or evaluate the worth of something 
or some state of affairs. Words such as “good,” “bad,” “desirable,” 
“undesirable,” “important,” “unimportant” and other evaluative terms are 
used in value claims. The words “must” and “should” also indicate value 
claims because they are prescriptive and indicate what “ought to be the case” 
rather than describe “what is the case” like a factual claim (MacCleave & 
Eghan, 2005). Value questions and claims can only be supported through a 
reasoning process.

Each value claim has a value object and a value term. The value object is the 
phenomenon being evaluated whereas the value term is the evaluative term 
that rates the worth of the value object.

Fact or value? Consider the following examples:

Respect for diversity must be internalized before we can teach respect to 
others. (Value Claim)

MacCleave, A. & Eghan, F.  - Developing Critical Ways of Thinking and Dispositions in 
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Contribution to Critical Thinking

As critical thinkers, students should “be walking question marks” and be 
able to identify and clarify issues for dialogue or analysis. Before students 
continue their values-reasoning journey, it may be helpful to outline the 
critical dispositions that they will need to develop along the way. They will 
need to be:

•  fair-minded enough to give their best interpretation of an issue 
through careful reflection and analysis;

•  motivated enough to conduct a thorough and thoughtful search 
for evidence;

•  tenacious enough not to give up easily when they encounter 
obstacles and difficulties;

•  humble enough to know when they should change their positions;
•  open-minded enough to look at all sides of an issue and 

understand perspectives that differ from their own..

Locating Supporting and Refuting Factual Claims

This sub-process entails gathering evidence to support or refute the overall 
values claim or question identified for analysis. Evidence is in the form of 
supporting or refuting factual claims. The organization of this evidence in a 
Reasons Assembly Chart2 helps students visualize or keep track of all points 
relevant to their issues analysis.

Supporting and refuting claims are typically located by reviewing relevant 
literature. Professional journals are a good source of ideas but appropriate 
claims may also be found in newspapers, magazines, the web and books. 
Occasionally, students find that only one side of an issue is presented in the 
literature. Thus, we recommend that students search the literature to ensure 
that there is no shortage of ideas to support or refute their issue before they 
become too invested in a particular topic (MacCleave, 1995). 
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Selecting a Value Claim or Question to Explore

Once students can recognize facts and values, they are ready to identify a 
value claim or question to explore. This claim or question should be in an 
area of concern and can be identified through the media, discussion with 
others, observation , experience and so on. The following criteria should be 
met when selecting the value claim or question to analyze:

Is it current? Is it controversial?
Is it being discussed by others? Is it in the media?
Does it have an impact on the community? The nation? The world?
Does it have implications for the general well-being and quality of life 
for individuals and families? (MacCleave & Eghan, 2005, npd.)

To follow are examples of value claims and questions with the value term 
highlighted in bold face:

In-vitro fertilization should be readily available to childless couples 
(MacCleave & Eghan, 2005)

Is it appropriate to accelerate children’s cognitive development? (Adapted 
from Woolfolk, Winne & Perry, 2003)

Should students be rewarded for learning? (Woolfolk, Winne & Perry, 
2003, p. 224).

Note that each of these three claims or questions can be answered with “yes” 
or “”no.” Once the phenomenon described in the value claim is clarified so 
that students have a shared understanding about what is being evaluated, 
they can proceed with their issues analysis. Clarifying meanings of the 
phenomena being evaluated is another sub-process in the overall process of 
values reasoning.
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the persons using it. It is easy for persons to “stack the decks” by displaying 
greater quantity and quality of claims that support their favoured side of 
an issue. We carefully discuss the impartiality criterion of quality. In this 
situation, impartiality means evidence that both sides of an issue have 
been fairly represented, regardless of which side the analyst favours. The 
other side should be given a fair hearing and the analysis should reveal a 
deep understanding of the “what” and “why’ of this position. A one-sided 
presentation of evidence would be returned to the student for revision.

Contributions to Critical Thinking

The sub-processes of gathering supporting and refuting evidence is the 
bedrock of critical thinking which requires evidence in support of reasons. 
This process helps students develop the critical dispositions of open-
mindedness, critical reflection and perspective-taking. It can be difficult for 
students to “bracket” their preferences in order to do justice to the side of an 
issue that differs from their own, especially when they are strongly invested 
in an issue, both cognitively and emotionally. If they don’t agree with an 
opposing position, at least they can understand the grounds on which it 
rests. Application of the principle of impartiality to evidence gathering may 
also help students develop respect, if not acceptance of diversity. Students 
display respect when they represent another position accurately and fairly 
and when they make an effort to fully understand it.

Optimistically, Rovinescu (1991) believed that “the development of our 
capacity for rational thought can in some circumstances reduce prejudice” 
(p. 10). However, she cautioned that prejudices are very pervasive, deeply 
rooted, strongly held and often serve powerful needs and interests. Although 
there are no guarantees, demanding evidence in support of reasons and 
distinguishing relevant from irrelevant considerations represent dimensions 
of critical thinking that encourage students to examine prejudices and 
other taken-for-granted assumptions in their lives. This type of thinking 
encourages engagement in self-reflective dialogue.
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Several criteria are used to assess the quality of this gathered and organized 
evidence. Among these criteria are comprehensiveness, logic and 
impartiality. 

Comprehensiveness

In terms of comprehensiveness, we look for evidence that provides breadth 
and depth of insight into the issue. Depending on how relevant claims are 
to the issue, a typical analysis would include 12 to 20 supporting factual 
claims and 12 to 20 refuting factual claims. The number of supporting and 
refuting claims does not necessarily have to be equal.

Logic

In terms of logic, we make sure that the supporting claims really do 
support and the refuting claims really do refute the overall value claim 
being analyzed. Knowing whether a particular claim is supporting or 
refuting is a relatively straight-forward task. However, this task can be less 
obvious if students are addressing a negatively-stated claim. In that case, 
the supporting claims are those that agree with the negatively-stated claim 
whereas the refuting claims are those that challenge the negative claims. This 
situation can be confusing. It is easier to organize evidence for a positively-
stated question or claim.

Following the criterion of logic, we also check on the organization of claims 
in the Reasons Assembly Chart. Evidence can be arranged in the point/
counterpoint style of a debate. Another possibility is to organize contrasting 
claims that share a point of view such as moral, economic, and intellectual. 

Impartiality

The third criterion of successful evidence gathering is that of impartiality. 
We’ve often remarked that the values reasoning process is only as good as 
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have been overlooked in the Reasons Assembly Chart are brought to light 
through this testing process. To follow is a brief explanation of two of the 
four tests (the Role Exchange Test and the New Cases Test) and the major 
questions associated with each.

Role Exchange Test 

This test encourages students to consider the consequences for others if their 
tentative judgement were upheld. The following questions are posed:

Who would be the most advantaged? Who would be the least 
advantaged?

Would you be willing to trade places with the person(s) most 
disadvantaged in this situation?

Frequently students find that they have been so invested in gathering 
evidence and completing other tasks in the process that they have not 
thoroughly considered the consequences for everyone affected by their 
tentative judgement. When they focus on these consequences, students 
often introduce modifications or adaptations in order to counter any 
negative impact that supporting the judgement might entail. Students have 
even been known to change their minds altogether and reject a previously 
accepted tentative judgement.

New Cases Test 

This test helps students consider whether their tentative judgement can 
be applied across changing contexts and circumstances. A judgement that 
works well in one situation may have unanticipated negative impacts when 
applied in a different situation. The following questions are posed:
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On the surface of things, the line up of supporting and refuting factual 
claims in the Reasons Assembly Chart resembles a debate. Owing to our 
emphasis on impartiality, however, the process takes on the dimensions of 
a dialogue. The goal is to represent both sides comprehensively and fairly, 
to understand both sides of an issue and find meaning. Engaging in this 
process may enlarge and possibly change the analyst’s perspective. When 
open-mindedness is encouraged rather than premature closure, students 
become more open to being wrong, more willing to self-correct and more 
willing to change (Andrews et al., 1993). 

