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Foreword 
 
 
On Oct 25, 2008, UNB Saint John hosted The Association of Atlantic Universities 
(AAU) Teaching Showcase. We were joined by more than 120 colleagues from 
across the Atlantic Region and across Canada.   
 
Our theme was Teaching to Engage and Retain. Teachers and universities hope to 
keep their students engaged in their studies, challenged by their discoveries, content 
in their circumstances, and maturing as they prepare to enter the world on their own 
terms. However, engaging and retaining students is no simple matter. Effective 
teaching methods are part of the process, but the issue of retention reminds us that 
universities touch all aspects of a student’s life. Discovering how to engage and retain 
students is thus a process of figuring out how we can meet the needs and 
expectations of our students intellectually, emotionally, socially, culturally, and even 
spiritually.  
 
The 2008 AAU Teaching Showcase provided a provocative and wide ranging 
discussion of the many ways we can engage and retain our students. We were very 
pleased to secure Dr. James Parker, internationally recognized as a leading researcher 
in the field of Emotional Intelligence, as our keynote speaker. At Trent University, 
Dr. Parker is Vice-President for Research, International and Strategic Enrolment 
Management. He presented his research into the way Emotional Intelligence 
correlates with university retention. His address, "Emotional Intelligence and 
Academic Success: Post-Secondary Implications," highlighted connections between 
factors of EI—interpersonal, intrapersonal, adaptability and stress management 
abilities—and student achievement and retention. Dr. Parker discussed Trent 
University’s attempt to help the development of students’ Emotional Intelligence 
through a number of methods, including peer mentoring. Full of informative facts 
and figures, Dr. Parker’s talk reminded us that students are more than numbers, and 
that universities and teachers must remember to address the whole student. 
 
This year’s AAU Showcase responded to requests for a more focused set of offerings 
by holding fewer concurrent sessions. Dr. Parker’s talk was followed by presentations 
by three AAU award winners and sixteen presenters. Thirteen of these various 
papers are found in these proceedings, including two by AAU award winners: Adam 
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Sarty’s “Technology Up Front” and Elizabeth Wells’ “‘The Show Must Go On’: 
Scripts from a Teaching and Learning Life.” 
 
The editors of these proceedings have approached their task by changing as little 
content as possible, and have attempted to retain the authors’ styles and the often 
conversational nature of the papers. The authors’ chosen formats, such as MLA or 
APA, have not been changed. The result is a wide variety of voices and approaches to 
some important issues about engaging and retaining our students, exploring our own 
teaching methods, and continuing the pedagogical conversation throughout the 
Atlantic region.
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Avant-propos 
 
 
Le 25 Octobre 2008, UNBSJ était l`hôte de L’Expo-Enseignement de L’Association 
des Universités de l’Atlantique. Plus de 120 collègues provenant d’un peu partout 
dans la région de l’Atlantique et du reste du Canada se sont déplacés pour cet 
évènement.  
Le thème était « Enseigner pour engager et retenir ». Les universités et les 
professeurs désirent que les étudiants continuent de s’engager dans leurs études, 
soient captivés par leurs découvertes et satisfaits de leur environnement, tout en 
acquérant une maturité pour qu’ils soient prêts pour leur entrée dans le monde du 
travail. Néanmoins, engager et retenir nos étudiants n’est pas une tâche facile. Des 
méthodes d’enseignement efficaces sont primordiales pour atteindre ce but, mais la 
question de rétention des étudiants nous rappelle que la vie universitaire touche 
plusieurs aspects de la vie d’un étudiant. Découvrir des façons d’engager et de garder 
nos étudiants, en fait, c’est aussi trouver des manières de satisfaire les besoins et 
répondre aux attentes de nos étudiants sur les plans intellectuel, émotionnel, social, 
culturel et même spirituel. 
 
L’Expo-Enseignement 2008 a engendré de nombreuses discussions, parfois 
provocantes, sur les maintes façons d’engager et de garder nos étudiants. Nous étions 
très heureux d’avoir, à titre d’invité d’honneur de la conférence, Dr. James Parker, 
chercheur spécialisé en intelligence émotionnelle reconnu sur la scène internationale. 
À l’Université Trent, Dr. Parker est le Vice-président de « Research, International 
and Strategic Enrolment Management ». Il a présente sa recherche sur la manière 
dont l’intelligence émotionnelle est reliée à la rétention des étudiants universitaires. 
Sa présentation intitulée « Emotional Intelligence and Academic Success: Post-
Secondary Implications [ intelligence émotionnelle et succès académique: incidences 
au niveau post-secondaire], soulignait les connections entre les facteurs de 
l’intelligence émotionnelle – inter (intra)personnelle, adaptabilité  et capacités de 
gestion de stress– et la performance des étudiants ainsi que leur rétention aux études. 
Dr. Parker a traité les initiatives déployées par l’Université Trent pour aider au 
développement de l’intelligence émotionnelle de ses étudiants à travers quelques 
méthodes, tel que le  mentorat [mentoring].  Au moyen d’une série de faits et de 
statistiques riches en informations, Dr. Parker nous a rappelé que les étudiants sont 
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bien plus que des numéros, et que les universités et les enseignants doivent adopter 
une approche holistique qui s’adresse à l’étudiant dans toutes ses dimensions. 
 
L’Expo-Enseignement des Universités de l’Atlantique de cette année a répondu aux 
requêtes de réduire le nombre de sessions parallèles afin de  se concentrer sur 
certaines cibles thématiques. Les propos de Dr. Parker ont été suivis par des 
présentations de trois récipiendaires du prix AAU, et seize présentateurs. De ces 
seize présentations, treize paraissent dans ces Actes, dont deux articles par deux  
récipiendaires du prix AAU:  « Technology Up Front » de Adam Sarty et « ‘The Show 
Must Go On’: Scripts from a Teaching and Learning Life » de Elizabeth Wells. 
 
Les éditeurs de ces Actes ont accompli leurs tâches en s’assurant de changer le 
contenu le moins possible, et en tentant de maintenir le style des auteurs et la 
dimension souvent conversationnelle des articles. Les formats choisis par les auteurs, 
tels que MLA et APA, n’ont pas été changés. Le résultat est une grande variété 
d’opinions et d’approches à l’égard des questions importantes sur l’engagement et la 
rétention de nos étudiants, l’exploration de nos propres méthodes d’enseignement, et 
la poursuite de la conversation pédagogique à travers la région Atlantique.  
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Recipients of the 2008 AAU Teaching Awards 
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Student Engagement: Creative Intersections, Part I:   
Technology Up Front 
 
Dr. Adam J. Sarty, Ph.D., P.Phys. 
Department of Astronomy & Physics, Saint Mary’s University 
Recipient of the 2008 AAU Anne Marie MacKinnon Instructional Leadership 
Award 
 

 
ABSTRACT 
As an experimental physicist, the use of technology in the university classroom as a 
method of enhancing student engagement has long been an interest of mine (with 
particular focus on larger, introductory-level classes).  However, I have always been 
aware that the use of any technology should be rooted in ensuring that students’ 
learning experiences benefit from such technology use.  This presentation provides a 
brief overview of various “student engagement techniques” I’ve employed in 
introductory-level physics courses – with most of these techniques having some link 
to technology – along with some useful “principles” that I have only recently been 
introduced to (even though they were published over 20 years ago!) which have 
provided an appropriate framework from which to view/assess my various 
techniques. 
 
 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
These two panel presentations are designed to illustrate how faculty, from different 
academic disciplines, find creative ways to engage students when teaching within our 
own discipline.  Since I tend to utilize more technology-based methods in my 
introductory courses, we opted to lead off with my part focusing primarily on 
technology-based methods for engaging students. Dr. Elizabeth Wells’ “The Show 
Must Go On” focuses on lower-tech methods, and in particular the use of narrative, 
for engaging students when teaching music. 
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It is tempting when presenting on this topic to simply launch straight in, and start 
listing/discussing the various kinds of technology tools I utilize in my attempt to 
enhance the engagement of my students with the physics concepts of my 
introductory courses.  However, I fear this would dangerously shift the focus too 
much onto the technology itself, and no teaching technology should be used for the 
simple sake of using the technology; instead, teaching-technology use should be 
based upon fulfilling some need (i.e. there should be some understood pedagogical 
value).  While this seems like a rather obvious statement, it remains true that it is 
often easy to be convinced into using some new teaching-technology tool based on 
its “cool”- or “wow”-factor, and this can interfere with our understanding of the real 
need for the new tool (or, indeed, if there is a need).  I have faced this question many 
times over the years – that is: “Am I using technology simply as a teaching gimmick 
(or fad), or do I properly use technology to enhance the learning environment in my 
class?” In the past, I have adopted several tools based upon my own ad hoc 
evaluation of their utility; however, this past summer, the Saint Mary’s University 
Center for Academic and Instructional Development (CAID) introduced me to a 22-
year old set of principles which are a perfect fit for providing a framework (based on 
educational research) to assess the impact (or potential impact) of a teaching-
technology tool.  Therefore, with thanks to SMU’s CAID, I would like to first 
outline these principles, and then review some of my own practices/techniques with 
reference to the principles. 
 
 
(RE-)INTRODUCING THE “7 PRINCIPLES OF GOOD PRACTICE IN 
UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION” 
The “7 Principles of Good Practice” were first published in 1987, and everything I am 
writing in this section represents what I’ve learned from the resources listed in 
Reference [1] (which are the resources SMU’s CAID pointed me to!).  These 
published Principles represent the result of several years of hard work, consisting of 
Task Forces, Study Groups, and Conferences, with input from USA and Canada.  
The project was sponsored at the time by the American Association of Higher 
Education (AAHE) and the Johnson Foundation in the USA.  The goal of the project 
was to provide best-practice guidance to faculty (and to universities), based on 
research, as to “what constitutes good undergraduate education.”1  For the purposes 
of this presentation, the Principles help us understand/assess our need (or not?) of 
using technology to engage students.  I can also make a side-note regarding the 
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ongoing relevance/impact of these Principles: they formed the research background 
for the development of the National Survey on Student Engagement (NSSE),2 in 
which several of our Atlantic Canadian universities now participate (this past year 
was SMU’s first year using NSSE).  With that said, let me list the 7 Principles, 
including only a brief comment regarding each. 
 
Good Undergraduate Education (quoting liberally from Ref. 1): 

1. Encourages contact between faculty and students. 
• Frequent faculty/student contact is the most important factor in 

student motivation and involvement. 
2. Develops reciprocity and cooperation among students. 

• Learning is enhanced when it’s like a “team effort” (rather than solo); 
good learning is collaborative and social (not isolated and 
competitive). 

• Sharing ideas, and responding to others, sharpens thinking and 
enhances understanding. 

3. Encourages active learning. 
• Learning is not a spectator sport! Students must talk about what they 

are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences, and apply it to 
their daily lives. 

4. Gives prompt feedback. 
• To focus learning, students need to “know what they know” and 

“know what they don’t know”; students need frequent opportunities 
to perform, and receive suggestions for improvement. 

5. Emphasizes time on task. 
• There is no substitute for “time on task”, which can be summarized 

in “equation form” ! (time + energy) = learning. 
• To do this, most students need help in learning effective time 

management. 
6. Communicates high expectations. 

• Expecting students to perform well creates a self-fulfilling prophesy; 
thus, “expect more …and you’ll get more”. 

7. Respects diverse talents and ways of learning. 
• There are many roads to learning – students need opportunities 

to show their talents, and to learn in ways that work for them. 
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The understanding of these Principles reflects that each Principle can stand on its 
own, but when all are present, their “effects” multiply to provide the best possible 
educational environment. 
 
 
PRINCIPLES TO PRACTICE: MY OWN EXAMPLE CASE (25 SEMESTERS 
OF INTRODUCTORY PHYSICS!) 
With these 7 Principles as a guide, we can reflect on what we already do in our 
classes, and try to understand if/how we are addressing the 7 Principles (and if 
technology tools are helping – or if new technology tools could help).  So … now I am 
ready to “launch in” and review various technology tools I’ve used in my 1000-level 
physics courses, and use the 7 Principles as a lens to view how (if?) these tools are 
effective at increasing student engagement.   My assessment of which Principles each 
of my tools are addressing may be different than how others would make the same 
assessment, but I will attempt the assessments nevertheless, and leave it to the 
reader to ponder whether they agree with my links to the Principles! 
 
The courses which I will be referring to are 23 semesters of the introductory-level 
algebra-based “Physics for the Life Sciences” sequence (from 1996-2007), and 2 
semesters of the introductory-level calculus-based “University Physics” sequence 
(2007-2008).  Throughout the teaching of these courses, the driving themes for me 
have been (prior to my awareness of the 7 Principles!): (i) to make as many resources 
as possible available to students outside of the classroom, to allow them to spend 
time – on their own time – with the course materials; and (ii) to remove as many 
“barriers” to learning physics as possible.  Since the beginning of my university 
teaching corresponds in time rather closely with the rise of the internet and the use 
of the world-wide-web as a teaching resource, it was natural for me to adopt the use 
of a course web-page very early on as a method to address my driving themes.  In the 
mid- to late-90’s, there was concern that requiring students to access the web for a 
course may in fact create an obstacle for students, however this obstacle seems now 
non-existent: I have surveyed my students at the end of each course, and none since 
1997 have indicated that accessing the internet presented a problem. 
 
Therefore, a useful way to review “techniques and tools” I use in my courses is 
through reference to the main links/icons on my WebCT (Blackboard" Learning 
Systems) course web-page – these links will direct us to the main tools. 
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1. Links to “Syllabus / Course Calendar / Schedule” and “Announcements” 
This may appear to be a rather simple start.  However, using the internet for 
frequent communication of logistical information is an important tool.  Not 
understanding, or not knowing, an instructor’s plan for the course, the deadlines, any 
“on the fly” changes, etc., often presents a huge barrier to learning for our students.  
Thus, frequent and easy-to-find communication of these issues goes a long way 
toward removing that barrier.  Now, to relate this to the 7 Principles, my view would 
be that this particular communication tool “Gives prompt feedback” as well as 
“Communicates high expectations” (since I expect that students will take the time 
and effort to monitor this information). 
 