Testing a Value Judgement

This subprocess is the last one in the values reasoning process before making 
a final judgement on the value claim or question being analyzed.3 These 
tests are conducted on the tentative judgement that is made by examining 
the completed Reasons Assembly Chart. Four tests are used to assess the 
tentative judgement to accept or reject the overall value question or claim. 
According to MacCleave (1995): 

The purpose of these tests is to ensure that the final decision you 
make is both intellectually and morally justified since the tests 
derive from different ethical theories. Although the value claims that 
students analyze are not always purely ethical issues, many, if not 
most, have ethical dimensions. Given its commitment to rationality, 
impartiality and justice, the values reasoning process is concerned 
with ethical decision-making. (p. 42-43)

Among the tests are the Role Exchange, Universal Consequences, New 
Cases and Subsumption Tests. These are presented as a series of questions 
students would ask about the tentative judgement they have made. The tests 
reveal ethical principles embedded in the judgement plus consequences for 
others, consequences relating to different contexts or circumstances and 
degree of generalizability (MacCleave, 1995). Dimensions of an issue that 
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benefit while others must shoulder an unfair share of the burdens or harms.

The New Cases Test also contributes to development of open-mindedness. 
When required to think of the impact of their judgement under changed 
contexts and circumstances, students are encouraged to be open to change. 
As a result, they cling less rigidly to their position and become less dogmatic 
and close-minded. It is a case of opening both hearts and minds to 
alternative possibilities. Similar to the Role Exchange Test, students become 
sensitized to previously unrevealed or overlooked ethical concerns. 

Conclusion

Values reasoning is an approach to critical thinking, designed to help 
persons decide, judge and act in a fair and just manner. Although the 
whole process is complex and time-consuming to teach, sub processes 
can be readily integrated into most subjects. Both the whole process 
and the sub-processes contribute to the development of critical ways of 
thinking and dispositions in university students. The reasoning that goes 
into distinguishing factual from value claims, selecting a value claim or 
question to analyze and gathering supporting and refuting factual claims 
as evidence helps students reflect critically, understand other perspectives, 
respect diversity and become more open-minded. The final step of testing 
a tentative judgement before making a final judgement also contributes to 
these ways of thinking. In addition, the testing process sensitizes students to 
the ethical dimensions of issues and problems.

We encourage you to adapt and integrate some of these ideas into your 
teaching. We hope that you share our experience of witnessing growth 
in students’ capacities to think critically. Our students shared that their 
values reasoning journey had its difficult moments but they experienced a 
tremendous sense of accomplishment upon completing a successful issues 
analysis.
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Would you still accept the judgement/decision if the situation were 
to change? Imagine other situations in which your judgement could 
apply.  Can you accept its application in this situation?

For illustration purposes, Arcus (1980) tested the judgement that “people 
should never steal” with the New Cases Test. She wondered whether this 
judgement could be applied consistently when contexts and circumstances 
changed:

Some examples of stealing to which the above principle might be 
applied include:  A student stealing an exam in order to graduate, a 
spy stealing a battle plan from the enemy, or a starving family stealing 
food in order to survive. Unless the judger can accept the principle as 
applied in all these new cases, he/she must either reject or modify the 
principle (Arcus, 1980, p. 170).

Altered circumstances and contexts can shed new light on the tentative 
judgement and further reveal the ethical dimensions of decisions made.

Contributions to Critical Thinking

The Role Exchange Test contributes to students’ development of perspective 
taking and empathetic understanding. The focus is on understanding the 
perspective of others, especially those who would be adversely affected by 
upholding a particular judgement. Students need to assume the role of 
another imaginatively (Arcus, 1980). The process of “putting oneself in 
someone else’s shoes” usually prompts students to make adjustments in their 
judgements to avoid undue harm to others. Consequently, they become 
much more critically reflective, open-minded and open to change.

Owing to its concern for all affected by a decision or judgement and the 
fair distribution of benefits and responsibilities, costs or harms, this test 
sensitizes students to the ethical dimensions of issues. It is unfair for some to 
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Footnotes

1. We were introduced to the values reasoning project through the work 
of Dr. Francine Hultgren during our doctoral studies at Penn State. We 
emphasize that the values reasoning process is one among many possible 
approaches to critical thinking. Gallagher (2005) cautioned that there is 
no consensus in educational circles concerning what counts as “critical 
thinking.” For example, he noted Hirsch’s belief that persons were unable to 
think critically about issues unless they had a wealth of knowledge relevant 
to the issue. Other theorists believe that knowledge of critical thinking 
processes is more important than subject matter knowledge per se (see for 
example, de Bono, 1976).

2. The Reasons Assembly Chart consists of the overall value claim and all 
supporting claims on the left of a vertical line down the middle. All refuting 
claims are right of the middle.

3. When the Reasons Assembly Chart is completed with its supporting 
and refuting factual claims, value principles and points of view, a tentative 
judgement is made to accept or reject the overall value claim or question. 
Note that generating value principles and points of view are sub-processes 
that are not addressed in this paper.
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Because It’s There: Computer Use and Misuse in the 
Language Classroom

Anna Saroli
Department of Languages and Literatures
Acadia University

Computers have been in use as a teaching tool for long enough now that most 
instructors have at least come to terms with them even though they may not embrace 
their use wholeheartedly. Nevertheless, the very existence of this technology, not to 
mention the updates and new programmes which are continually brought to our 
attention, create a situation in which it is easy to feel, rightly or wrongly, that we are 
doing our students a disservice if we do not make some use of technology in almost 
every class. Although it can be difficult to resist the subtle pressures, be they internal 
or external, to make more use of the computer in the classroom, technology is not 
necessarily the most effective or time-efficient tool in every situation. It is up to us as 
instructors to differentiate those techniques that best serve our students and us from 
those that are attractive simply “because they’re there.”

Introduction

Language teachers have always worked at the cutting edge of pedagogical 
innovation and many if not most of us were using the effective and 

affective teaching methods and techniques that have been promoted 
since the 1980s. Language classes have for a long time been characterized 
by interactive learning and participation rather than by the lecture style 
frequently used in other disciplines. When computers began to be more 
widely used as a teaching resource in the 1990s, one of their advantages was 
perceived to be the ease with which they could facilitate more interactive 
learning techniques. It remains to be seen, though, whether this takes place 
more effectively in classrooms that use computers than in more traditional 
ones.

Woolfolk, A.E., Winne, P.H., & Perry, N.E. 2003. Educational psychology. 
2nd Canadian Edition. Toronto: Allyn and Bacon.
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Background

Most recent literature on CALL research reports favourably on new uses 
of computers in language classrooms, and the unstated implication is 
that technology use in the classroom is inherently desirable. While this 
preponderance of favourable comment is perhaps not surprising, there is a 
serious lack of research which compares results from language classrooms 
using CALL to those which use more traditional methods by examining and 
comparing their effectiveness in producing measurable learning gains.

I do not wish to suggest for a moment that computers are not a highly 
effective tool in the classroom, and they do have many obvious benefits 
for language teaching. Many new techniques involving Internet activities, 
computer-mediated communication, and computer programmes designed 
for language teaching have been successfully integrated into language 
classrooms for the purpose of increasing student participation and use of 
the target language (MacDonald, 2003; Taylor & Gitsaki, 2004; Iwabuchi 
& Fotos, 2004; Fotos, 2004; Cziko, 2004). In their examination of 
student attitudes towards the use of Powerpoint presentations to present 
grammatical points, Saroli and Corbeil (2004)found a marked preference 
for formats which combined text with images and animations and 
conclude that the enhanced affective value of such features can be of great 
benefit in the classroom. In her discussion of an online French course for 
undergraduates, Spodark (2004) agrees that this type of course would not be 
suitable for beginners, but feels that its main advantage is the creation of a 
“technoconstructivist learning environment for students” and the provision 
of an environment in which “nonverbal, shy, or socially marginalized 
students” will be able to participate on an equal basis (pp 88-89). She does 
not, however, explain how this might be superior to the equally supportive 
environment an experienced teacher should be able to create without the 
use of technology.
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Too often, cutting-edge technologies are embraced as inherently desirable 
or perceived as being effective without any real examination of whether 
this is in fact the case. In this technological age, novelty is often equated 
with effectiveness. There has been a subtle shift in thinking in which it is 
no longer quite acceptable for an instructor to be a “sage on the stage”; 
rather, she or he has morphed into a “guide on the side”: those who 
insist on continuing in their role as sages may be seen as old-fashioned or 
technologically inept. 