2. Links to “Solutions to selected, illustrative text problems” and “Solutions to 
past and current midterm exams” 
Similarly, not understanding or not knowing an instructor’s expectations also present a 
barrier to student learning.  By providing access to worked-out solutions (usually my 
own hand-written solutions, ensured to be done in the same “language” as has been 
used in class) to both textbook and past-midterm problems, I hope to show students 
that physics is not “hidden, or trick, questions”, but rather a direct application of the 
concepts discussed in class, and thereby remove the “fear of the unknown” barrier.  
Identifying a specific Principle to link to this technique/tool seemed a little 
challenging for me, but I settled upon “Communic[ation] of high expectations” 
(since I am attempting to show them exactly what I expect of them on 
examinations). 
 
3. Link to “Lecture Notes/Highlights” 
Over the past few years, I have been trying to move farther away from a “traditional” 
lecture style of presenting physics material in class.  This move has been based upon 
results from the Physics Education Research community, which have demonstrated 
that students are better able to learn physics by engaging students with examples 
and/or physical demonstrations which lead into in-class problem-solving and 
discussion.  The ideal for teaching physics this way is discussed well in Reference,3 
and the associated textbook,4 which I have recently adopted at SMU.  I will say more 
a bit later about how I’ve been attempting to implement this non-traditional lecture, 
but at this point I can say that I definitely retain many aspects of a traditional 
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lecture: I project PowerPoint slides during class, which contain the main 
highlights/topics of what is being discussed, and during class discussion I write notes 
(or solve problems) on the front whiteboard (or, more usually, by writing on an 
overhead projector).  Thus, this particular link on my course website allows students 
simple access (before each lecture) to copies of the PowerPoint slides – so students 
can have this with them while taking notes during class itself.  However, this link 
actually goes further into my “tool kit” – also available online is a multi-media 
webpage for each lecture: each lecture’s webpage has an MP3-format audio-recording 
of the lecture, a scrolling text-translation of the audio with images of each 
PowerPoint slide which was being projected embedded in the scrolling text, and 
finally a “film strip” of the PowerPoint slides is displayed across the bottom of the 
webpage; by clicking on one of the slides in the “film strip”, the audio (and the 
scrolling text) skips to what I was saying during the lecture at the moment I 
displayed that particular slide.  In this way, students can go back and listen to all, or a 
specific part, of the lecture outside of class; frequently students will comment that 
“it all made sense when I heard you discussing this topic in class, but I can’t 
remember it clearly when it’s time to work on the homework” – this kind of multi-
media lecture posting let’s students hear again a portion of the lecture.  This is all 
made possible through collaboration with the Liberated Learning# Project team at 
SMU’s Atlantic Centre of Research, Access and Support for Students with Disabilities; using 
specialized software called “IBM ViaScribe”, developed by the Liberated Learning# 
Consortium,5 these multi-media webpages can be generated (as long as I remember 
to wear a microphone and properly record each lecture!).  An illustration of the 
webpage layout is shown in Figure 1, on the following page. 

Making the connection to the 7 Principles, this tool for making lectures 
available online seems to “Respect diverse talents and ways of learning”, by providing 
many different ways of experiencing the lecture (at least, some parts of the lecture).  
My attempts to move away from traditional lectures are linked to “Encourag[ing] 
active learning” – but more about this soon! 
 
4. Link to “Demonstration video website:” 
Like many instructors of introductory physics, I make frequent use of physical 
demonstrations for illustrating physics concepts.  As said earlier, I try to incorporate 
such physical demonstrations as way to avoid directly lecturing on a topic, but 
instead to allow students first an opportunity to become engaged in the material 
through discussing possible outcomes of a demonstration and making predictions.  
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With initial funding support from SMU’s CAID several years ago, I was able to lead 
the development of a “Physics Demonstration Website”6 which is now supported 
and maintained by Dr. Michael Dunlavy in the Department of Astronomy & Physics 
at SMU.  One of the motivations behind developing this website resource was to 
provide students with the opportunity to view again the exact same demonstration 
presented and discussed in class (using the same equipment, done in the same way).  
The web-posting allows students to review what was done in class, with 
opportunities to view in slow-motion and read extra interpretations.  This tool 
addresses the same Principles as the multi-media posting of the lectures – that is, 
“Respect[ing] diverse talents and ways of learning”, and “Encourag[ing] active 
learning.” 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 1: A “screen shot” showing the layout of a multimedia-format lecture 
webpage produced using IMB ViaScribe software. 

 
5. Link to “Clicker” registration website: 
One of the teaching technology tools which I adopted early is the “wireless personal 
responder”, or (as it is more commonly referred to) “clickers”.  I believe that clickers 
are a simple – but potentially effective – tool for removing barriers to learning by 
allowing students in a large class to communicate the level of their understanding to 
a professor … and thereby influence the direction of the lecture itself.  The tool itself 
is relatively straight-forward: each student has their own hand-held responding 
device (the clicker) which (in my implementation) allows them to answer multiple-
choice questions posed by the instructor; once all students have voted their 
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responses, a histogram displaying the distribution of responses appears projected on 
the screen.  In my implementation of this tool, I use the multiple-choice voting to 
allow the students to predict the outcome of an example or physical demonstration 
that I’ve outlined, and I allow (and encourage!) them to discuss their predictions with 
neighbouring students prior to deciding upon their choice.  How I proceed with the 
lecture depends on the results of this voting.  If many students have chosen one of 
the distracter-answers (which typically represent common misconceptions of the 
physics under discussion), then I spend time helping students to understand their 
misconceptions (following completing the example or demonstration, so they see the 
reality of the situation).  However, if most students converge on the correct answer 
at the outset, that informs me that I am able to move much more quickly through 
explanation of the material.  While there are some definite “logistics hurdles” related 
to using clickers in one’s class – which is why I had a link to a “registration website”7 
– I would like to avoid discussing those logistical issues, and the other potential 
applications of such clickers, and simply go back to relating my use of clickers to the 
7 Principles … I think that my use of clickers addresses 3 of the Principles: “Respects 
diverse talents and ways of learning,” “Encourages active learning” and “Develops 
reciprocity and cooperation among students”. 
 
6. Link to “Online Homework” website 
I made the move away from traditional paper-based homework assignments to 
individualized web-based homework over 10 years ago.  There were several 
motivations for adopting web-based homework, but the primary one was to be able 
to provide immediate feedback to students working on their assignment – rather than 
the traditional wait-times (one to two weeks) associated with handing in a completed 
assignment, and then waiting for the professor (or a TA) to grade and return the 
assignment.  The main ideas behind the web-based homework were: first to ensure 
that students received an immediate “right/wrong” response when they answered a 
question (and, then, provide multiple opportunities to respond in order to arrive at 
the correct answer); and, second to individualize each student’s assignments, so that 
each student’s assignment was different (but only a little different!) from each others.  
This type of software was pioneered within the discipline of physics, and for many 
years I used a package called CAPA (Computer Assisted Personalized Approach) 
developed at Michigan State University,8 this software has now expanded its 
applicability to several other disciplines aside from physics.  More recently, I have 
adopted the use of a package called MasteringPhysics$ from Pearson Education9 
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(this package has also been developed for chemistry, biology and astronomy).  This 
new “Mastering” web-based homework system has the additional feature of having 
the option to assign “tutorial based” questions, which can lead students through a 
particular ordering of answering questions (to guarantee they think about concepts 
in a specific order) and can also offer “hints” to assist students as they progress 
through the assignment; these “hints” are wonderful because they have been 
developed based on research/analysis of the responses entered by the many thousand 
students from across the continent using the system, with content-experts then 
developing “hints” to guide students away from those responses, and toward the 
desired response – exactly the kind of thing any good professor would do in a one-on-
one office-hours discussion with a student.  While such online homework does not 
replace such office-hours discussions, it definitely represents a drastic improvement 
when compared to traditional, paper-based homework, and it directly addresses a 
few of the 7 Principles: “Gives prompt feedback”, “Encourages active learning”, and 
“Emphasizes time on task” (the time students spend working on each question is 
tracked, and students are aware of how long, on average, all other students – from 
across the continent – have spent on the questions). 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS: WHAT HAS EXAMINATION OF MY “CASE STUDY” 
SHOWN US? 
Now that I’ve done a brief outline of several technology-based tools I use for 
attempting to enhance the engagement of my students with the physics concepts 
discussed in introductory-level university courses, I would like to conclude this 
presentation by reflecting upon the links to the 7 Principles of Good Undergraduate 
Education.  In the previous sections, I indicated which of the Principles I believed 
were being addressed by each of my techniques.  What surprised me during this 
exercise of creating the links between my technologies/techniques and the Principles was 
how difficult it was!  It truly required me to re-think each technique/tool to 
understand how (if?) my chosen method was truly addressing these seven best-
practice Principles.  Thus, I found this kind of reflective process helpful in 
identifying which of the 7 Principles I didn’t see being addressed (at least, not being 
addressed as explicitly as I might like) in my courses…for example, in my own 
reviewing and linking process, I did not explicitly link any of my listed 
techniques/tools to the first (likely the most important!) Principle of “Encourag[ing] 
contact between faculty and students.”  It could be argued that some of my 
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techniques indeed do address this Principle, I just overlooked the connection – but 
this argument leads me to my conclusion:  it takes thought, and often discussion with 
colleagues, to review one’s own teaching techniques and make assessments of how 
affective we are being at engaging students … this kind of reflective process is good 
and healthy – particularly when it comes to choices revolving around technology 
involvement in our teaching – and I believe these (now long established!) “7 
Principles” provide an excellent roadmap for review, and for improving, our 
undergraduate teaching. 
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ABSTRACT 
The famous musician Leonard Bernstein once said, “To teach is to believe in 
continuing.”  Sometimes that continuing is just the thing that also makes teaching 
difficult and dangerous.  On reflecting on several decades of teaching and learning, 
stories emerge that weave an interesting narrative of struggle, loss, growth and 
transformation.  These stories also show how the power of narrative, especially 
personal narrative, can prove powerful teaching and learning moments for students.   
 
 
 
 
When trying to think of how to encapsulate my teaching or what I think is 
important about teaching, so many memories, anecdotes, and stories came to mind 
that I started to conceive this talk as a series of scenes, scripts from various teaching 
and learning moments in my life.  I chose the title “The Show Must Go On” not 
because I think teaching is about showmanship, although sometimes in lecturing 
clearly it is, but because in so many of these anecdotes the feeling of forward motion 
was a continuing thread -- a kind of restless quality that infuses teaching and 
learning, the idea that whether it is the lecture, or the exam, we simply have to keep 
going, regardless of what obstacles stand in the way.  These three memories make up, 
for me, the essence of performing and how it relates to our teaching and our 
humanity. 
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TOPPER 
Human nature seems to dictate that people procrastinate whenever possible.  And 
my students tend to procrastinate about studying for exams, which is something that 
we have all done at one time or another. Cramming at the last minute, as we know, 
always makes things more difficult, and the material doesn’t really stick.  So one day 
it occurred to me, when we were talking about this, that it reminds me of the animal 
kingdom – animals are not that different from us, after all.  I used to ride horses, for 
a couple of years, taking lessons and jumping small jumps and doing little 
competitions.  And I always used to ride this horse named Topper.  Riding a horse 
like Topper through a series of jumps is a lot like trying to guide my students 
through a course: some parts – the preparation – are the really important part; a few 
times there is a hurdle that tests what you’ve prepared up until that point; and the 
jump itself, the exam, if you will, comes at the end.  If you have prepared properly, it 
is nothing, you hardly even feel it.  If you haven’t, it is the worst and most terrifying 
experience in the world.  Like in a course, when you are riding you always have to 
think about where you are in relation to the jump, the test.  When you go over one 
jump you immediately look at the next jump no matter where it is – you don’t look 
right in front of you, you don’t look back, you have to keep your eye on the next 
jump because everything you do from that moment on prepares you for next leap.  
Apparently the human head weighs about 10 pounds, which is a fair amount, and 
even turning your head gives a signal to the horse, who can feel your body and where 
you are putting your weight, so he knows this is the direction you are going next.  
Now the jumps aren’t arbitrary, any more than exam dates are arbitrary.  There is a 
particular distance, measured in strides, between one jump and the next, and so you 
start learning early that as soon as his feet come down on the other side of the fence, 
you start counting strides, 1,2,3,4,5,6 and then you take off over the next hurdle.  
Even if the horses are slightly different sizes, they will still measure out this number 
of strides between the fences, and it is your job to get them at the right speed and at 
the right angle that they take off one stride before the jump.  If you let them go too 
fast, they may jump long, take off too soon, and then you’re in the air for longer than 
you want to be and you come down hard.  On the other hand, if you are too slow or if 
the horse decides that you are not hanging on tightly enough with your leg (and they 
can tell this) he may decide to add a stride right at the last minute so that the jump is 
close; if you’ve already come up into your two-point position, leaning forward out of 
the saddle to release the horse’s head, then you are likely to be on the ground 
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because he’ll leave take off without you and hit you in the chin with his neck with a 
fair amount of force.  More important than the speed, though, is that you go straight 
to the fence, as straight on as you can, because then they don’t have to jump as far 
and they stay on course. 

Now, when I used to ride Topper, he was smart.  And he had figured out 
something, which is that if you are trotting around an arena all day, you can shave a 
lot of time off this endeavour and essentially do a lot less work if you cut the corners.  
So as soon as you come off a jump heading toward the end of the arena, you start 
cutting in so that the next jump is a little closer and you can take that many fewer 
strides in an average day.  The only problem with this, of course, is that you can’t 
build up enough speed, because you are not taking the right number of strides, you 
are not doing the prep work, and even worse, you come at the jump sideways which 
means you have to jump way longer and then risk running into the side of the arena 
or worse.  This is not comfortable for him or for you, but the horse wants to take the 
easy way out, so he will cut if you let him.  So if you approach your material the way 
you run a jumping course, designed the same way that there are even and logical 
amounts of material, and you keep the studying up, which means getting deep into 
those corners and taking the extra strides to get you up to speed, then you hit the 
obstacle – the exam - head-on, and it’s like you’re already there, and the beauty of it 
is that when you jump that way, you don’t even feel it, it is so effortless and so 
natural that it just feels like another stride on the course, except you’re flying.  And 
when you’ve prepared for an exam that way, it’s a game, its fun, like flying. 
 
 
THE SEQUEL 
I had a history class who was doing an analytical assignment, and by that I mean 
analyze music.  This happens sometimes in history courses, when you want the 
students to engage with the music directly, especially to get them to understand 
stylistic issues and why composers did things the way they did.  In this particular 
case, we were studying the Classical period and I asked them to analyze the last 
movement of a Haydn symphony, comparing it to what they already knew about 
sonata form, or sonata rondo form, two popular musical forms of the period.  Haydn 
was famous for taking this convention that everyone knew and playing with it, 
teasing the audience, giving them something unexpected and surprising.  Indeed, one 
of his symphonies is nicknamed “Surprise” because of just this particular quality.  He 
was a master at this. He’d do things you didn’t think someone could do, and make 
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them interesting, exciting for the audience.  So we’d already talked about what these 
forms were, and how they unfolded, and I asked the students to compare this 
unconventional movement by Haydn with others they’d studied.  It was a hard 
assignment for them, because they had only just learned the conventions, let alone be 
able to discern the subtlety and wit that Haydn brought to the form.  The resulting 
papers always started the same way:  in bar one, we’re in D major and we hear the 
opening theme.  Then in bar 8 there starts to be a modulation, and then in bar 16 we 
hear a new theme…” and on and on it would always seem to go, with no real direction 
to the paper or apparent interest on the part of the writer to really address what was 
going on in the piece.  This isn’t unusual, a lot of students do it that way, I’m sure I 
wrote analysis papers just that way when I was their age.  But it was deadly for me to 
read, and no doubt just as deadly for them to write.  They couldn’t seem to get the 
idea of what a sequel is, of what is interesting about playing with audience 
expectations to create something new from a convention. 

Most of my students have seen the Terminator movies, the classic science 
fiction film Terminator as well as its sequel, Terminator II.  So I say to them, if 
someone asked you how you liked the sequel, whether it was good, or what was 
interesting about it (which is essentially what I am asking them about Haydn) you 
wouldn’t say, “Well, we went on Wednesday.  And then we bought our tickets.  
Then we found seats.  Oh, first we bought popcorn.  Then we found seats.  Then the 
lights dimmed.  Then there was this scene where you see some fire and then the 
credits started to roll.  The first credit was for…”  I mean, no one would do this, 
people would think you were crazy.  They want to know how the movie was, how it 
measured up to the original, and they don’t want you to take all day over it.  Instead 
you’d say something like, “Well, remember in the first one, there are there two guys 
who come from the future, one of them is Schwarzenegger, the Terminator, and this 
other guy, and they are both looking for this woman, but you don’t know if they are 
good or bad, and Schwarzenegger comes in to this disco where she is trying to hide 
and he opens fire, and then the hero steps in and reaches his hand down to her and 
says “Come with me if you want to live.”  And then the rest of the movie is this giant 
chase scene as the Terminator tries to hunt them down.  And in the end they kill 
him but there is this idea that he can come back – so that’s the setup for the sequel. 

So Terminator II starts the same way, the two guys looking for a teenager, 
only this time one is a cop this time and the other is Schwarzenegger, the 
Terminator. The kid is a petty criminal, so he’s been evading the cop to avoid arrest. 
He doesn’t know what’s really going on, but this time they’re not in a disco but a 
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games arcade in a mall.  The cop is closing in on the kid, and so the kid goes out the 
back door of the arcade into this industrial hallway, and suddenly from all those 
lights and sounds and confusion of the arcade you are in this bright white silent hall. 
The cop is coming at him from one direction and you are thinking, “don’t run away 
from the cop, he’s going to save you”, and then suddenly the Terminator appears 
coming around the corner from the other direction, so the kid is trapped between 
them in this white hallway and he’s scared. And all of a sudden it goes into slow 
motion, this moment of terror.  Schwarzenegger has been carrying this flower box, 
you’ve seen him with it as he has been following the kid, and the lid drops open and 
these beautiful red roses start falling to the ground, slow motion, and inside the box 
this huge gun.  He’s walking toward the kid, and he yells “Get down” and the kid hits 
the floor and then Schwarzenegger shoots the cop and you realize suddenly in that 
second, he’s not the bad guy – he’s the good guy, and he’s just saved the kid’s life, and 
it’s the cop who’s the real terminator, and you’re sitting there with your mouth 
hanging open, and then Schwarzenegger reaches his hand down to the kid and says, 
“Come with me if you want to live” and the whole thing starts rolling from there, a 
giant chase scene again except this time all the conventions have been turned 
around, the Terminator is even scarrier, the stakes are even higher, and the ending is 
even more unexpected - and that moment is what makes it a great sequel. 

So just do that, I say, except, of course, you know, with Haydn. 
 
 
THERE ONCE WAS A GIRL 
It was one of those classes for first years when you need them to talk and you need 
them to get up on the board and work out problems, perform, make mistakes, be 
real.  None of them wanted to do it.  I don’t know if it was the newness of university, 
or that they didn’t know their peers that well, or that they just felt exposed that 
made them so reticent to speak up, to get involved.  I knew that many of them 
wanted to be music teachers some day, so I also knew that they had to get over that 
shyness pretty darn quickly if they were going to prepare themselves to be someone 
essentially like me.  That’s easy for me to say, I guess, because as most people have 
noticed I just won’t shut up.  We talked about this one day, and they said they just 
didn’t feel comfortable talking in front of other people. I thought they should 
understand what happens if you don’t learn to express yourself, if you don’t put 
yourself out there, so I told them the story of a very talented woman I’d known, who 
I’d gone to school with and who I worked with, to illustrate what would happen to 
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them if they didn’t overcome this reticence. “We were in the same program,” I 
explained.  “Music History at U of T. And we all had to do presentations, like you do 
- 15 minute presentations or 30 minute presentations.  And of course conversation, 
class discussion was expected, too.  This woman (really a girl then, I guess) was 
doubtless the quietest person in class.  Didn’t matter what the subject, didn’t matter 
what the context.  She was so painfully shy that when actually forced to say 
something every once in a while she would blush profusely and had difficult making 
eye contact with everyone; basically it was painful to behold.  I don’t know that it 
affected her marks negatively, but there was no question that this woman had a very 
difficult time communicating with other people, just talking.  She must have excelled 
in written work because she ended up graduating at the top of our class, but it wasn’t 
on street smarts.  It annoyed everyone else in the class, because they always put 
themselves out there. I often wondered, “What will happen to this woman?  What 
happens to people like that?  Do they just work from home and end up watching the 
shopping channel?  One of the few things you can do with a history degree is teach, 
and she wouldn’t be able to do that, that’s for sure – even when she does a 
presentation its written out, she can’t extemporize. And what else do you do with 
this degree?”  As fate would have it, we worked in the same industry, in the same 
radio station, one of the few things you could do with music history.  It was a good 
job and yet there were the same problems – in a staff meeting, in a departmental 
meeting, completely scared to say anything, to address a problem, to communicate to 
other people.  Again, it was annoying, especially for those who are used to pulling 
their own weight, who put themselves on the line, who contribute.  Once it was clear 
that the radio business in classical music was on the downswing, what other options 
could there be? No chance of promotion, likely, no chance of ever supervising 
people, because that itself demands that you confront, that you challenge, that you 
direct – hell, that you inspire when you get to a certain point.  And again, there 
weren’t that many career options that someone like her would be able to pursue.  
What would a job interview be like?  How did she manage to get this job anyway?  
And I wondered, “There but for the grace of God go I …what is ever going to 
become of that poor woman?” That’s kind of when we parted ways, I went to grad 
school, and she…” And so I left it there, with that warning ringing in their ears, that 
reminder that just studying hard was never going to be enough. And after a few 
moments of silence, someone asked what they were all wondering, “So what did 
happen to her?”  “That woman stands before you today.” I said.  And then there was 
some more silence. 
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I don’t think I’ve ever decided to be a teacher.  I don’t think that I am a “teacher,” 
really, in any sense that I understand that term.  I just know that there are some 
things I feel compelled to do.  I don’t always want to teach, I don’t even like doing it 
much of the time.  But I have to do it, I have to keep going, and I honestly don’t know 
why. Maybe that’s why I tell my students on the first day of classes, “There are only 
three things I can ever do for you: guide your research, tell you the truth about your 
work, and try to make you think something you’ve never thought before.” I don’t 
know if that’s really teaching, but it is honestly the only thing I can do. But I do 
know that, for whatever reason, I will never be able to stop doing it. 
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Dare to Go Naked in the Classroom? 
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ABSTRACT 
I understand that there are potential resource implications to my institution’s increasingly 
frequent invitations to me to interact with large classes of students via clickers and screen.  
I also understand why some instructors might accept.  Similarly, I understand why there 
are concerns that we might not be able to reach today’s students without technology, 
and why some students might agree. However, the following paper tries to help 
others understand why for me, in my particular discipline, walking into a classroom 
with nothing but text, knowledge, and enthusiasm--figuratively, teaching naked—is a 
responsible choice, one made on pedagogical, philosophical, and practical grounds. I 
choose to funnel the teaching in my classroom through the discussion process, 
unmediated by technology, because it seems to me that one of the dangers of our 
time is that our students have grown up in a technological environment that not only 
allows but actively encourages anonymity. One of the objectives of all my courses is to 
help students grow into the idea of themselves as competent, responsible critical thinkers.  I 
think it is important that they take ownership of their ideas and learn to negotiate emotional 
and intellectual differences with conviction but also with genuine curiosity about and 
respect for opposing views. As I describe below, I find two particular teaching strategies 
(Designated Speakers and TOGS) useful in my efforts to to make my course a safe space 
where students feel comfortable taking the risk of public discussion.  
 
 
 
 
The odd title for my presentation at the 2008 AAU Teaching Showcase popped into 
my head the moment I looked at the Session Themes. Headings like “First-year 
Experience,” “Retention: Mythbusters,” “Active Learning Strategies,” “Beyond the 
Classroom,” “Technology and Retention” all referred to interrelated issues that had 
been tumbling around in my mind for some time as I pondered memos from multiple 
offices at our institution, articles in pedagogical publications and my usual 
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newspapers, and postings in web forums of various kinds, all within the context of 
day-to-day chatting with both colleagues and students.  For me, the session themes 
coalesced in an issue that had been concerning me for some time: an apparent 
institutional assumption that is often asserted as fact–that it is impossible to teach, 
engage, and retain today’s students without the nexus of teaching and technology. 
Like most of us, I am delighted with the many benefits that the wonders of 
technology have brought to both our classrooms and our private lives.  However, I 
also sometimes worry that our unquestioning appreciation for technology is 
contributing to a problem in the contemporary educational institutional culture: the 
repeated assertion that we cannot teach, engage, and retain today’s students without 
technology may be leading to the imposition of a one-size-fits-all institutional 
template on our classrooms (whether systemically or via the panopticon effect, since 
individuals and societies often internalize perceived “rules”).  

Many of us would agree, I suspect, that engaging students is not only 
essential to educational achievement, but is also a continual challenge. Certainly over 
the years some of us have probably walked out of an unusually subdued class and 
joked, in a tone of bewildered desperation, that we would not have caught their 
attention that day even if we’d danced naked round the lectern. Today, however, 
with the growing institutional emphasis on technology in the classroom, some of us 
might joke with an equal mix of levity and desperation that going into a classroom 
without technological aids–equipped with nothing but a textbook, knowledge, and 
enthusiasm–is the equivalent to walking in naked; we’re still running the risk that we 
won’t catch the students’ attention, and that we will have put ourselves into the 
vulnerable position of being ignored or, worse, mocked by our students (not to 
mention by our colleagues, perhaps). So the question I wanted to address in my AAU 
session was whether trying to reach Millennial students with nothing but text, 
knowledge, and enthusiasm--figuratively, teaching naked--was still a worthwhile risk 
or simply a foolhardy choice. 