The end result of the increasing use of technology seems to be “a process 
of disintermediation whereby the use of educational tools shifts from the 
control of the teacher to the direct control of the students. According to 
this process, students, independently of the teacher, can more directly 
control access to and construction of knowledge” (Murphy, 2002). Is 
this a good thing? Do we want this? Even though the answer may be a 
resounding “Yes!” it seems to me that we need to raise the question. In their 
examination of the development of CALL (Computer-Assisted Language 
Learning), Fotos and Browne (2004) quote a commonly-heard dictum 
to the effect that “Technology will not replace teachers; teachers who use 
technology will replace those who don’t!” They follow this by saying that 
“Teachers must therefore find opportunities to gain CALL skills”(my italics). 
The shift in pedagogy towards increased computer use is often discussed 
concurrently with the shift away from teacher-centred and towards learner-
centred classrooms, as if they were twin components of the pedagogical 
progress. But do computer use and good pedagogy necessarily go hand in 
hand? To return to Fotos’ and Browne’s insistence that instructors should 
therefore brush up on their CALL skills, though this is not in itself an 
undesirable objective, wouldn’t it make more sense to say that we should 
therefore re-examine our role in the classroom and look at the best ways of 
achieving our goals rather than leaping on the technology wagon with no 
clear idea of where it’s heading?
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websites, Susser and Robb (2004) conclude that although online CALL 
materials have proliferated in the past decade, little attention has been paid 
to assessing these sites, and suggest that they are often used simply because 
they are available and not because they are based on sound pedagogical 
techniques. Reeder et al. (2004) also sound a warning note as they focus on 
shortcomings in the evaluation of software programmes designed for second 
language learning, pointing out the importance of taking educational goals 
into account. 

Nevertheless, and in spite of the obvious attractions of new uses of 
computers, there has not been enough examination of whether their 
use does in fact result in significant learning gains in different aspects of 
learning a second or foreign language, and literature in this area is scarce. 
A few studies have compared results using CALL to those obtained by 
traditional methods and have found some benefits for CALL. In Corbeil’s 
study of the use of the French Tutor multimedia package to teach two 
verb tenses (2007), results showed that not only did students using the 
software perform significantly better than the control group but that they 
reacted very positively to the use of the Tutor. Dubreil et al. (2004) found 
significant learning gains for certain types of cultural knowledge (cultural 
products) with the use of the Internet in a French classroom, but suggest 
that videos may still be more effective pedagogical tools for introducing 
cultural practices to language students. Warschauer (1997) found that when 
computer-mediated communication was used in small-group discussions 
students participated on a more equal basis and used more complex 
language in their contributions. Nevertheless, as written and spoken 
communication differ so greatly, he suggests that electronic communication 
might be used more effectively as a starting point for oral communication. 

Other studies, however, report no significant differences in learning gains 
in specific areas; for example, Corbeil found no differences when groups 
using Powerpoint presentations were compared to control groups who used 
traditional methods, although there was a marked preference for having the 
material presented by Powerpoint rather than by the textbook. 
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Most of these studies have reported mainly on student response to new 
techniques, which is not surprisingly overwhelmingly favourable. As far as 
instructors are concerned, although most are by now fairly comfortable with 
computer use in the classroom, there is a learning curve associated with their 
use. Some of the difficulties experienced by instructors may be attributable 
to hesitation to try something unknown, or even, in extreme cases, to 
“technophobia.” Murphy suggests that reluctance to use the Internet for the 
teaching of French may have more to do with the fact that this new tool 
“redefine[s] classroom control” and thus challenges teachers to re-examine 
their function as educators. While this may not be such a bad thing, the 
concerns that Murphy quotes the teachers as raising are perfectly valid: 
inability to find sites that adequately addressed the students’ specific needs, 
doubts about the accuracy of the information available on the Internet, the 
sheer volume of available material and the fact that it increases or changes 
so quickly that it is impossible to keep abreast of what’s new, and the often 
tedious and unfruitful search for specific information. As Murphy points 
out, the way information is presented and accessed now has led to changes 
in ways of knowing and understanding. 

A number of studies do suggest that we need to pay more attention to 
where we want to go with the use of CALL. Warschauer (2004) warns 
of the dangers of accepting unchallenged the concept of technological 
determinism, and concludes that computer use may be beneficial only if we 
as instructors rethink our conceptual approach to learning. Chapelle and 
Hegelheimer (2004) also suggest that the beginning of the 21st century 
may be a good time to stop and reassess what a language teacher needs to 
know, pointing out the necessity of some degree of technological savvy 
if we are to effectively utilize the new technologies. In their discussion 
of distance education, Fleming and Hiple (2004) see the need for using 
a wide range of computing and communication technology (distributed 
learning) in Web-based language courses, especially introductory ones, 
as Web-based instruction cannot adequately support the development of 
skills such as speaking. In their evaluation of ESL and EFL instructional 
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The presentation of new material can be enormously facilitated by using 
a computer. Ideas can be organized and saved for use in the future, and 
presented in ways that catch the students’ attention and focus it on certain 
aspects of what is being presented. Current research on “focus on form” 
(Corbeil, 2005) has emphasized the importance of ensuring that students 
consciously “notice” specific structures in order for language acquisition to 
occur. In fact, all of the instructors who completed the questionnaire said 
that they use computers for the presentation of material, and PowerPoint 
presentations were the most frequently-mentioned resource. Comments 
made about the benefits of PowerPoint included: “It allows me to structure 
and present the material coherently”; “[PowerPoints] seem to attract 
students’ attention in a more effective and beneficial way… also more 
interactive”; “Clear and portable”; “…the quality of pictures is better…”. 
It was also pointed out that using a PowerPoint presentation saved time as 
it wasn’t necessary to write everything out on the blackboard. The visual 
dimension in general was mentioned as a way of “making books from the 
past or distant settings come alive for the students”. All of the instructors 
felt that using computers for the presentation of material was beneficial 
for students. Other research (Corbeil, 2005, Saroli & Corbeil, 2004) 
has supported these results, demonstrating that students show a marked 
preference for computer use in the presentation of material. 

Only two instructors used computers for in-class practice of material, 
preferring to use more traditional methods. Although there are disciplines 
in which computers may well be effectively used by students during class 
time, this is also an area which has to be carefully managed to avoid the 
common problem of students getting off task. When we meet with our 
students for such a short time each week, it is crucial to make every minute 
count, and it is easier to keep students focused and to keep track of what 
they are doing if they are not hiding behind a screen. It also goes without 
saying that face-to-face contact is especially valuable for learning a language, 
which is a much more subtle and complex process than a mere exchange of 
words.  Nevertheless, computers can save class time spent on the correction 
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CALL at Acadia University

In 1995 Acadia University introduced what was at that time a very 
innovative programme, Acadia Advantage, through which each faculty 
member and student would have his or her own laptop computer. Internet 
access was made available in all classrooms and residences and in many 
public spaces, and full technical support was available both for the creation 
of teaching materials by faculty members as well as for the day to day 
technical glitches that can occur. As the university had invested so much 
time and money in this initiative, there was considerable pressure to find 
ways of incorporating computers into the classroom, and the reactions 
of faculty members ranged from great enthusiasm to a refusal to change 
teaching methods in any way. Now, ten years on, many instructors have 
found computers and all that goes with them to be a valuable pedagogical 
tool, and they are indeed being used in many innovative and creative ways 
for language teaching as well as in other disciplines. The question that 
remains, though, is whether computers are just a more elaborate and often 
time-consuming way of getting to the same place as we used to without 
their help. Do they really do a better job or have we just convinced ourselves 
that they do?