In the wrap-up questions at the end of my session, one member of the 
audience asked if my decision to teach “naked” was a philosophical choice or merely 
a practical one. I replied that it was philosophical, but, upon reflection, I would say 
that, for me, it is both, depending upon how one defines “practical.” What happens 
inside our classrooms does not take place in a vacuum; we teach and our students 
learn within the specific cultural/historical moment, and technology is very much a 
part of that, for good and for ill.  I want to funnel the teaching in my classroom 
through the discussion process, unmediated by technology, because it seems to me 
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that one of the dangers of our time is that our students have grown up in a 
technological environment that not only allows, but actively encourages, anonymity.  
The rest of us, too, have grown accustomed to this electronic world in which we do 
not have to take the time to formulate our thoughts with sensitivity to the context, 
where we can say what we want, in whatever way we want, without having to claim 
ownership of our ideas or accept responsibility for any consequences of how we 
express them. The results are all around us, seen in the policies that some schools 
have now formulated to try to discourage cyberbullying, seen in reports by veteran 
newspaper columnists of the astonishing lack of civility in the many anonymous e-
mails or web-posts now rapidly fired off at them, and seen in the anonymous postings 
on the public forums that the CBC and most newspapers now run, where scurrilous, 
inaccurate speculation about people or events in the news sometimes beggars belief.1 

If I believe, then, that university education does not take place in a vacuum, 
as a professor of English literature–a subject that involves not just “what” is said and 
“why” but also “how”–I have to consider my responsibility to my students and the 
level of public discourse in our society.  If I teach at a public institution in a province 
that has, according to Statistics Canada, one of the lowest literacy rates in the 
country, does this enter at all into what should be my responsibility to the 
institution, to the province, and to the students I encounter in my classrooms (many 
of whom are the first in their families to attend university)? If the University of New 
Brunswick (UNB) draws upon a wide range of student abilities as well as, 
increasingly, upon students from other provinces and countries, what is my 
responsibility to try to help the level of the discourse in my classroom accommodate 
all of these potentially different needs and interests?  Throw into the mix the fact 
that the specific subject matter I teach–modern British literature–is bound to expose 
students in my courses to material that is not just intimidatingly unfamiliar, but also 
sometimes shocking, divisive, and offensive, offering a variety of approaches to sensitive 
social issues, often using experimental techniques that can themselves seem alienating.  In my 
view, the nature of our contemporary world and UNB’s specific context add up to my 
responsibility as an English professor to do everything I can to make my classrooms a place of 
intense, risk-taking discussion, where students can learn to explore a wide range of ideas, 
including controversial ones, and can learn to express their views, taking ownership while 
acknowledging not only the right of others to disagree, but also the potential benefits differences 
of opinion can bring. 

In this situation, then, I have decided, on both philosophical and practical grounds, that 
walking into a classroom naked–with nothing but a text, knowledge, and enthusiasm—is not a 
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foolhardy choice but a responsible one, a risk worth taking because it allows me to engage my 
students as active participants in both the discipline and the larger society.  It is also, I believe, a 
choice that can offer today’s wired (or wireless) students an intriguingly unexpected, enjoyable, 
and potentially perspective (or life) altering experience. In the remaining part of this article I will 
try to put this choice in context by describing my objectives, a few simple principles behind 
them, some straightforward tools used to achieve them, and sample reactions from students 
over the years, including the recent Millennial cohort. Two caveats should, however, be 
emphasized at the start. The first is that I am not against using technology in the classroom, 
merely wary of what I see as an apparently growing assumption that technology is always the 
most appropriate way to teach in the contemporary university and also that it is the only way to 
teach successfully.  The second caveat is to stress that what is described here is not offered as an 
all-purpose model, since we all have to consider differing factors in making our pedagogical 
decisions. The ideas to be described here have worked well for me in classes of varying sizes and 
levels, from small, specialized seminars to general classes of 50-60 students, and, modified, in 
first-year service courses with numbers in the 110-120 range. (Colleagues in English and in some 
other disciplines have also borrowed and successfully adapted both the Designated Speakers 
and TOGS strategies that I describe below, and I am certainly willing to try to provide more 
information. Should anyone have questions, drop me a line at daustin@unb.ca.) 

Since my AAU session and this article are all about trying to show how one can engage 
and retain students, even today, without technological aids, perhaps it makes sense to establish 
first how I interpret the overall Showcase theme of “Teaching to Engage and Retain.” Obviously 
individual explanations might vary, and institutional definitions would certainly bring more 
factors into play. In my use of the terms, however, to “engage” my students means to create the 
conditions that foster an atmosphere of exchange in the classroom. This exchange necessarily 
involves the sharing of my knowledge about the subject matter with them, but it also involves 
their taking on the responsibility of sharing back with me how they are re-shaping this 
information as they process it, adapt it, and move it forward in new directions. Their 
participation leads to “engagement” because it makes the learning experience simultaneously 
enjoyable and challenging, and this engagement leads to “retention” as I define the term. That is, 
because, through their participation, students come to see themselves as partners in the 
educational process, the outcome of the course is that the transformative collaboration between 
students and professor does not stop when the course ends. The teaching techniques described 
below, then, attempt to engage and retain by addressing not just what students learn, but also 
how they learn. If the techniques are effective, they will influence not just the present classroom 
experience, but also the future, as the students continue to incorporate the course information 
and course processes in what and how they contribute to the world in their own spheres. (The 
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other direction of the exchange means that what every group of students teaches me today will 
similarly affect my classroom practices in the future.)  

In other words, for me, retention is not limited to the kind of short-term definition 
that may often make it to the forefront of university committees and budget processes. To 
retain students is, quite simply, to teach them in a way that engages them now so that their 
course knowledge will help them make conscious choices later, whatever career paths they 
follow. Of course, I cannot be sure at the time whether or not I am succeeding. Departmental 
commentary forms and Senate Student Opinion surveys provide a quick snapshot of the likely 
success, but some of the most powerful feedback arrives later, usually in unexpected, random 
ways, such as out of the blue e-mails, chance encounters here at home or in other provinces, or 
comments from complete strangers with connections to former students. Such feedback has 
taught me that every time I walk through a classroom door I am, in effect, touching the future 
in ways I have no idea of, but since there is no way of knowing beforehand which students may 
end up which day being affected by which element of the class, my goal has to be to teach every 
class and every student all of the time, as if this is the day that will make the difference. What 
follows is a description of some strategies I find useful in helping me try to achieve this objective. 

Teaching “naked”–with only a text, knowledge, and enthusiasm–is my primary overall 
strategy, and the lynchpin is student participation. However, as one of my first-year students 
once wrote in a lengthy course evaluation, “If marks are to be awarded for class participation, the 
environment to which students are subjected should FACILITATE, not hinder, their ability to do so.” Her 
comment reinforced the impression I had already formed from observing student behaviour 
over the years: when students are unresponsive, it’s my job to figure out why and see if I can alter 
that reaction. So how do I try to create the conditions that foster participation? The choice to 
teach without technological props means that I focus my attention on trying to create a safe 
space for exploration and growth--intellectual, emotional, and social–through every detail of the 
course design (which includes not just what happens in the classroom but also what happens on 
assignments).  My choice also forces me to consider how I am going to make my classroom a 
desirable space, a place where students will want to be present physically and mentally, will want 
to engage in the learning process, will not want to miss anything that might take place there, 
because they will believe that everything that might happen in that space matters. 

To set the tone of a course that students will want to participate in because they 
perceive it as a space designed for them, all course materials, large or small, must explicitly serve 
as teaching tools from the start.  So I try to present my typical course outline as more than a 
regulatory document; it is designed as a helpful, comprehensive document, offering background 
on the general discipline area and on specific works (what I call “maps” to the course content), 
suggestions on how to approach the subject matter, all the term’s essay topics in a context of 
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research/analysis, and numerous one-page “tip” sheets with, for instance, further research 
resources, writing advice, sample analyses, a helpful marking key targeting common problems, 
and an informative assessment tool I call TOGS (below). Even the necessary regulations are 
fitted within an explanatory framework that shows how “rules” are not just about warnings and 
consequences but also about suggested strategies for success in the course.  Essay regulations, for 
example, are formulated both as an attempt to teach students an awareness of responsible social 
interaction and to assess their comprehension of course content. Since I consider the essays an 
integral part of the course’s learning process, not just part of the assessment, I tackle the need to do 
all of them from two different angles.  The rule that a missing paper (defined as one more than 2 
weeks late without prior consultation) will not only automatically earn an F itself but will also 
produce a final grade of F for the entire course, even if all other work has been at the A level, 
proves that I mean what I say when I talk with them about why and how the essays are an 
essential part of the learning activities in the course. This might strike some as Draconian, but, 
interestingly, since I have stipulated this rule, I have never had to invoke it.  All papers are given 
copious comments to reinforce the message that students’ efforts to do their work, no matter 
how late, will always be met by my efforts to help them improve. As well, because I want the 
students to view their essays as learning tools, not merely as assembly-line tasks, I also put in 
writing a promise that they apparently find startling: no request for an extension will ever be 
refused, as long as the request is made before the paper is overdue. Although some might 
shudder at what could lead to irresponsibility on the students’ part and scheduling chaos for me, 
this policy has never been abused.  In fact, my students seem to consider it an ethical contract; in 
return for what they see as my courtesy in recognising the pressures they are under not just from 
academic workload but also from part-time jobs (and, as they are the first to admit, sometimes 
from bad judgments to do with their social lives), they reciprocate by trying to give me adequate 
notice of needed extensions and their best work, done on the realistic deadline they have drawn 
up, rather than dashing any old thing off just so that they can tick the relevant box on their to-do 
list. 

Building a classroom where students feel comfortable participating from Day 1 requires 
discussion of the comprehensive course outline to demonstrate how regulations are part of 
learning strategies, but the outline needs to both reassure and challenge them with regard to 
course content as well. For instance, the course description can directly confront the kinds of 
societal or personal pressures that might stop students from engaging with the texts. Whether I 
am teaching poetry or fiction, at the introductory or senior level, I try to start the classes by 
discussing with the students certain societal practices or beliefs likely to have conditioned many 
into a degree of skepticism--even hostility--towards the subject matter we’ll be studying (many 
students distrust poetry because they have learned to see it as a  “riddle” to which only teachers 
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hold the “key,” and they often distrust fiction because they know it is considered by many as 
“mere escapism” from the world of important “facts”).  By acknowledging upfront how unhappy 
previous experiences with reading or how societal views might lead them to approach their 
coursework reluctantly (with hostility or boredom) or defensively (with fear and dismissal), from 
the very start I can help students perceive my classroom as a place where dissenting views can be 
discussed without stigma (I can also start to change their minds, I hope, an outcome that would 
be much more difficult to achieve without first acknowledging the validity of their feelings).  
Even the smallest administrative details can help reduce student anxiety about participating in 
the learning process: when I switched from providing the syllabus in list form to presenting it as 
a single-page table (what I call “your life at a glance for the next 4 months in this course”), 
students pointed out why they liked the change. The simplicity of a single page showing 
immediately what sections of which works would be covered when, as well as essay deadlines, 
apparently grounded them from the start by providing a reassuring sense of control over the 
term’s work.  

The final course-opening technique I find helpful in constructing a classroom where 
students want to be engaged from the beginning is an anonymous introductory survey to learn 
about their experiences with my subject area, as well as their social, personal, and academic 
values. Sample questions like the following ones allow me to acknowledge the lives my students 
have outside the classroom and integrate that awareness into my teaching: “Why are you taking 
this course?  Do you expect/hope to get any specific experiences, knowledge, skills, etc. from it?   
What have you most liked/disliked about poems/novels that you have read, whether in high 
school, university English classes, or on your own? What have you most liked or disliked about 
English courses you have taken before? What is your favourite relaxation/activity/hobby/sport? 
What is the most important thing in your view academically? Personally? For society or the 
world generally? If you could make one suggestion that you think might help make this a more 
enjoyable or a more informative class, what would your suggestion be?” This survey helps me 
teach the whole student and every student because it provides information that I can use to 
shape the delivery of the course in inclusive ways; also, because in the next class I share a 
summary of the survey data, the results immediately help to create a sense of cohesion while at 
the same time highlighting the diversity, all adding to the sense of the classroom as an open, 
curious forum where we are all different but still all on the same team, with the same goals of 
education and enjoyment. 

The spirited discussion by professors and graduate instructors that was evident at my 
AAU session, where a few stanzas from Tony Harrison’s poem “V” served as catalyst to 
demonstrate the kind of participation that is also the goal for my first to fourth-year classes, 
offered some clues as to why I think making the classroom feel like a safe space for discussion 
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from the beginning is so crucial. The poem’s obscenities as well as its racist and misogynist 
diction were representative of the disturbing material often encountered in the contemporary 
literature I teach, and two brief examples from AAU participants give an idea of the range of 
very different “outraged’ reactions also likely to occur in my classroom: “I can’t believe you allow 
language like this in the classroom; at my former company any employee using this kind of language would 
have been fired!” and “I can’t believe how everyone is focusing on the swear-words or the sexist ones; did 
nobody notice the swastika?” In my particular field of English literature, the texts serve as both the 
specific course “content” the students learn and the “instrument” through which they begin to 
take responsibility for how they express their ideas, whether inside or outside the classroom, 
now or later. Because of the participatory format of my classes, my students are exposed not just 
too controversial material but also to the often contradictory views that result from the diversity 
of knowledge, personalities, experiences, socio-cultural backgrounds, and opinions among their 
classmates. I view part of my responsibility as not only helping students to understand in 
complex ways how the language used by novelists and poets shapes our reactions to their works 
and to the issues they write about, but also helping them to understand how in similar ways the 
language we all use in our daily interactions can misrepresent our ideas or distort how others 
respond to what we say.  Encouraging students to evaluate and question all comments (whether 
from their peers or from me) and to support or rebut ideas with logic, clarity, persuasiveness, 
passion–always courteously–helps them grow into the idea of themselves competent and 
responsible critical thinkers. Learning to avoid the degeneration of discussion into personally 
offensive or intimidating comments, my students learn how to negotiate emotional and 
intellectual differences about important issues; they learn to express themselves with language 
that reflects not only its own convictions, but also, equally important, genuine curiosity about 
and respect for opposing views. In other words, student participation is crucial to the process 
that will help them learn about specific literature and language and acquire tools of critical 
understanding and communication that they can build on in the future as they deal with life’s 
complexities. 

I said earlier in this article that I view teaching as an exchange, and certainly every 
technique I use in the classroom to try to make it a space where students will feel motivated to 
learn by participating and by trying to improve has originated in and evolved through listening to 
them and reflecting upon what they share about their struggles and interests: what motivates, 
engages, or alienates them? In addition to trying to get the students onboard from Day 1 
through the design of the course materials, I find two other specific strategies play a role in 
helping to make participation the norm in my classes and mitigating the adversarial feeling that 
can dominate a classroom because everyone knows that the professor holds the power of 
grading work.  The first I call Designated Speakers, the second, TOGS.  
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Designated Speakers is the current result of my various attempts over the years to 
ensure student participation in my courses.  As an enthusiastic (and some might say naive) 
beginning professor, I just assumed that if I was successfully conveying my passion for my 
subject and the great fun I was having while teaching, students would leap in to play, too, since 
most of us are attracted to what seems like a pleasurable experience. Although student 
comments keep me convinced that passion and pleasure do carry a powerful appeal for many 
and I am still enthusiastic enough that, as I sometimes joke, I would find it impossible not to 
enjoy myself even if discussing my subject with a stump, I quickly learned that something more 
was needed if I really believed that knowledge that other people share with us is merely borrowed 
until we make it belong to us by our own involvement in the process–in other words, if I 
really believed that education should be a collaborative experience. Because I wanted 
to hear the voice of every student, I experimented with various strategies, including a 
“Ticket to Learning” system. All students handed in a small number of brief, informal 
commentaries, on their own schedule, on material as yet unexamined in class. This 
worked reasonably well since it allowed me to hear from every student and to offer 
comments and encouragement, but problems gradually became clear. Students often left 
their required tickets until the last few weeks of term, thus losing the chance to benefit 
from feedback, and the system created, in essence, numerous private conversations 
between me and individual students, robbing the class of the involvement that can 
happen from the energy (and chaos) that occurs when there is a collective exploration of 
ideas.  

In search of a better method for encouraging classroom participation and 
engagement with the literature, I moved from the private conversations of “tickets” to 
the public forum of Designated Speakers, the assigning of specific students at the start 
of each class to lead off the next day’s discussion. This is a straightforward but carefully 
thought-out response to possible obstacles to participation, and although at first glance it 
may seem merely a timetabling routine, it functions as a system, creating a course 
atmosphere conducive to student involvement because it creates a structure that is 
perceived as the norm, thus integrating participation as classroom practice from the very 
beginning. No longer do I have to worry about the gamble from course to course that 
occurs when student willingness to speak is affected by class size, group chemistry, or just 
individual personalities; as a former first-year student explained on a course evaluation, 
students might not speak for a variety of reasons: for many students, the study of English 
literature is a daunting task.  Many have not the slightest clue what to think when presented with a 
poem or short story.  Others are hesitant to voice their ideas for fear of being ridiculed or thought to be 
a ‘keener’.  Other students may simply be shy of speaking before a group of students, and if not, they 
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may be thinking: ‘Why should I speak when the rest of the class isn’t?’ As a daily routine, 
Designated Speakers not only avoids such problems, because there are always some 
students ready to start, but also, by breaking the ice, the technique invites other students 
in (there are always a few who want to respond immediately). As the lead-off speakers 
offer their comments and others react, I try to quickly jot a key point from each 
contribution on the board so that as a class we build a meaningful shape out of the various 
comments offered; in other words, I do some on-the-spot restructuring of my intended 
lecture-points around those the students are raising. Because the system is so embedded 
in how the course functions, it demonstrates to the students in a concrete, consistent 
fashion that their contributions are essential to the collaborative learning process. As a 
result, as the students see their ideas validated by being incorporated into the class, they 
feel empowered and motivated to participate as both assigned and unassigned speakers; 
speaking in class thus comes to be seen as an “opportunity to share” ideas with their peers 
and me, rather than as a “task to do.” 

Teaching strategies, of course, are always a work in progress, and colleagues who 
try the Designated Speakers strategy always adapt elements to suit their own objectives, 
but there are a few basic points that I have found help it work effectively. For instance, in 
the course outline I try to explain the system in considerable, supportive detail, and 
possible approaches are suggested in case students feel bewildered. Grade credit is 
assigned to prove that this participation is valued, and all students are guaranteed a 
minimum number of speaking slots in the term. There are various ways of covering the 
logistics of this, depending on class size, and procedures and expectations must be clear 
from the start. (I follow the course-list alphabetically and allow students to defer their slot 
by a few days if their schedule is swamped; if they miss their slot due to illness they can 
either offer a comment by e-mail for sharing with the class or request a make-up slot, but 
it is their responsibility to arrange either option.) Those few who are really uncomfortable 
about public speaking are offered the alternative of arranging e-mail responses for me to 
share with the class (interestingly, I have only encountered this situation twice, both 
times in the last two years). To facilitate impassioned engagement, I emphasize that this 
is not about formal presentations, merely opening comments of any kind to get discussion 
started. Speakers are given the freedom to focus on any approach of their choosing and 
reassured that emotion can often be the first step in the analytical process because it can 
be the catalyst to figuring out which elements in a work have influenced us to have the 
particular reactions of why, and how.  (Providing this freedom may involve some risk for 
the professor; I confess that a few years ago I was floored about how to find a useful link 
when a first-year student volunteered as his comment on a World War I poem by 
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Wilfred Owen only two words, “Pink Floyd,” and when I rather desperately sought 
elaboration, he added, “The Wall”). On the other hand, giving students latitude increases 
the likelihood that they will choose something about which they feel passionate and it 
demonstrates that I trust and value their critical thinking, an expectation they usually try 
to live up to (even “Pink Floyd” opened out into a useful discussion of how art can subtly 
create a sombre mood). Finally, based on experience, I would add that it’s also helpful to 
assign a few “focus” areas for everyone to think about for next day to make it clear that 
responsibility for discussion cannot be left by the rest of the class to the designated 
speakers alone.  

The thought-provoking literature in my courses forces students to confront 
important questions about human relationships and social issues, as well as about the 
power and uses/abuses of language. On a personal level, it challenges students to think 
about emotions, actions, choices, and responsibilities. Particularly frustrating for many is 
the fact that after raising all these big questions, this literature refuses to provide 
definitive answers. Instead, it raises questions that force us all to think for ourselves, but 
not all by ourselves, because the Designated Speakers strategy provides a route into 
passionate discussion that encourages collaborative thinking. Of course, this learning 
strategy does not focus only having students engage passionately with provocative 
material, but to do so publicly, for all the world to hear and judge, and I recognize the 
risk, both personal and intellectual, that this requires of my students. This is why my 
opening remarks stressed the need to use every part of the course design to construct the 
classroom as a safe space, a place conducive to such risk-taking.    

Designated Speakers as a teaching technique involves some personal and 
intellectual risks for instructors, too, since it requires the ceding of both some professorial 
“authority” and some precious classroom “informing” time. Just as I have chosen to walk 
into my classrooms without any protective aids of technological wizardry, I have also 
made the choice to sacrifice being able to depend upon the pages of my carefully planned 
lecture as my guarantee that I will cover all key points as intended. Student discussion 
often heads in unexpected directions, and it is my responsibility to do some speedy 
juggling, making quick judgments as to what needs to be kept and what can be dropped, 
what crucial elements can be linked to the students’ comments and how, etc., all the while 
guiding the contradictory directions the class discussion may be taking, since it is also my 
job to make sure students do not leave class feeling they have had a lively but totally 
disconnected, confusing session. In other words, the adrenaline-fuelled conditions of the 
Designated Speakers teaching and learning strategy ensure that I will need to be just as 
engaged in the classroom as I desire my students to be. 
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As I have mentioned previously, however, engagement and retention are not 
influenced solely by what occurs in the classroom. Like participation itself, they are 
affected by the overall tone of the course, and in my discipline, a necessary part of that 
tone is shaped by what happens outside the classroom, particularly in the form of 
assessment via essays.  As a result, I have come up with a favourite teaching aid that I call 
TOGS (=Thought, Organization, Grammar, and Style), which serves not just as an 
assessment tool, but also as a teaching, learning, and motivation strategy all in one 
package.  

TOGS, like most of my teaching techniques, developed as a response to student 
reaction to what I was already doing.  In my first year of teaching, a student angrily 
questioned me for two hours about what she considered an unfair essay mark. I had 
written many explanatory comments on her essay and I added more during our 
discussion, but she left my office clearly unconvinced.  That unpleasant experience 
persuaded me that I must be doing something wrong.  After much reflection, I decided 
that my marking was sound but that I had not formulated my criteria clearly enough for 
either my students or myself. Thinking carefully about what qualities were reasonable 
expectations in an English essay at the university level, I decided that in addition to 
providing numerous concrete comments on student essays, I would develop a multi-
component mark. The four-category TOGS structure means that each internal TOGS 
grade lets students see at a glance an essay’s areas of strengths and weaknesses. There is 
also a fifth mark, the final grade, which is deliberately not a mathematical average but 
holistic to show that writing is not merely the sum of its parts (in “real” life, 
communication is judged persuasive–or not–as an integrated, overall structure). As I 
explain TOGS and its representative subcategories at the beginning of a course, I stress 
that this is not an all-inclusive list, but an attempt to help students understand the kinds 
of typical elements likely to influence my evaluation as I read their essays.  

TOGS is always evolving. At the start, it accompanied the first set of returned 
essays so that students could understand how their papers had been assessed. However, 
that reactive scenario has become a pro-active one. My expanded TOGS now includes 
writing tips and I hand it out in the first class so that students can use it to strengthen 
their work as they write. Also, student feedback has led me to incorporate a sixth mark. 
When a paper is borderline between UNB’s letter grades, I provide a range mark, such as 
BB+.  Students tell me that when I cross one grade out and put the remaining one in a 
circle as the final mark, they get useful information for the next paper. The BB+ that 
becomes a B encourages them by showing how close they are to the next level, and the 
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BB+ that becomes a final B+ serves as a warning that this precarious B+ could easily tip 
downwards. 

Designed not only for assessment but also as a teaching/learning aid to help 
students quickly target their essays’ strengths and problems, TOGS has turned out to 
have motivational benefits as well. According to students, it gives them a sense of control 
over their results and encouragement to keep trying.  Because TOGS allows students to 
see marking as information to help them strengthen their skills, rather than as mere 
punishment for getting things “wrong,” it helps re-shape the adversarial positions so easily 
constructed in assessment and so helps me meet my objective of teaching “the whole 
class”–trying to spur all students to want to become “the best they can be,” whether their 
work is normally in the C/D or the A range. As a struggling student cheerfully explained 
to me at the end of a course, even though her essays had remained at C, she had stayed 
motivated because she had noticed improvement in one internal category, reassuring her 
that she was improving in her grammar, even if her other areas still needed work.  But 
TOGS can also help motivate able students to surpass levels previously thought 
satisfactory. One student with traditional strengths found herself disappointed with lower 
grades in my class than she was used to, but as she later wrote, “Although initially I felt you 
were harder on me than any other professor, I felt that the grades awarded to me were deserving and 
fair....School has always come easily to me, and you taught me what it is to work hard for something.” 
The TOGS approach, then (which is infinitely adaptable to any field because the 
principles behind it make it work, not the specific components), by allowing assessment 
to be seen as helpful feedback rather than as mere “judgment,” contributes, like 
Designated Speakers, to the overall tone of the course as one where professor and 
students are on the same team, with shared goals and interests. 

At the end of my AAU session, audience members handed in a survey, and I 
noticed that my first question about why people attended the conference/this session 
drew various responses about wanting more information to enhance teaching, such as tips 
on how to lecture less and make the classroom more collaborative.  However, one reply 
occurred repeatedly: curiosity about how (and perhaps whether) one could engage students 
today without technology. This recurrence suggests to me the power of that institutional 
assumption I mentioned at the start of this article, the one that seems to suggest that 
technology is necessary to teach successfully in the contemporary university because it is 
the only way to engage contemporary students. I disagree. In my view, engaging students 
in the classroom requires nothing more sophisticated than a genuine desire to create the 
conditions conducive to student participation as part of collaborative learning. As 
someone heavily involved in mentoring in my Department (I helped start our first official 
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mentoring program and also do an annual presentation for future Teaching Assistants), I 
am often asked about strategies for persuading students to be responsive.  My reply is 
that, in my view, creating an engaged, collaborative classroom has as its foundation 
straightforward components: knowing all of our varied course objectives, designing all 
elements to contribute to these, recognizing and delighting in the privilege of being able to 
participate in our students’ intellectual growth, respecting our symbiotic relationship with 
students the way coaches and conductors realize that their successes are intertwined with 
those of their teams and orchestras, and listening to our students–not only to their 
comments but also to what they say by their actions–so that we are always actively 
considering how to improve the course experience for all of us. 

Can I support the case that it is possible to engage and retain students without 
technology, simply by building the classroom around their participation? I believe so, and 
would offer as demonstration only a few examples of many comments that I think prove 
the point. Some long-term evidence, from students in my courses years ago: one who now 
runs a company with a budget of $4 billion keeps course quotations on his desk and 
contacted me to say,  “At a time when virtually all others, including myself, had written me off to 
mediocrity you saw something behind my poor grammatical mechanics. You gave me more and it has 
made a lasting difference.” Another let me know that my course had given her the courage to 
realise her life-long dream of working with the disadvantaged in underprivileged 
countries: “I was admittedly a little quiet but you always encouraged me to be confident in who I 
was and what I was capable of doing.  THANK YOU!!!  I have taken those valuable lessons and run 
with them.” A third wrote to inform me that “Your classes were always interesting and inspiring 
and your counsel always gentle and supportive.  I have been teaching English in BC for the past 11 
years and believe that I owe you a great debt of gratitude for my success in keeping my classes alive and 
interesting”; another teacher let me know of an effect that will continue: “We all go through 
life with different strengths and abilities, but everyone is capable of success in their own way. You 
taught me that an educator’s approach to teaching can greatly affect the growth of students.   . . . I have 
realized that making errors is just a wonderful opportunity to begin the learning process, and with 
learning comes growth in every aspect of life. These are just a few of the lessons I will pass down to my 
students.” As a final, startling example, at the Canadian Congress academic conference a 
few years ago, a chance encounter with a former student in the university cafeteria led to a 
surprising public testimonial in front of my lunch colleagues (and everyone else in the 
room), as this student loudly announced to all that he had acquired the courage to change 
careers by recalling my course, where, with determined effort, he had succeeded in 
working his way up from initial D grades. 
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The fact that these declarations came years after I had taught these students 
testifies, in my view, to their engagement and retention, but in case that length of time 
also leads anyone to argue that this is no proof of contemporary engagement because 
today’s students are different, I’ll offer some feedback from more recent students. One 
from another Faculty, who took only a required course with me, has recently headed to 
medical school, from where she has written to ask about a couple of course quotations she 
vaguely recalls but wants to use in her Ethics class, as well as in an extracurricular 
campaign for free speech on campus: “It's funny how much stuff I still remember from your 
English Class 1000.  As I said before, I learned not only about ‘English’ and how to write proper essays, 
etc, but more importantly, I learned many ‘life lessons’ that have been conveyed through literature.” 
Similarly useful in revealing how today’s students can still be engaged by allowing them a 
role of authentic participation in the learning process is the selection below from a 2008 
Departmental course evaluation.  