As, like most instructors, I have firsthand experience only with my 
own classes, I was interested in getting some information as to how my 
colleagues were using computers in their own classes. Several colleagues 
in my department were kind enough to take some time from their busy 
schedules to fill out an informal questionnaire (see Appendix 1) I had 
distributed to those colleagues I knew used computers on a regular basis. 
The questions focused on the four general areas of classroom management: 
the presentation of new material, in-class practice, out-of-class practice and 
review, and homework and testing. Instructors were asked whether they 
and/or their students use their laptops in each of these areas, specific ways 
in which they use them, and whether they feel this is beneficial for the 
students.
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The next part of my survey focused on the students. I gave 20 students in 
an intermediate conversation class two assignments to complete as part of 
the course work. The first one required them to go to a Spanish website 
(a dependable site which has been around for a number of years) which 
explains the meanings of first names, find a Spanish equivalent for their 
own name and then explain and comment on their Spanish name in an 
on-line discussion group. The second assignment was a traditional reading 
comprehension with questions about an article on Mexican names. After 
completing the assignments, the students were given a short questionnaire 
(Appendix 2) about whether they enjoyed and felt they had benefited from 
the assignments. 

Eighteen of the students reported enjoying the on-line assignment (15 
indicated 5 or higher on a 7-point scale). When asked to comment, there 
were a number of similar comments stating that they had enjoyed the new 
experience and finding out information about their own and other students’ 
names. They felt that this was something that applied to them personally 
and liked the discussion group as they found the other students’ responses 
interesting. Several students mentioned the benefits of participation. The 
only negative comments, from two students, had to do with frustration 
arising from not being able to find a Spanish equivalent for their own 
names. 

The reported level of enjoyment for the reading comprehension was 
slightly lower, with 15 students marking 4, 5 or 6 on the scale. Most 
students commented that the reading was interesting and contained useful 
information but that they found it or the questions that followed difficult 
and had to look up many words they didn’t know. 

A follow-up question asked which of the two assignments the students felt 
was most beneficial in terms of learning Spanish. In spite of the reported 
difficulty of the reading assignment, 7 students said that this one was more 
beneficial; specific comments included “better because I was able to learn 
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of homework assignments, for example, as sample answers can be quickly 
projected. Another way of using computers for in-class practice might 
be to use a self-correcting exercise to reinforce a concept that has just 
been presented. Web-based activities done in class can be rewarding and 
interesting for students but need to be carefully planned to avoid problems 
arising from disappearing websites or time lost because of the superfluity of 
information students have to sort through to find what they’re looking for. 

Out-of-class review is another area in which computers can come into their 
own. Most of the instructors surveyed do use them for this purpose, in 
different ways ranging from the use of specific course management systems 
such as the ones used at Acadia University to PowerPoint presentations 
which students can download and use for review. Self-correcting exercises 
can be added to these presentations so that students can get immediate 
feedback. Instructors considered it very useful for students to have them 
practice in this way, and mentioned the benefits of variety, especially in 
listening activities, and the possibilities for interactivity. The value of this 
type of activity for basic language instruction was noted. 

On the topic of using computers for homework and testing the instructors 
were divided in their opinions, with slightly over half saying they did give 
on-line assignments. Those who did post homework assignments mentioned 
the benefits of frequent practice and immediate feedback for drilling basic 
concepts, as well as the fact that students have control over how long they 
work and how many times they repeat the exercises. There were, however, 
a number of comments to the effect that it is equally important to have 
longer assignments such as translations, which require the instructor to give 
individual feedback to each student. The computer complements but can 
not replace traditional pen and ink work. One instructor even commented 
that students preferred to do hand-in assignments. It seems that the obvious 
benefits of on-line assignments, ease of correction and immediate feedback 
for students, must be balanced against the importance of the personal 
attention given to each student when they complete written assignments.
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thing in language teaching does not necessarily mean that there is good 
evidence to prove that it works. We should also consider the comfort level of 
instructors and students; if any or all are feeling frustrated or inept because 
of a lack of technical competence or because of some electronic glitch, not 
much real learning is likely to take place. 

It is evident that some goals can be achieved much more effectively with 
computers. For example, they are an excellent tool for drawing student 
attention to specific points, for individual review with immediate feedback, 
for doing the repetitive tasks inherent in basic language instruction, and 
for out-of-class interactivity. Nevertheless, in the classroom they may be a 
distraction. The immediacy and quality of communication and participation 
in a face-to-face setting, even though or perhaps precisely because it cannot 
be controlled, is what makes a classroom experience exciting. Whether 
the goal is interactivity, practice, or using new skills in real situations, it 
is up to the instructor to find the best way to make this happen.  It is not 
necessary to replace the good things that are happening in classrooms just 
because they aren’t “wired.” The question we need to ask ourselves is what 
the purpose of each classroom activity is, and how this goal can best be 
achieved: through technology, textbooks, or talking.  
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new words,” “it help[ed] me construct my own passages by reading it,” “I 
got more practice in reading and writing Spanish,” “I was forced to look up 
more words,” and other similar comments. 

Five students felt that the on-line activity was more beneficial.  Comments 
on this mentioned the usefulness of the information that was gained from 
the activity and the feedback in the discussion group as it showed different 
possibilities for responding. The rest of the students stated that both of the 
activities were beneficial for the development of reading and writing skills, 
and that they both contained useful cultural information.

The final question dealt with the amount of time spent on each of the 
activities and whether the students felt it had been well spent. In general, 
more time was spent on the reading comprehension, but the times reported 
ranged from one student who spent 10 minutes on the on-line exercise and 
20 minutes on the reading to another who spent two hours on each task! 
Only one student felt that the time had not been well spent.

Discussion

Although one should obviously not draw firm conclusions from a handful 
of comments in one specific situation, the results I got from the faculty and 
student surveys did support my own feelings about computer use in the 
classroom: that they are an excellent tool for some purposes. This is probably 
just common sense but perhaps we need to remind ourselves of it from time 
to time, especially when made to feel inadequate because we are not au fait 
with the latest developments. There are many pedagogical techniques which 
have been patiently and lovingly developed and modified over the years, and 
which are still well worth using in the classroom. It is important to separate 
perception from results; to date there has not been enough solid research on 
learning gains made in classrooms using CALL compared with those that do 
not to prove or disprove the advantages of computer use in most learning 
situations. The fact that a new programme is touted as being the latest 
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3. Do you use the computer for the presentation of material? ___ Yes ___ No
    If you answered “Yes”, please indicate which programmes you use and how frequently:   
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

    How useful or beneficial to students do you feel it is to use the computer for this purpose:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
   
   Comments:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

4. Do you use the computer for in-class practice of material? ___ Yes ___ No
    If you answered “Yes”, please indicate which programmes you use and how frequently:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

    How useful or beneficial to students do you feel it is to use the computer for this purpose:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

    Comments:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

5. Do you use the computer for out-of-class review of material? ___ Yes ___ No
    If you answered “Yes”, please indicate which programmes you use and how frequently:   
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

    How useful or beneficial to students do you feel it is to use the computer for this purpose:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
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Appendix 1:  Instructor Survey

1. Do you use or have students use computers in your language classes?

Instructor use:___ No   ___ 10-25% of classes ___ 30-50% of classes
   ___ 60-80% of classes ___ most or all classes

Student use:   ___ No  ___ 10-25% of classes ___ 30-50% of classes
   ___ 60-80% of classes ___ most or all classes

2. Do you use or have students use computers in your literature / culture classes?

Instructor use:___ No  ___ 10-25% of classes ___ 30-50% of classes
   ___ 60-80% of classes ___ most or all classes

Student use:   ___ No  ___ 10-25% of classes ___ 30-50% of classes
   ___ 60-80% of classes ___ most or all classes
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2. Did you enjoy completing the reading comprehension activity on names in Mexico?

 Did not enjoy   Enjoyed very much

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Please comment on which aspects of this task you enjoyed/did not enjoy.