The form’s questions about things like what the instructor should change or 
keep, about what the instructor does that is most or least helpful to student learning, 
about whether evaluation is helpful,  etc. elicited not a single comment about technology, 
although a number of students were “wired,” using laptops in class for note-taking.  
Instead, students were almost unanimous in their comments on the kinds of things that 
engaged their attention and motivated them to learn.  For instance, they responded 
enthusiastically to having their collaborative role built into the course:  “Creative – 
designated speaker system is great!” “Sort of a ‘one on one’ feel with designated speakers, which is very 
helpful.” “Discussion in class was very encouraged.  Student comments proceeded and led instructor 
comments so that the pace changed as needed for each poem.” “Explains things thoroughly, very 
approachable, encourages participation.  I feel that Dr. Austin made the classroom a very positive 
environment where everyone felt comfortable and comments were never viewed as wrong, she 
accepted all ideas as long as they were backed up which is really cool b/c I hate when profs shoot down 
answers/responses.  Also I love how poetry was connected to real life situations.” “Yes, she makes 
students comfortable to ask questions and participate without feeling stupid.”  They also viewed the 
assessment techniques as non-adversarial: “Very helpful;  TOGS is an effective system.” “You 
could tell that she put a lot of effort into marking.” “Definitely à many clear suggestions for improving 
one’s writing.  Her plentiful comments are much appreciated and a great part of the learning process.” 
“à  gives great feedback on papers so we know how to improve next time.” “Encouraging with 
appropriate praise, very concrete ways of improvement suggested.” “Yes.  Offered specific editorial 
comments on my essay and handed out sheets of hints/tips for better writing in general.” “Very helpful.  
I love how you provide comments even on late essays.” It was also clear from their comments 
that students find it easy to feel engaged when they believe that the professor is engaged, 
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too: “It is VERY obvious that she cares about her students.  It is an amazing feeling.” “She is nice, so 
it is easy to listen, plus, she’s passionate, so captures your attention.” “Umm, You really do care about 
your subject, and about us as students and I think that more than anything else is most helpful.”  And 
when students feel engaged, they are willing to take on responsibility for their own 
learning: “I found the class thought-provoking, and was always jotting down questions I wanted to 
find the answer to.” “I will always remember what I have learned in this course.” “I really loved the 
class and I didn’t think I would.  As it turns out, I like poetry.”  One student went even further, 
sending me a note after graduation that demonstrated the way that engagement leads to 
long-term retention: “I was in school because I knew it was something I ‘had’ to do. . . . your 
enthusiasm . . . opened me up to actually appreciating what I was learning and it drove me to actually 
wanting to learn for myself and not because it was something I should do. Although I love to talk a 
lot, I was very shy speaking in class and I feel that your courses definitely allowed me to achieve that 
sense of comfort through the positive vibes you send to all your students. Your classes . . . allowed me to 
relate what I have learned to aspects of every day living which have made me to grow and become 
what I believe to be a better person.” 

The experience of seeing students respond enthusiastically to efforts to help 
them be active participants in their own education is not unique.  However, I find that 
being a “pragmatic idealist” helps me stay motivated about helping my students, because 
although I know that while it may be unrealistic of me to assume that I can reach every 
student, all of the time, it is equally important for me to always teach as if I think I can, 
because then I will be astonished to see how many students reach out to meet me in the 
learning process. As I explain in training sessions I do for future TAs, effective teaching 
doesn’t just “happen” and it’s not merely a case of some having a knack for it and others 
not.  Although some luck may always be involved in anything we do in life, successful 
teaching is the outcome of hard work and motivation and a combination of academic 
expertise, careful planning, and continuing analysis of goals and techniques and their 
influence on student reactions. We all have different personalities and we can teach 
effectively from any of them, with a little thought and effort, just as we may all carefully 
reason our way toward different choices about using technology in our classrooms.  The 
key to student engagement, with or without technology, it seems to me, lies in the 
amount of thought that goes into our choices, and my worry is that institutional 
pressures, some of them based on stereotyped assumptions and some of them originating 
in financial or societal rather than pedagogical reasoning, are today substituting at times 
for our careful decision-making as educators. Ironically, while working on this piece I 
received one more of many e-mail solicitations to change my teaching approach, this one 
from a company that makes clickers, assuring me that “the decision is simple.”  If I want 
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to make my classes “more interactive” all I have to do is decide to use “the fastest-growing 
classroom response system in higher education.”  After all, as the website implied when I 
followed the link, the system must be the best way to teach, because the facts speak for 
themselves: this clicker has been “adopted by thousands of faculty and used by more than 
700,000 students in less than two years” and, I am assured, “There is almost no learning 
curve” so I can “be up and running in front of hundreds or even thousands of students in a 
matter of minutes.”2 

Although I can certainly understand the resource implications that might lead 
educational institutions to argue, like this company, that I would be a more successful 
teacher if standing in front of thousands of students, technologically equipped to interact 
with them via clicker and screen, as I said at the start of this paper, I see my pedagogical 
responsibility in my discipline differently and I design my courses accordingly. I work 
hard to construct a classroom where students feel safe enough to allow themselves to get 
caught up in passionate discussion of sometimes awkward issues with both me and their 
classmates, in the process learning to articulate their positions and their reasoning in the 
public glare, learning to ardently defend their positions without being discourteous to 
those with opposing views. Thinking about this, I guess I would say that this means that 
my metaphor of nakedness has undergone a transformation from my early teaching days 
when I might have occasionally joked about it as a desperate but futile tactic to try to 
engage the attention of a subdued class. Now, when I talk about daring to go into the 
classroom to teach “naked,” equipped with only text, knowledge, and enthusiasm, I see 
the metaphor as a response to a challenge: the assumption/assertion that I can’t possibly 
succeed in engaging the attention of today’s students in such a bare state, without 
technological aids. In fact, I would argue, by inviting my students to share my belief in the 
magic produced when minds reach out to meet, by asking them to risk participating in 
the intense engagement of our classroom discussions, I allow them to see how we are 
jointly constructing the classroom as a transformative space for collaborative learning. We 
recognise that we are all taking the risk of nakedness, of vulnerability, but together, and 
perhaps that is why it seems to work so well. 
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ABSTRACT 
Engaging students while providing them with the necessary linguistic and critical 
skills as a foundation for further exploration are the principle challenges for those of 
us who teach disciplinary Introductory courses.  My own response to this challenge 
has been to develop and implement what I refer to as a ‘pedagogy of play.’  The 
pedagogy of play is grounded in the assumption that since some of our earliest 
learning takes place in and through the kinds of loosely structured everyday activities 
that constitute “play,” these kinds of “playful” activities can be used as a means to 
engage students with the kinds of processes and practices that constitute critical 
inquiry.  This paper outlines "Lego Day(s)" a strategy I developed to provide students 
with a concrete context in which the abstract concepts ‘culture’ and ‘society’ could 
come to life. Because there are as many possibilities as there are ways to play with 
Lego, I have come to perceive these exercises as quintessential examples of a 
pedagogy of play. 
 
 
 
 
“Let my play be my learning, and my learning be my playing”  
- Johann Huizinga, Homo Ludens, [orig.] 1938. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
I begin by providing some of the contextual background for “Lego Day(s).”  Over the 
course of the last decade or so I have come to characterize my teaching and learning 
processes as a “pedagogy of play.”  Some will argue that "play" is by its nature 
frivolous and thus antithetical to the very serious kinds of learning that should take 
place in university.  We are, after all, teaching people the concepts and skills that 
they will need in order to become professionals (like ourselves).  We have invested a 
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lot of time and energy in becoming experts in our disciplines and we are quite serious 
(and often quite passionate) about the disciplines we work in.  In this context, I use 
the term play to refer not to some specific activity or type of activity, but rather to 
denote a quality of mind, a pattern or style of interaction that shapes how I approach 
teaching and learning.   

Play is a process in and through which I endeavour to engage with my 
students, with the curriculum, and through which I invite my students to engage 
with me and with the ideas, perspectives and frameworks that are the discipline(s) 
that I teach.  Play, although it has a clear beginning and a clear ending, tends to be 
relatively unstructured; it offers the possibility of working individually or collectively 
and is often less directly competitive than is "game".  Play can be very serious, but it 
can also be fun.  Thus, a pedagogy of play opens the possibility that learning can be a 
pleasurable experience.  In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom 
hooks (1994) points out that academic work on critical pedagogy and feminist 
thinking about radical pedagogy rarely addresses the idea that the university 
classroom should be an exciting place.  

“Excitement in higher education was viewed as potentially disruptive of 
the atmosphere of seriousness assumed to be essential to the learning 
process.  To enter classroom settings in colleges and universities with 
the will to share the desire to encourage excitement was to 
transgress.  Not only did it require movement beyond accepted 
boundaries, but excitement could not be generated without a full 
recognition of the fact that there could never be an absolute set 
agenda governing teaching practices.  Agendas had to be flexible, had 
to allow for spontaneous shifts in directions.  Students had to be seen 
in their particularity as individuals ... and interacted with according to 
their needs” (hooks, 1994:7). 

 Working from the perspective of a pedagogy of play offers the kind of quality 
of mind, or relation to the situation, that positions me to be able to do all of the 
things that hooks outlines above.  Unlike games, which tend to have specific rules 
and roles for players, play opens us to the possibility of shifting between multiple 
roles in any given interaction.  In play, the focus is on the actors, or the players, 
which makes this similar to a student-centered pedagogy.  A focus on the players 
means that the curriculum or the task is not the only priority in the room at any 
given moment.  That opens the space for what my friends who teach in Elementary 
school classrooms refer to as the “teachable moment;” those moments when 
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something happens that is not necessarily about “today's lesson” but that offers the 
possibility for students to learn something that is fundamentally important.  A 
pedagogy of play shifts the focus from the course content per se, to the 
teaching/learning processes, which both models and facilitates critical thinking 
practices and processes.   
 The following quote, also from hooks (1994), is part of what inspired me to 
begin talking about a pedagogy of play:   

“Teaching is a performative act.  And it is that aspect of our work 
that offers the space for change, invention, spontaneous shifts, that 
can serve as a catalyst drawing out the unique elements in each 
classroom.  To embrace the performative aspect of teaching we are 
compelled to engage audiences, to consider issues of reciprocity.  
Teachers are not performers in the traditional sense of the word in 
that our work is not meant to be a spectacle.  Yet it is meant to serve 
as a catalyst that calls everyone to become more and more engaged, 
to become active participants in learning” (hooks, 1994:11). 

 As so often happens, much of the teaching I have done over the past several 
years has been in Introductory courses.  This is often the case for contract and/or 
relatively new faculty in most departments.  Perverse though it may seem, I derive a 
great deal of pleasure from teaching Introductory courses.  One of the central tasks 
of any Introductory course is to provide students with a working understanding of 
the key concepts for the discipline. In many instances, as in Anthropology and 
Sociology, the abstract concepts that provide the core of the disciplinary vocabulary 
are complex, used differently inside the discipline than in everyday language, and are 
ubiquitous in everyday conversation.  Engaging students while providing them with 
the necessary linguistic and critical skills as a foundation for further exploration are 
the principle challenges for those of us who teach disciplinary Introductory courses.  
 