3. Approximately how long did you spend on each of the tasks? Was this time well spent in each 
case?

4. Which of the two tasks do you feel was most beneficial to you in terms of learning Spanish? 
Why?

5. When you did the discussion group, did you read what the other students had written?

Anna Saroli - Because It’s There: Computer Use and Misuse in the Language Classroom

    Comments:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

6. Do you use the computer for homework assignments or testing? ___ Yes ___ No
    If you answered “Yes”, please indicate which programmes you use and how frequently:   
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________
    How useful or beneficial to students do you feel it is to use the computer for this purpose:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

    Comments:
    _____________________________________________________________________
    _____________________________________________________________________

7. Do you use the computer in any other way for teaching?
      ____________________________________________________________________
      ____________________________________________________________________

May I use any “quotable material” in my paper? ___ Yes ___ No

Thank you!

Appendix 2: Student Survey

1. Did you enjoy participating in the discussion group on the meaning of names in Spanish?

 Did not enjoy   Enjoyed very much

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Please comment on which aspects of this task you enjoyed/did not enjoy.
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Eileen M. Herteis 
Mount Allison University

Using Portfolios to Document Experiential Learning

More than just scrapbooks of mementoes, student portfolios vary widely in content 
and purpose. They are flexible, evidence-based tools that encourage students to reflect 
on learning. Moreover, many teachers, educators, and researchers believe that portfolio 
assessments are much more effective than “traditional” testing methods for measuring 
academic skills and development and informing pedagogical decisions. 

Moving us away from single-occasion testing to samples of work over time, from mere 
acquisition of knowledge to reflection and metacognition, portfolios are changing 
how we think about assessment, and they are having a profound effect on learning. 
The following paper explores the use of student portfolios, especially with respect to 
experiential learning, and describes their use in an innovative undergraduate internship 
programme at Mount Allison University.

My first formal lesson on sex I owe
To my mother. Those faded books she bought

At the auction. . . .
Time for fresh schooling, lessons to begin

In the arms of my new friend, Rosita Quinn.

(Frank Ormsby, My Friend Havelock Ellis) 
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Given the importance of assessment of student performance in 
university teaching and in students’ lives and careers, instructors are 
responsible for taking adequate steps to ensure that assessment of 
students is valid, open, fair, and congruent with course objectives.

Assessment takes up a great deal of a university teacher’s time, in terms of 
planning the assignments and tests and in grading them and managing the 
paperwork around recording and tallying marks. Therefore, most teachers 
want to make sure that they are using reliable test methods and that the 
students are learning from the activity, too. Figure One provides a list of 
some of the reasons for assessment.

Figure 1: Reasons to Assess

We assess to:
Reveal to students their areas of strength; 
Reveal to the instructor the students’ progress; 
Provide motivation for students;
Help instructors evaluate their teaching; 
Provide a basis upon which grades are determined;
Evaluate students in terms of their professional and career goals;
Fulfill accreditation criteria.

Most professors, who write copious notes on their students’ work in the 
(often vain) hope that they will read them, see assessment as an opportunity 
for further learning, what Grant Wiggins (1998) calls “educative 
assessment.” Unfortunately, our students may be more likely to focus only 
on the grade. In other words, teachers see assessment as part of the journey; 
students see it as a destination. Not all students are likely, unless encouraged 
by another task, to go back to work already submitted and reflect on it to 
see what they have learned from the experience of doing it—doing it well, 
or doing it badly.
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As Frank Ormsby’s poem suggests, there’s book learning . . . and then 
there’s experiential learning. Ormsby recounts one such opportunity, but 
life abounds with them: work, travel, and extra-curricular activities are all 
superb opportunities for learning. Across Atlantic Canada, more and more 
students are becoming involved in experiential learning opportunities (paid 
or volunteer) in order to apply the theoretical knowledge they have acquired 
in the classroom and also, by transcending the traditional classroom’s focus 
on acquisition of knowledge, to obtain the skills and values they need to 
succeed as professionals: problem-solving, decision-making, adaptability, 
teamwork, organization, and so on. 

Experiential learning programmes, such as internships or work placements, 
enrich the curriculum for the students; however, they bring their own 
challenges. It is difficult to ensure that the experiential learning and 
classroom instruction are seen as complementary. And there are questions 
of how to assess students’ learning when there is no set content and a wide 
diversity of activities. While they may value the “experience,” universities 
give credit for learning.

This paper makes the case that learning portfolios are an ideal way to 
encourage students to reflect on their learning goals, track their own 
progress, and document their achievements in experiential learning, thereby 
facilitating assessment. As a case study, the paper describes how portfolios 
are being used in Mount Allison University’s Undergraduate Teaching 
Internship Programme.

The Importance of Assessment

In 1996, the Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 
(STLHE) published its Ethical Principles in University Teaching. Not 
surprisingly, in light of its centrality to all that we do in universities, one of 
these principles referred to assessment:
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replicate real-world performances as closely as possible.” Authentic 
assessment can comprise a variety of alternative strategies from music 
recital to clinical performance; for service learning, field work, and other 
experiential learning programmes that take place in a real environment, a 
learning portfolio is a common authentic assessment strategy.

Learning Portfolios

Creating a portfolio involves fours steps: reflection, collection, selection, 
connection.

1.  Reflection: on learning goals and achievements
2.  Collection: of evidence of learning from a variety of sources
3.  Selection: of the best, most appropriate, most convincing evidence 
4.  Connection: of the evidence with narrative pieces to create a 
      three- dimensional, substantiated picture of the student as learner

Learning portfolios counter the episodic, snapshot approach to assessment 
which Wiggins (1997) so maligns. A strategic collection of student 
work, representing an array of performance over time, a portfolio is a 
complementary balance of narrative sections and evidence. 

The evidence comprises a variety of possibilities: 
•  (graded) assignments, essays, tests, etc.
•  revisions of these assignments, or responses to teacher’s comments 
    on them
•  learning objectives for the course or activity
•  learning journals

Similarly, the reflective narrative sections of the portfolio may comprise 
students’ explanation of chosen samples, descriptions of what they learned 
from doing them, and statements of further learning goals: “What I still 
want to learn.”

Craig Nelson from Indiana University has diagnosed a condition that 
he calls “bulimic learning” (2001). No doubt, readers will recognize the 
disquieting symptoms: students’ tendency to stuff themselves with facts 
which they digest only partially and then regurgitate at the exam. According 
to Nelson, “no mental nourishment remains.” 

Matching Assessment to the Learning Activity

Assessment strategies have not kept pace with the ever-expanding panoply 
of teaching strategies at our disposal. Most university-level assessment is still 
a “write, submit, forget, move on” episode, the kind that Grant Wiggins 
(1997) calls “an incomplete assessment.” Wiggins continues, 

A solitary test, with no interaction between the test taker and the 
assessor, will turn out to be as foolish, dimwitted and pre-modern as 
some of the practices involving rods and canes a hundred years ago.

We can all agree that to assess how well a Music student can play the piano, 
we ask her to give a recital not to write an essay about piano-playing; if 
we have taught a Commerce class using the case method exclusively, then 
the final assessment for that class should certainly include cases, not just 
a multiple-choice examination. If we agree, then, that the assessment of 
student learning should be related to the activities the students engaged 
in to learn in the first place, the typical timed, paper-and-pen test is an 
inappropriate, and some might argue unethical, way to assess experiential 
learning. But what options do we have?

Marilla Svinicki (2004) argues that when our students are learning through 
real-life experience, we should evaluate them based “on what we want 
valued,” not simply on “what we can measure” using traditional strategies. 
For that reason, she and others advocate the use of authentic strategies 
to assess experiential learning. Svinicki explains that to call assessment 
authentic “means that the assessment is based on student activities that 
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•  How can I find out?
•  How does this (course, programme, experience) fit into the larger  

framework of my learning?
•  What else would I like to learn and how will I go about learning it?

 
Experiential Learning Portfolios

While portfolios are an excellent way to track student progress in a variety 
of learning circumstances, they are particularly useful in assessment contexts 
that involve active, real-world learning. 

Since significant learning can and does take place outside the classroom, 
portfolios document that experiential learning from internships or work 
placements. And as we have seen, portfolios help students to translate 
experience into learning through reflection, analysis, and documentation. 
(See Herteis in Zubizarrreta, 2004). The intentionality in the process of 
creating a portfolio means that students do not just have an experience, but 
rather they actively construct meaning and derive learning from it. 

Svinicki (2004) sums up the learning portfolio in this way:

The research paper in another format has become the portfolio in 
which the students display not only the results of their efforts but also 
the process by which they were achieved and the self-assessment and 
success of that process.

Learning Portfolios for Teaching Interns: A Case Study

In December 2004, the Purdy Crawford Teaching Centre (PCTC) at 
Mount Allison University received a $100,000 grant from the General 
Electric Company to establish a Teaching Internship Programme. The 
programme pairs an individual faculty member (a mentor) with a student 
Intern who performs a variety of teaching duties in a particular class. 
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For a Business Writing course then, the portfolio’s table of contents may 
look something like this:

•  Reflective introduction on the role of writing in business
•  My learning objectives for this class and how they were met
•  My development as a writer
•  Annotated samples of written work 
•  What I learned from doing this writing
•  What I have learned from peer and instructor comments on my 

writing
•  How I will use my learning from this course in the future

Portfolios as a Reflective Process

Portfolios are a process as well as a product. As a process, they encourage 
students to reflect, and Hutchings and Wutzdorff (1988) tell us that, 
“Reflection transforms knowledge or experience into learning.” 

In creating portfolios of their work, students inquire into what they’ve 
learned and go beyond mere acquisition of knowledge to analyze their 
learning. They reflect on their work and others’ feedback on it. They find 
patterns and meaning in their learning and they look forward to future 
learning goals. However, “students must be prompted to reflect” (Hutchings 
& Wutzdorff, 1988), and so we must provide them with guidelines.

The following list of questions to encourage reflection is adapted from John 
Zubizarreta (2004):
 

•  What have I learned? 
•  How have I learned?
•  Is the learning valuable? In what ways? To whom?
•  When have I learned? Under what circumstances and conditions?
•  Do I know what kind of learner I am? 
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During the Fall 2005 semester, our first Internship cohort comprises 
25 interns from across campus. We have a waiting list eager to join the 
Programme in January, 2006 when the number of openings will rise to 30 
pairs. Already, the Interns are taking pride in their portfolios as ways to reify 
their learning achievements. 

Many Interns will participate in the programme again in the Winter 2006 
semester. Continuing students’ portfolios will have an additional dimension: 
reflective comparisons of their activities and learning in their first and 
second Internship semesters. At this stage the students are all creating paper-
based portfolios; however, we are looking at the possibility of electronic 
portfolios in the future.

In conclusion

We lead students to the fountain of knowledge
Some will drink deeply

Some will take a few swallows
Some will just sip.

An increasing number will, as at the dentist, merely rinse before spitting. 
(Anonymous)

Many teachers have felt at one time or another that their students are 
disengaged from the learning process, that as Damarian (1993) suggests, 
they are merely tourists who pick up little souvenir snippets of information 
without immersing themselves in the culture of learning. Portfolios involve 
students in their own learning, documenting their progress and achievement 
over time, articulating their achievement levels, and, more importantly, 
experiencing success. 

The growing opportunities for experiential learning, such as the Mount 
Allison Teaching Internship programme, are making it necessary for us to 
look at assessment in different ways, especially to encourage our students 
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Although it is not a credit course, the Internship is undoubtedly an 
experiential learning opportunity for the student Interns. It focuses equally 
on what the students do and what they learn from what they do. Therefore, 
two important documents distinguish the Internship from a Teaching 
Assistantship: a learning contract and a learning portfolio. 

The process of creating the learning contract to establish guidelines for their 
partnership enables the faculty mentor and Intern to share their individual 
and joint expectations. 

They reflect on and answer questions such as the following:
•  What goals do you each have for the Internship?
•  What duties and responsibilities will the Intern have in terms of     

teaching, grading, leading tutorials, finding materials, etc.?
•  Duties aside, what goals do you have in terms of acquiring    

knowledge and skills (or values and attitudes)? In other words, 
what would like to learn?

•  How will you know when you have met these goals?
•  What can you do to help each other achieve these goals?
•  How often will you meet to check how things are going?

The resulting learning contract, signed by both, contains a list of agreed-
upon duties as well as a list of learning objectives and possible evidence 
of their fulfillment. The contract underscores that the student should be 
involved in meaningful learning opportunities during the Internship. 

Throughout their Internship, the student Interns document their learning 
in a portfolio. The portfolio allows the Interns to reflect upon and provide 
evidence of their individual successes and contributions. Into it the students 
put materials created for the course, lesson plans, assignments, feedback 
from the teaching mentors, and feedback from the students in the class, self-
reflection about how well they have fulfilled the learning objectives of the 
Internship, and so on. 
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to consider not just what they are learning, but how they are learning 
(metacognition) and how they will use that learning. The emphasis has 
moved from “accumulation of isolated facts and skills” to be tested in a 
single assessment to an emphasis on the application and use of knowledge 
over time. (Herman, Aschbacker & Winters, 1992).

Describing learning portfolios as “a powerful educational tool whose time 
has come,” Dee Fink (2004) believes their adoption will have far reaching 
effects:

[O]ur students . . . will have extensive experience in knowing 1) how 
to reflect meaningfully on their own learning, 2) how to assess the 
quality and value of their learning and their performance in multiple 
areas of life, and 3) how to know the value of, and have the skills for, 
being effective self-directing learners the rest of their lives.

But beyond these, inarguably substantive, reasons for creating learning 
portfolios is another, perhaps more personal one. Learning is nuanced, often 
fugitive and faltering. Portfolios can capture and document small success, 
show development, and help students see and learn from their mistakes. 
Portfolios can help build and sustain morale.
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Using Assignments in Teaching Introductory 
University Economics: 

Learning Tools or Sources of Grade Distortion?

Dr. Brian VanBlarcom
Acadia University

This study explores two issues related to teaching university level introductory 
microeconomics. The first issue is whether completing assignments in the course is 
effective in helping students learn the salient concepts. The second issue relates to 
whether inclusion of the assignments has any significant impact on the overall class 
average and distribution of course grades (relative to those grades that would exist in 
absence of the assignments). 

Issue one was investigated by comparing the results of an assignment question and 
a surprise quiz (with the same question—completed in class immediately after the 
assignments were submitted). Based on a statistical analysis of four separate trials over 
two different semesters, it is concluded that the quiz grades are significantly lower 
(based on paired T tests at 99% confidence level) and not highly correlated (based 
on the Pearson correlation coefficients) with the corresponding quiz grades. It was 
concluded that completing the assignments does not appear to be effective in helping 
students learn the relevant concepts.

Issue two was examined by comparing the mean and distribution of student final grades 
with/without the assignments (assignments are worth 15 percent of the final grade). It 
was found that the assignments do have a statistically significant inflationary impact 
on the overall grades. Furthermore, the assignments distort the distribution of marks. 
Students with the highest overall grades are helped very little (and often hindered) 
by the inclusion of assignment marks. Conversely, students at the bottom end of the 
distribution see their grades raised by the greatest amount.
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1. Increased numbers of non-original assignments (some obviously 
copied, some less obviously);

2. Declines in the number of students seeking assistance from the 
instructor;

3. Virtually all assistance being sought occurs in the final days/hours 
before submission is required; 

4. Rising number of cases where students ignore (do not attempt all 
or numerous parts of given questions);

5. Decline in the proportion of the class that indicates they have 
made progress on the assignment when polled in the classes 
leading up to the submission date.

Research Questions

The previously noted observations led to the following research questions:

1. Do the assignments help students learn the relevant concepts 
associated with the course? 

2. Do assignments distort the final grade distribution relative to what 
would occur in absence of assignments?

Data

As previously noted the goal of the assignments is to help students learn 
the relevant concepts. Ultimately, the degree to which students actually 
benefit from completing the assignments is directly dependent on the degree 
that students actually complete (attempt to complete) the assignments 
themselves. Such completions (attempted completions) may/may not 
include assistance from the instructor. Acquiring such help (if necessary) is 
encouraged by the instructor but left to the discretion of each individual 
student.