 
IT’S IN THE DOING: LEGO DAY 
Lego Day was originally designed as a single-class exercise to introduce my students 
to the concept of culture and to demonstrate how culture is itself a social process.  
However, it was such a success, that I have now expanded it to at least two classes so 
that we can also use Lego constructions to talk about society, institutions, social 
practices and social structure.    
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 The original Lego exercise involved dividing the class (Introductory courses 
in my department are capped at 50 students) into about ten groups with five students 
per group.  Each group is given a bag of Lego that contains approximately sixty 
blocks with a relatively even distribution of shapes and colours in red, white, blue, 
yellow and black.  The students are instructed to: work together, build something, 
use all the blocks.  Once each group has made something, we unpack the exercise by 
looking at what each group has made, talking about how they worked together to 
make it, and comparing the similarities and differences between the various 
constructions now in the room.  Each group describes what they have made and talks 
about the process they used to get there.  We note the similarities and differences in 
processes across the classroom: how some groups separated the colours as their first 
task; what “work together” looked like in each group; how some groups were all 
hands on with the piece and some groups started with a division of labour (this last 
conversation is useful down the road when we want to talk about the division of 
labour in various social/cultural contexts). 
 This exercise gives me an opportunity to model the operations of metaphor 
at the same time that it brings the concept of culture as a human accomplishment 
into focus.  In these classes, Lego Day becomes a metaphor for culture as the 
product of human social interactions in a given context.  We can then talk about 
such things as cultural materialism, cultural diversity, and group dynamics as part of 
“unpacking” the exercise itself.    
 The success of Lego Day itself inspired me to add a second Lego exercise 
designed to explore social institutions and social structure as interconnecting 
networks.  For this exercise, each colour represents a different social institution:  

• red = economy 
• white = religion 
• yellow = family 
• blue = education 
• black = polity/political form   

The instructions for this exercise are also are quite brief: work together, use all the 
blocks, and build a representation of society that models how these institutions fit 
together. 
 Once again, we take a tour around the room and each group describes what 
they have built and indicates how their construction represents society.  This process 
opens the space to talk about which institutions are the foundational elements of our 
society by asking such questions as: what have they chosen to build; how are the 
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institutions represented in this? This is a moment in which I can also introduce 
theory as both sense-making strategy and organizing framework by looking at the 
implications of which institution(s) are understood to be most foundational in their 
representations and connect that to the foundational assumptions in various 
theoretical frameworks.  In some instances, groups have built a structure with 
economy as the literal base; this provides an opportunity to talk about materialist 
theories of society and social structure. In one group, the students left all the pieces 
loose in the bag and simply shook it about to indicate that all of the institutions 
interact with one another simultaneously in a given context; a truly post-structuralist 
representation. 
 The two exercises outlined above are by no means the only possibilities for 
incorporating Lego as pedagogic tool.  There are as many possibilities as there are 
ways to play, which is how I have come to perceive the Lego exercises as 
quintessential examples of a pedagogy of play.  Although the basic parameters of the 
exercise remain stable from one class to the next, the outcomes from the 
performances often open the space for very different kinds of conversations in each 
classroom setting.  In every instance, the play with the Lego blocks becomes the 
foundation for playing with the ideas and concepts.  This process itself often creates 
a foundation for engaging students with the material, with each other, and with the 
classroom as a site for pleasure; it also fosters a sense that learning can be something 
more than accumulating facts.  As a part of a pedagogy of play, Lego Day is a way to 
think outside the blocks. 
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ABSTRACT 
The last day of a course can seem rushed, stressful, or anticlimactic, but it presents 
such a rich opportunity for an instructor, a chance for integration, transition, 
reflection, and celebration.  This essay suggests twelve ways to make that last day 
count.  
 
 
 
 
I love last words, closing lines.  As one who spends her working life in the storied 
world, I appreciate the power and the responsibility of a really good ending.   

Our university and college courses and programs have a lot in common with 
stories, don’t they?  Our heroes, the students, have multiple obstacles to overcome, 
companions and guides they meet along the way; they cover some familiar and some 
new territory.  Aristotle reminds us that all stories need a beginning, a middle, and an 
end.   But while no good storyteller would neglect an ending, university and college 
instructors often overlook the rich potential of that stage of the educational story.  
Courses end with a whimper, not with a bang; degrees simply stop, with only a robed 
ceremony – the ritual equivalent of tacking the words “The End” to the last page of a 
novel or the last frames of a film – to mark completion.  Where are the surprise 
endings, the invitations to look back, to see the whole story again, this time with new 
information, fresh eyes, and a new lens? Where are the promises of a sequel? 

What happens if we think of our courses as narratives, as stories in which 
some of the most powerful and meaningful moments are at the end?  What happens 
if, when we plan our classes, we start with the ending in mind and plan backwards?   
I’m going to argue that both instructor and institutional attention to endings is 
necessary to help millennial students make sense of and make good use of their 
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education.  I’m going to talk about those endings in terms of four principles that 
John Gardiner and Gretchen Van der Veer outline in The Senior Year Experience as 
the four corners of a good senior year experience:  Integration, closure, celebration, 
and transition. I want to suggest that, even when the larger structures of a senior-
year experience are too diffuse for one instructor to manage, most of us have the 
power of a last class that can serve as a microcosm for educational endings.   

 I’m afraid I didn’t have a lot of good models to draw on from my 
undergraduate experience.  The final class and final week were occasionally focused 
on the exam – the real closure for the course, I guess – and those were the days 
before evaluations of teaching.  But I do remember one truly memorable conclusion 
to a class. 

It was a course entitled Introduction to Philosophical Problems.  The whole 
course was team taught and structured as a term-long argument between two 
professors, each of whom took an opposite side in huge philosophical questions – the 
existence of God, the ways we know the world, the meaning of life, etc.  It was 
riveting.  Ken Bain’s What the Best College Teachers Do urges us to think of starting 
classes with the big questions and this course was the big questions.  The last class 
probably gave us some exam review, but I don’t remember that.  What I remember 
was the two of them ‘fessing up to which side of which argument they really believed 
in: wonderfully satisfying as a way to remind us about each big question.  We were so 
curious about which one of them truly believed in God (neither, by the way).   But at 
the end, one of the two talked about what all this meant, why it mattered – and he 
ended the class with a passage from TS Eliot’s “Little Gidding,” from which I get 
part of my title: 

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 
Through the unknown, unremembered gate 
When the last of earth left to discover 
Is that which was the beginning; 

And I swear I can still see him holding the thin volume in one hand and gesticulating 
wildly with the other as he read these last lines.   

When the tongues of flame are in-folded 
Into the crowned knot of fire 
And the fire and the rose are one.  
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I cannot pretend to have understood completely Dr. Tomkow argument but 
I knew he was talking about passion and reason, combining thought and feeling in a 
way that could make our lives better and richer.   He was hinting at the greater uses – 
not mere mercenary ones -- to which we could put what we’d learned.  More than 
that, he was suggesting a greater beauty in what we were doing than we’d thought of 
before.  This was, to borrow Parker Palmer’s words, teaching that takes. He writes Our 
teaching will never take unless it connects with the inward, living core of our students’ lives, 
with our students’ inward teaching.”  And this was “teaching that took” in the very last class.1 
 But, of course, that is a lot to expect.  Many practical considerations restrict 
our ability to host truly memorable last classes.  Time and the tyranny of content 
press on us.  What haven’t we told them?  Have we missed days to snow or sickness 
and need to make up for lost time?   Even if we have paced ourselves and are ready 
for a good ending, some students (in some cases, many) choose not to come to the 
last class, desperate to complete assignments, study for exams, or are under the 
misapprehension that nothing of importance will happen.  And of course, they’re 
tired, we’re tired – we all have too much happening at the end of a term, and perhaps 
we’ve all had just about enough of each other by this point.   

That’s why planning for that last class is important, planning long before 
we’ve run out of steam.  When I can, I try to figure out the end before I start and let 
students know what sorts of things we’ll do on the last day.  Hopefully, when they’re 
making difficult decisions about the use of their time in those last days before exams, 
they may be more likely to choose to attend.  But once they’re there, it really does 
have to be worth their time.  The kinds of useful and memorable things one can do 
in that last class are endless, but here are a few, and I’ve grouped them according to 
Gardiner and Van der Veer’s four principles of integration, closure (or reflection), 
transition, and celebration.     
 
 
I. INTEGRATION 
This is what most of us consider when we plan a last class: a review before an exam, a 
way to remind ourselves about what we’ve done and how it connects.  In a typical 
                                                
1 Vianne Timmons and Brian Wagner point out that much has been written on ways to begin 
a university or college class, but the literature on last classes is sadly lacking.  Even a quick 
look through handbooks to college teaching shows the disproportionate amount of attention 
given to good beginnings over good endings.  McKeachie’s Teaching Tips and the most recent 
edition of Barbara Gross Davis’ Tools for Teaching are notable exceptions. 
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review class, instructors might ask students to prepare questions, go through their 
syllabus to remind themselves of what they’ve covered, or just listen to the professor 
talk through the major points of the course.  If there is an exam, there might be talk 
about the structure or focus of the exam itself.  I like to ask students to share their 
exam or study strategies.  Here are a few ways to help students pull together the 
threads of the course:  

• The Empty Exam: In the second-last class, students get a copy of the final 
exam – without the actual questions.  They review course material and come 
to the last class with their own version of the final that they can exchange, 
talk about, or submit sample questions.  If your course permits, some of the 
well-constructed questions could turn up on the final.  In addition to being 
an active review technique and an encouragement to study together, the 
exercise may relieve some exam anxiety by making the exam’s structure 
visible. 

• Jeopardy: If you do an internet search for “Jeopardy” and “template,” you’ll 
find multiple sites that offer PowerPoint versions of the game for teachers.  
Write your own questions, and use the game to review important knowledge 
from the class.  Small prizes are always fun.   

• Snowball questions:  Alice Cassidy of UBC’s Centre for Teaching and 
Academic Growth showed me this one:  Students can bring their questions 
for the end of term, written on a small piece of paper. During the class, they 
can ball the paper up, and throw it in the direction of other students. Each 
student scrambles to find a snowball, read the retrieved questions and, if they 
can, answer them.  If they can’t, the whole class is called on to try to answer 
the question.    
 
 

II. CLOSURE 
Gardiner and Van Der Veer write about the importance of closure at the end of a 
degree: that sense of a satisfying end, one that pulls threads together, wraps things 
up.  I also like to think of the importance of reflection at the end, the chance to 
think about not just what we’ve learned but also how we’ve learned it and how our 
thinking, attitudes, assumptions, or expectations have changed.  Here are some ways 
to encourage that reflection and enclosure:   

• Expectation cards: Timmons and Wagner write about this exercise, which 
does require planning. Start the course on the first day by asking students to 



55 Murray / End With A Bang, Not a Wimper         

write their expectations (perhaps also their fears) on an index card.  I usually 
make these anonymous, shuffling them on that first day, and, in a small- or 
medium-sized class, ask other students to read the cards aloud.  Each student 
has a chance to speak on that first day, though not with the responsibility of 
sharing his or her own fears or expectations.   Hearing the cards gives me a 
good chance to address some fears and to talk about which expectations we 
can meet and which we, perhaps, can’t.  But then I keep the cards, and, on 
the last class day, students get their own again.  They are then invited to 
reread their own cards and talk about whether those early expectations and 
fears had been met or realized.  Students are encouraged to reflect when they 
are reminded of where they had begun.  

• Letters To The Next Class:  Another really good way to ask students to 
reflect on their own experience of the course is to ask them to write a letter 
to a member of the next class.  They can offer advice, encouragement, and 
their own experience or anecdotes.  In essence, in the letter they can write 
what they wish they had known when they started the course.  (And then you 
have a ready-made first-class activity for the next time you teach the course.)  

• End Where You Began:  If you began the first class with a big question, a 
story, an inspiring idea, bring out that same lecture again at the end.  I now 
start my children’s literature class, for example, with a mini-lecture on “How 
J. K. Rowling Changed the World,” and I begin the last class with that same 
lecture. 
 
 

III. TRANSITION 
Of course, even when there is a sense of closure, the end of a course ought to be a 
beginning as much as an ending, pointing the way to what comes next, either in the 
program or in the world.  So where will students take what they’ve learned? How 
does the experience fit the rest of their educational lives?   How does it matter in the 
world beyond the classroom?  A last class can help make that transition.  

• Next Courses and Professors:  This is sort of the “if you liked this course, 
you’ll love . . . .” category.  Introduce the courses that students must or might 
like to take next, and if schedules allow, introduce the instructors and allow 
them to say a few words.      

• Invited Speakers:  Invite a speaker who works in the field, who has worked 
through the program, or who can speak to the way the material you’ve been 



56 Murray / End With A Bang, Not a Wimper         

working with matters in the world.  The idea is to remind students that the 
purpose of the course has not been an exam and that its meaning goes 
beyond the grade or even the degree.    

• Human Resources Canada’s Essential Skills: HRDC has determined nine 
essential skills for the workplace – such as writing, working together, 
numeracy, working with documents, etc. Students can be invited to talk 
about the ways in which the course has addressed some or all of these skills.  
This is an especially pleasing exercise in those courses – like mine – in which 
the career applicability of, say, Renaissance poetry may not be immediately 
apparent.    
 
 

IV. CELEBRATION 
And finally, a good class deserves a celebration.   

• Awards Ceremony:  In a first year class, students are encouraged to 
nominate each other for awards based on their contribution to the class; in a 
300-level course in which students read Paradise Lost, a very difficult and long 
poem, each student gets a certificate marking the accomplishment.     

• A Celebratory Video:  “Youtube” is my new best friend.  It could be moving 
or humorous, but an appropriate video clip can pull the course together.   I 
love anything from Taylor Mali (see http://www.taylormali.com). 

• Music and Food:  I once heard a claim that all human gatherings need music, 
food, and dancing, and while I haven’t managed the dancing yet, some music 
and food, ideally something connected to the course material, help make a 
last class a true celebration.  Of course, like any of these suggestions, this one 
has to be tailored to course size, subject, or level:  for example, I have bought 
Turkish Delight for a class of 50 (it’s the candy the White Witch uses to 
seduce in C S Lewis’s The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe), but when that 
class blossomed to 200 the next year, the cost became prohibitive.    

And with any of these possibilities, we do find ourselves sometimes constrained by 
university policy on student ratings of teaching:  my preference is to administer them 
the week before and to leave the last class for other things. 
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CONCLUSION 
So, in a perfect world, our last classes would be spaces for looking back and looking 
forward, for pulling together what we’ve done and for seeing its place in a larger 
context, for seeing where it can go and why it matters, for seeing how we’ve changed 
and where we see ourselves taking this experience.    Neglected or overlooked or 
maligned though it sometimes is, the last class offers a particularly powerful place to 
query and examine and ponder, and to make our teaching take, through some 
combination of integration, reflection, celebration, and transition.   What we want 
are endings worthy of the rest of our courses, so that we can end with a bang, not a 
whimper.    
 