In an attempt to ascertain the degree to which students learn the relevant 
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Introduction

Assignments have been part of most introductory microeconomics courses 
taught at Acadia University over the last 15 years. The assignments consist 
of exercises on theoretical and applied exercises related to the principles 
taught in the course. The goal of the assignments is essentially to provide 
students with increased exposure (over and above class lectures) to the 
salient concepts, as well as practice in applying them. Students are free (in 
fact encouraged) to get assistance from the instructor if difficulties arise in 
completing the exercises. Students are told that it is acceptable to discuss the 
questions with one another but their submitted assignment must contain 
their own work.

In order to aid the learning process from completing the assignments, 
students are urged to start working on the assignment when it is distributed 
and to avoid waiting until the due date is close which necessitates rushing 
through the exercises.

The assignments are emailed to students 10-14 days prior to the date 
of submission. All assignments must be typed, with graphical analysis 
completed on any one of a variety of software applications) and submitted 
in printed (hardcopy) form. Assignments are submitted directly to the 
instructor at the beginning of class on the submission date. There are usually 
three assignments per semester, currently constituting 15 percent of the final 
grade. 

The Current Conundrum

In past years assignments were usually worth in the range of 20-25% of the 
final grade. However, this percentage has been reduced to the current 15 
percent over concerns of plagiarism on the assignments and resulting grade 
distortions. Over the last two years such concerns have heightened and 
elimination of assignments has been considered. Such concerns are based on 
casual empiricism of the following:
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Table 1
Descriptive Stasticis for Assignment Question and

Corresponding Quiz Results

Example 1
(Fall 2003)

Example 2
(Fall 2003)

Example 3
(Fall 2003)

Example 4
(Fall 2003)

Assign Quiz Assign Quiz Assign Quiz Assign Quiz

Mean% 76.16 54.37 63 42.78 95.68 64.32 73.75 41.4

Standard Deviation 26.82 37.74 20.63 24.81 8.74 16.48 16.92 33.86

Observations 56 56 45 45 95 95 86 86

Pearson Correlation 0.3303 0.3164 0.2525 0.2143

Hypothesized Mean 
Difference

0 0 0 0

Actual Difference 
(Assign-Quiz)

21.79 20.22 31.36 32.35

Degrees of Freedom 55 44 94 85

t Stat 4.2425 -5.0661 18.4290 -8.7100

P(T<=t) two-tail 4.24E-05 3.87E-06 5.73E-33 1.04E-13

t Critical two-tail 1.67303 1.68023 1.98552 1.66297

The assignment question means range from 96% to 63% with an overall 
average of 77%. The associated quiz means range from 64% to 41% and 
averaged 51%. The assignment question grades exceeded the quiz grades in 
all four cases, by an average of 26%. The differences in the assignment and 
quiz means ranged from 21% to 32% and showed a rising trend. Based on 
paired T tests, the assignment means and the quiz means are statistically 
different at the one percent level of confidence in all four cases.

Table 2 outlines the differences in the assignment grades (marked out of 
100) and the corresponding quiz grades (marked out of 100). In example 1, 
the assignment grade exceeded the quiz grade in 58% of the cases. In 13% 
of cases the difference (assignment grade less quiz grade) was +80 marks or 
more, 26% were by +60 marks or more and approximately half were by 30 
marks or greater) The grades were equivalent in 22% of the cases. The quiz 
grades exceeded the assignment grades in 20% of the cases. For Example 2, 
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economic concepts by completing the assignments (indirectly measuring 
to some extent, the propensity to which students actually complete the 
assignments themselves) the following experiment was undertaken during 
the fall semester of 2003 and the fall semester of 2004. Sixty students were 
enrolled in 2003 and 99 in 2004. The sample sizes are smaller than the total 
enrollment as not all students complete the assignments, the quizzes or the 
course. 

As part of the course, students are asked to complete “surprise quizzes” 
throughout the term. There are usually six quizzes each worth two marks. 
In each of the last two semesters (Fall 2003 and Fall 2004), on two separate 
occasions, immediately after the assignments were collected (at the start of 
class) a surprise quiz was given. The quiz consisted of a single question. The 
quiz question was identical to one contained in the assignment. The marks 
from the quizzes and the corresponding question from the assignment were 
compared. The goal was to investigate the degree to which students had 
mastered the relevant concept by completing the assignment question with 
quiz grade providing a measure of that mastery. For the purposes of the 
experiments, students are defined as having learned the relevant concepts 
if they can make a quiz grade that is equal to or better than the assignment 
question grade. The results are discussed below.

Results

The initial results discussed relate to Research Question 1. Do assignments 
help students learn the relevant concepts associated with the course?

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics related to the assignment question 
grades and the corresponding quiz grades. The assignment grades and the 
quiz question grades are not highly correlated. The Pearson Correlation 
Coefficient ranges from a high of 0.33 to a low of 0.21 with consistently 
declining values for the four cases presented in chronologic order.
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The magnitude to which the assignment grades surpass the quiz grades 
is more pronounced for Example 3 and 4 conducted in 2004 relative to 
Example 1 and 2 conducted in 2003. In Example 3, 99% of the assignment 
grades exceeded the corresponding quiz grades. Fifteen percent were by 
+50 marks or more, more than half were by +30 marks or more and 98% 
were by +10% or more. In Example 4, 20% of the assignment cases topped 
the associated quiz by 70 marks or more, approximately half were by 30% 
or greater, and 80% were 10% or more. One percent of the class had 
equivalent grades. Fourteen percent of the cases produced an assignment 
grade that exceeded the quiz grade by 1 to 20%. An additional 4% of the 
quiz grades exceeded the assignment grades between 40 and 50%.

Totaling all four experiments, the assignment grades topped the quiz grades 
in 227 of the 282 cases (80%) and they were equivalent 18 times (6%) and 
in 38(13%) of the cases the quiz grade exceeded the assignment grade. 

If successful learning from the assignment is defined as the ability to 
make at least an equivalent grade on the corresponding quiz, only one in 
five succeeded (56/282=20%). Furthermore, the rate of success fell from 
approximately one in three students (37/101= 37%) in 2003 to about one 
in ten (18/181 =10%) in 2004. 

The following discussion relates to Research Question 2: Do assignments 
distort the grade distribution relative to what would occur in absence of 
assignments?

Assignments have constituted 15% of the final grade in the last two 
semesters. To investigate grade distortion, the actual final grade for the fall 
2003 and fall 2004 classes were compared to those that would occur in 
absence of the assignments. To calculate what each student’s grade would 
have been in absence of assignments, the assignment mark (out of 15) is 
subtracted from the current grade (out of 100) and the total is divided 
by 85 (which, in absence of the assignments, is the maximum number of 
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there were no cases where the assignment grade exceeded the quiz grade by 
+70 marks or more. In approximately one quarter of the cases the difference 
was +60 or more and about half had a difference of more than +30 marks. 
The assignment grade exceeded the quiz grade in 68% of the cases, 13% of 
the grades were the same and 20% of the cases had a higher grade on the 
quiz than on the assignment. 

Table 2
Differences in Assignment Question and Corresponding Quiz Results

Example 1 Example 2 Example 3 Example 4
Assignment /100 
minus Quiz /100

Percent of 
Class

Cumulative 
Percent

Percent of 
Class

Cumulative
Percent

Percent of 
Class

Cumulative 
Percent

Percent of 
Class

Cumulative 
Percent

+ 90-100 6 6 0 0 1 1 3 3

+ 80-89 7 13 0 0 1 2 5 8

+ 70-79 4 17 0 0 3 5 12 20

+ 60-69 5 22 4 4 4 9 7 27

+ 50-59 4 26 20 24 6 15 10 37

+ 40-49 5 31 11 35 17 32 7 44

+30-39 13 44 13 48 24 56 3 47

+20-29 5 49 7 55 34 90 19 66

+10-19 4 53 0 55 8 98 3 69

+1-10 5 58 13 68 1 99 11 81

 0 22 80 13 81 1 100 1 82

-1-10 7 87 9 90 0 8 90

-11-20 2 89 4 94 0 6 96

-21-30 4 93 2 96 0 2 98

-31-40 0 93 2 98 0 1 99

-41-50 0 93 0 0 1 100

-51-60 4 97 0 0

-61-70 2 99 0 0

-71-80 0 0 0

-81-90 0 0 0

-90-100 0 0 0

Note — the totals may not equal 100% due to rounding the percents to the nearest whole number.
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Table 4
A Comparison of Overall Class Grades With and Without Assignmants 2003

1
Actual Final 

Grade
(Percent)

2
Number of 

Cases

3
Number of 

Cases Where 
Including 

Assignments 
Pushes Grade 

Up
(percents in 

brackets)

4
Number of 

Cases Where 
Including 

Assignments 
Pushes Grade 

Down
(percents in 

brackets)

5
Actual Final 

Grade (Includes 
Assignments 

Worth 15 
Percent of Final 

Mark)
Average

6
Final Grade If 
Assignments 

Were Excluded 
From Marking 

Scheme
Average

7
Difference

(Column 2 less 
Column 3)
Average

90-100 10 5 (50%) 5 (50%) 92.1 91.6 +0.5

80-89 17 11 (65%) 6 (35%) 83.7 82.6 +1.1

70-79 13 11 (85%) 2 (15%) 73.0 70.8 +2.2

60-69 14 13(93%)   1  (7%) 63.9 59.4 +4.5

50-59 6 5 (83%) 1 (17%) 55.0 51.4 +3.6

<50 7 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 35.3 31.1 +4.2

Totals 67 51 (76%) 16 (24%)

Average 71.1 68.6 2.5

Both Tables show similar patterns. First of all, students in the top grade 
range (90-100%) are impacted very little or negatively by the assignments. 
In 2003 there were an equal number of students who were affected 
positively and negatively with the overall impact an increase in the average 
grade of +0.5%. In 2004, eight of the nine students in the top range were 
impacted in a negative manner, with the overall effect being -1.5% in the 
average A grade.

For those students in the 80-90% mark category, the assignments have a 
small positive effect (in the range of one percent) in both semesters. In both 
years, the proportion of the students who saw their mark rise (as a result 
of the assignments) and the average increase in the mark, rise as the grade 
range falls. In 2003 between 80 and 90% of the students with grades of 
less than 70 benefited from the assignments with the average grade being 
pushed up by approximately 4%. In 2004, the inverse relationship between 
the falling grade range and the rising proportion of the students who see 

marks a student could accumulate). The result is the grade (in percent) that 
students would have made if there had been no assignments. 

Table 3 and Table 4 present the descriptive statistics for the 2003 and 2004 
terms respectively. The average course mark including the assignments 
is 71.1 in 2003 and 70.5 in 2004. The average grade that would occur 
without the assignments was 68.6 in 2003 and 67.5 in 2004. Based on the 
paired t tests at the 99% confidence level, the average course mark with 
the assignments is statistically different from the average course grade that 
would occur in absence of the assignments for both years. 

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for Course Marks With and Without Assignments 2003 and 2004

2003 2004

Course Mark
with

Assignments

Course Mark
without

Assignments

Course Mark
with

Assignments

Course Mark
without

Assignments

Mean 71.1 68.6 70.5 67.5

Variance 299.18 356.07 229.18 292.74

Observations 67 67 99 99

Pearson Correlation 0.9896 0.9904

Hypothesized Mean Difference 0 0

Df 66 98

Actual Difference (With Assign - Without 
Assign)

2.50 3.0

T Stat 6.747208 10.2214

P(T<=t) one-tail 2.27E-09 2E-17

P(T<=t) two-tail 4.55E-09 4.E-17

T Critical two-tail 1.996564 1.984467

Table 4 and 5 contain a breakdown of the differences in the course grades 
with and without the assignments. The cases are grouped by the actual (with 
assignment) course grades. 
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Research Question 1 was: Do the assignments help students learn the 
relevant concepts associated with the course?

The assignment question grades and corresponding quiz grades are not 
highly correlated and becoming less so. The Pearson Correlation Coefficient 
fell from approximately 0.30 in the first experiment to 0.20 in the fourth. 
The assignment question means (averages) exceed the corresponding quiz 
means in all semesters and the differences are all statistically significant at 
the 99% confidence level. The average difference in the assignment/quiz 
means increases from about 20% in 2003 to about 30% in 2004. The 
proportion of students able to achieve a quiz grade that was equal or better 
than the corresponding assignment question fell from approximately four in 
ten students in 2003 to one in ten in 2004.

The evidence suggests that the process of completing the assignments is 
not (in the vast majority of cases) effective in helping students learn the 
relevant concepts. The inability of the assignments to solidify understanding 
of the concepts (and achieve quiz results similar to assignment marks) may 
be a result of the increased numbers of plagiarized assignments combined 
with increasing proportions of students who wait until the deadline for 
submission in imminent before beginning the exercise. Other explanations 
are obviously possibilities, more research is clearly necessary on this issue. 

Research Question 2 was: Do assignments distort the final grade 
distribution relative to what would occur in absence of assignments?

The actual final class average (the mean grade encompassing student 
assignments, tests, quizzes and exam) exceeded the class mean that would 
have occurred in absence of the assignments by 2.5% in 2003 and 3.0% 
in 2004. These means are statistically different (at the 99% confidence 
level). Furthermore, the students with the lowest grades tend to benefit 
the most from assignment grade inclusion and students with the highest 
overall grades benefit the least (if at all). Students in the top grade ranges 
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the grade increase (along with the magnitude of the increase) is more 
pronounced. For students in the 70-79 mark range, 80% saw their grade 
rise and by average of 2.8%. Ninety three percent of students with marks 
in the 60-69 range saw their marks rise by an average of 4.1%. All students 
in the 50-59 mark range and failing grade range (less than 50%) saw the 
assignments boost their mark, by an average of 5.1% and 5.7% respectively.  

Table 5
A Comparison of Overall Class Grades With and Without Assignmants 2004

1
Actual Final 

Grade
(Percent)

2
Number of 

Cases

3
Number of 

Cases Where 
Including 

Assignments 
Pushes Grade 

Up

4
Number of 

Cases Where 
Including 

Assignments 
Pushes Grade 

Down

5
Actual Final 

Grade (Includes 
Assignments 

Worth 15 
Percent of Final 

Mark)
Average

6
Final Grade If 
Assignments 

Were Excluded 
From Marking 

Scheme
Average

7
Difference

(Column 2 less 
Column 3)
Average

90-100 9 1 (11%) 8 (89%) 95.9 96.4 -0.5

80-89 20 12 (60%) 8 (40%) 83.7 82.2 +1.5

70-79 22 18 (82%) 4 (18%) 74.6 71.8 +2.8

60-69 28 27 (96%)   1 (4%) 64.5 60.4 +4.1

50-59 9  9(100%) 0 54.7 49.7 +5.1

< 50 10 10(100%) 0 45.3 39.6 +5.7

Totals 99 82 (83%) 17 (17%)

Average 70.5 67.5 +3.0

Note- There was one case where the assignments had no impact on the actual grade.

Conclusions

The conclusions relate directly to the research questions and are discussed 
in turn in what follows. A word of caution is order before the research 
questions are discussed. It is important to note that the experiments take 
place over just a two year period and include less than 170 cases. A longer 
time frame and a larger sample size are clearly warranted before definitive 
conclusions can be drawn regarding the research questions.
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(80-100%) saw little positive impact on their grades and over half the 
students in the top mark range (90-100%) saw their grade fall as a result 
of the assignments. Conversely, a growing percentage of students benefited 
and by a rising amount as the actual grade range declined. Over 90% of 
students who made a mark of less than 60% saw their grade boosted by the 
assignments and by an average of approximately 5%. 

Inclusion of the assignment grades does distort the grade distribution and 
in a perverse way. The students with the higher overall grades are helped 
the least (and often hindered) by the assignment marks, while the students 
at the bottom end of the grade distribution see their term grades raised the 
most.

In summary, the use of assignments in introductory microeconomics must 
be questioned. Based on the comparison assignment and associated quiz 
grades, there is little evidence to indicate that completing the assignments is 
effective in helping students master the relevant concepts. Furthermore, the 
assignments do inflate the overall grade average and, at the same time, affect 
the distribution by pushing up grades at the bottom of end of the spectrum 
but not those at the top.
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