  
REFERENCES 
• Bain, Ken.  What the Best College Teachers Do.  Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2004. 
• Eliot, T.S. Four Quartets.  London: Faber, 2001. 
• Gardner, John and Gretchen Van der Veer, ed.   The Senior Year Experience.  San                           

Francisco: Jossey Bass, 1997. 
• Gross Davis, Barbara.  Tools for Teaching. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993.  
• McKeachie, Wilbert J., Marilla Svinicki, Barbara Hofer.  McKeachie’s Teaching 

Tips.   New York: Houghton Mifflin, 12th edition 2006. 
• Palmer, Parker. Courage to Teach.  10th edition.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 

2007. 
• Timmons, Vianne and Brian Wagner.  “The Last Class.”  The Teaching Professor, 

February 2006.   
• Human Resources Department Canada.  “Essential Skills” 

http://srv108.services.gc.ca/ english/general/Understanding_ES_e.shtml 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 



  Ryan / “Who Dun It?” …       59  

Who Dun It? Engagement and Problem-Solving Through 
Forensic Techniques 
 
Anne Marie Ryan 
Earth Sciences Department, Dalhousie University 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
Most of what we know and understand in every field of study, we know and 
understand because someone bothered to wonder why,  tried to solve a problem, or 
establish a protocol suitable to the scenario in question.  This  essay examines the 
use of forensic approaches to engage students in looking at a discipline through new 
eyes as they work through cases that require a variety of thinking and analytical 
skills.  Whereas we as teachers are cognizant of the need for critical thinking, 
forensic approaches can provide us with a tool to broaden a student’s thinking 
repertoire to include divergent and creative thinking as well as critical thinking.  
Forensic approaches encompass the principles of good teaching, and the processes 
involved can be directly linked to a range of cognitive skills.  And  it’s fun - for the 
students and for us!  Even in the first class, we can set up a scenario linked to our 
discipline that requires students to think “outside the box” as they use detective 
techniques to track us down, for example.  
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Have you ever found yourself attempting to solve a mystery, figure out the 
conclusion to a book you are reading before the end, find yourself trying to solve a 
puzzle, or second-guess the ending of your friend’s story?  If so, in this way you are 
like many of our students who have an innate interest in solving puzzles and finding 
solutions.  We may be aware that students love to solve a puzzle, but we have 
content to cover, so little time, and besides, we commonly struggle with a number of 
aspects of student learning as we teach.  Among the most universal concerns 
regarding student learning, we might include the following: (a) How do we help 
students not only become critical thinkers, but also use critical thinking in their 
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approach to learning? (b) How do we engage students so they can move beyond their 
current understandings to new depths of understanding and clarity, and to transfer 
what they learn in one class into another?  (c) How do we encourage students to 
move from surface thinking to deep thinking?  (d) Can we inspire students to move 
towards new ways of thinking, so that the discipline can move forward? And (e) How 
we can encourage students to become independent learners?  We know the content 
of our discipline, and the way of thinking within our discipline, however as experts, 
we are often lost in how best to help a novice think effectively within our discipline.  
One way in which we can help awaken new sparks of interest in our students is 
through some of the ideas and principles used in forensic approaches. We can create 
scenarios that require students to engage in the kinds of thinking we would like to 
encourage, using the content knowledge we want them to know, and perhaps 
organize their thinking and communication in ways we rarely see in a more 
traditional approach to the discipline through this avenue.  This discussion focuses 
on the possible use and benefits of considering forensic approaches in our teaching 
as a means to engage students in the learning, and in thinking in systematic and novel 
ways as they move through their learning. 
 
 
THINKING (RE)DEFINED 
Plato contended that “Thinking is the mind talking to itself.”  This principle serves 
us well in higher education, where we aspire for a reflective component to students’ 
thinking.  If we go a step further, we frequently declare that we want our students 
engaged in critical thinking.  Perhaps we even hint that we would like to see 
divergent or creative thinking as well.  In order to begin to achieve these lofty wishes 
for our students, we need first to consider what we mean when we refer to these 
various “types” of thinking.   

Much has been written on critical thinking, however for the purpose of this 
paper, the summation of Scriven and Paul (1987) is adopted: 

“In its exemplary form, it [critical thinking] is based on universal intellectual values 
that transcend subject matter divisions: clarity, accuracy, precision, consistency, 
relevance, sound evidence, good reasons, depth, breadth, and fairness.” 

This definition provides a worthy goal, and in order to reach it, perhaps it is useful to 
consider Kuhn’s (1998) developmental model of critical thinking - we should not 
assume that our students are developmentally “ready” for what we expect of them in 
terms of critical thinking, but rather, we should find ways to help them through their 
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developing thinking processes.  In other words, we need to find ways to make 
thinking explicit, relevant, and useful if students are to develop their critical thinking 
abilities, and as Leamnson (1999) suggests, engage students in “the habit of thinking.” 

Getzels and Jackson (1962) identified divergent thinking as “...the freedom to 
go off in different directions..., rejecting the old solutions and striking out in some 
new direction.”  In other words, moving beyond the obvious to where innovation can 
occur.  This is not significantly different to what Jackson and Shaw (2005) contends 
is significant in creative thinking, where they conclude:  “the ability to combine and 
synthesize ideas and knowledge are important features of creative thinking.” 

Thinking, whether critical, divergent, creative, or any combination of these, 
involves examining a set of information (knowledge), processing it in order to 
discover new patterns, anomalies, and insights, and then applying it in a functional 
setting.  How does all of this fit in with working in forensics mode?  We can consider 
forensics to mean “the art of debate in a legal forum” (Sullivan et al., 2001), and 
individuals engaged in forensics, typically solve some kind of mystery or puzzle. This 
suggests that approaching a given topic from a forensics perspective should require 
students to think in a variety of ways in order not only to solve the mystery, but also 
to be able to defend it in the equivalent of a court of law: in other words, 
demonstrate sound reasoning and effective communication that can stand up under 
the challenge of scrutiny. 
  
 
FORENSICS AND THE THINKING CYCLE 
Kuhn (1999) argues that students often have difficulty differentiating between 
evidence-based conclusions and feelings-based conclusions.  Figure 1 outlines a 
possible model of how the different modes of thinking build into a case, from 
convergent thought through divergent and creative thought, while integrating critical 
thinking throughout to bring about a resolution.  With its cyclic nature, in the model 
proposed there is opportunity for students to self-check their initial conclusion, 
examine more completely their assumptions and biases, and modify their initial 
conclusion as needed, based on a critical reflection of their data, their assumptions, 
and their biases.  In this way students can move beyond the emotional responses to a 
problem into building their conclusions on critical thinking, having incorporated 
convergent, divergent, and creative thinking into their reasoning processes as they 
work towards a solution.  Initially, students will indeed jump to conclusions, but as 
they become more practiced and more astute in looking from all perspectives and 
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possibilities, they question more and their critical assessment of the scenarios 
becomes more complete.   
  

          Figure 1: A proposed model of the forensics thinking cycle. 
 
 

Building a case requires piecing all of the evidence together.  This involves 
determining what is pertinent and what is not, discovering how the pieces fit 
together, looking from all angles, and a little touch of “thinking outside the box,” as 
summarized in Fig.1.  Examining the case and collecting the evidence requires a 
component of convergent thinking, where the ideas and findings are brought 
together.  Collecting all of the evidence and ideas then requires looking at these data 
from differing perspectives in order to evaluate the information; in other words, 
divergent and creative thinking come into play.  Throughout the entire process, 
thinking critically is an additional key to moving forward to a correct solution. 
 
   
FORENSICS AND BLOOM 
Unpacking the process from an educational perspective, allows us to look at the 
components and their “fit” with a modified Bloom’s Taxonomy. In 1956, Bloom 
established a hierarchical taxonomy of cognitive learning skills, with the higher level 
learning skills building on the more rudimentary, lower level skills. This taxonomy 
allows educators to consider the types of questions they ask of students, and the level 
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of processing that is required of the students in order to answer a given question.  
From lower to higher levels, these skills include: basic knowledge or recall; 
comprehension; understanding; application; analysis; evaluation; and synthesis (this 
latter has been replaced with the concept of creativity in a modified taxonomy by 
Anderson et al., 2001).    

It is possible to take apart a forensics approach and examine the levels of 
Bloom’s taxonomy embedded within it.  Interestingly, all levels of Bloom’s hierarchy 
are present in the order in which a person works to solve a crime.  Step-by-step, this 
unfolds as follows:(a) “The facts, Ma’am” - or, “who, where, when?”  We can consider 
this to represent the kinds of questions that involve recall and simple statements of 
the observations.  (b) At the level of comprehension, understanding the connections, 
in other words, what does each of the facts or pieces of evidence actually mean?  (c) 
It is then critical to apply the information to the issue or the case at hand, and 
consider which fact applies in the broader context.  (d) We cannot solve the case 
without analyzing how these desperate facts connect together. So far,  we have had to 
REMEMBER the individual pieces of information; UNDERSTAND what each of 
these pieces of information means; APPLY the information to the case or issue at 
hand; ANALYZE the data to see what connects and what fits together, and now we 
must put the icing on the cake, as it were, in order to solve the case.  We do this by 
(e) EVALUATING the evidence more fully - considering what is relevant, what is 
missing, and whether we have considered all possible angles.  That done, we then (f) 
CREATE or SYNTHESIZE a solution from these various components we have used 
to construct our case.  In this way, working through a forensics exercise can readily 
incorporate the entire suite of components or levels of learning that comprises 
Bloom’s Taxonomy, as modified and summarized by Anderson et al., 2001.    
 
 
FORENSIC APPROACHES AND THE 7 PRINCIPLES OF GOOD 
TEACHING PRACTICE 
In 1987, Chickering and Gamson undertook a study of what can be universally 
considered good teaching practice in any discipline, at any level.  They concluded 
that good practice encourages student-faculty contact, active learning, advances 
cooperation among students, respects diverse talents and ways of learning, provides 
prompt feedback, emphasizes time on task, and communicates high expectations.  A 
case to solve will involve faculty interacting with students in an active learning 
environment, and indeed, we are invariably a resource or a thorn in the side of the 
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students when they jump to conclusions in grappling with piecing the evidence 
together, and need gentle prodding to move their thinking forward.  Students bring 
different approaches, talents and backgrounds to their attempts at solving the case, 
and if you have set it up well, they will need to co-operate with each other to solve 
the case.  Focused attention, or time on task, will be critical, as solving a forensic 
case in the real world is often time-constrained.  Sharing the ways in which they will 
be required to think, how they will have to do a thorough job so that their resolution 
could stand up to the rigors of a court of law, clearly provides an opportunity to 
communicate high expectations for what the students can achieve as they solve the 
case.  Of course, solving the case may require several attempts and false starts as 
students work through their biases and assumptions and more critically analyze the 
evidence.  This iterative process in itself is beneficial not only in terms of requiring 
students to think more critically about what they conclude, but also in providing the 
opportunity for students to be wrong, and to learn from their “errors” in a 
challenging and constructive way. And finally, there is the “eureka” moment when 
the case is resolved, providing immediate and effective feedback in a way that few 
other feedback methods can - the sense of immediate achievement is a natural 
outcome of a case solved!  
 
 
FINDING THE CASES 
Perhaps when we think of forensics, most commonly murder or theft crimes spring 
to mind.  Yet the principles involved in forensic cases, and their defense in a court of 
law, can be applied to any number of possible concepts within our own disciplines.  
Most disciplines involve the gathering of evidence, although what might be 
considered evidence may differ from one discipline to another.  Analyzing and 
evaluating this evidence to create a reasonable explanation or even a new perspective 
are also paramount to good practice in any discipline.  This suggests that there are 
many opportunities for us to present information to students as a puzzle to be solved 
- a case to be resolved.  Furthermore, as defined, forensics involves “the art of debate 
in a legal forum” (Sullivan et al., 2001), which allows for the effective communication 
of the evidence and its evaluation in such a way as to be capable of defense in a court 
of law.  It is not necessary that students defend their resolution in such a court, but 
rather that they believe they can defend it against cross-examination, and have 
considered all possible perspectives prior to submission. 
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POSSIBLE INTRODUCTORY FORENSIC ACTIVITY 
Rather than appear at class for the students one day, either send a messenger or leave 
an envelope with a message to the students.  The message should include 
information that indicates you have had to “go into hiding” for some reason that you 
state (and here is where you can let your discipline and imagination combine!) and in 
order not to be found by the “wrong” people, you have left a series of clues for the 
students at a number of locations, one leading to the next.  As students move from 
one location to another, you can use ideas and topics from your discipline to engage 
their thinking as they work through one clue to find the next location.  Ultimately, 
they should “find” you through following these clues (you may want to have an 
assistant nearby, so if they do go too far astray, they can subtly guide them back on 
the right track!)    

I have done this as an introductory exercise with a class, and have been 
pleasantly surprised at how well and how rapidly the students pieced together the 
discipline-specific trail of clues to track me down successfully! 
 
 
ADVANTAGES OF USING A FORENSIC APPROACH 
The use of forensic-like case studies  to solve is fun - for the students who relish the 
challenge of the quest and the conquest, and for us, as we watch the thinking unfold.  
Students are actively engaged - both hands-on and minds-on.  The approach naturally 
requires students to move from evidence to analysis and evaluation, and they must be 
able to effectively and completely communicate their findings.  All of the senses can 
be engaged in the process, and in tracking down the evidence and undertaking an 
evaluation, students use a variety of research approaches.   Forensic approaches 
require the asking of many questions, and the better we are at asking the questions, 
the more readily we can solve the problem; fine-tuning of questioning skills is a key 
outcome of this approach – critical thinking relies on our ability to ask questions of 
ourselves.  Few cases can be solved through the perspective of just one lens, so 
forensics allows for, indeed requires, the consideration of more than one perspective, 
and again the better we become at this, the better our problem-solving ability.  And 
finally, as novices work through new ideas and concepts, we know they need practice 
to move forward constructively.  Using forensics in the learning environment means 
that practice need not be tedious, and indeed, becomes a rewarding experience as 
students’ abilities to solve a case are enhanced.  

Lest this overview appears to dwell only on the positive, it is worth 
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mentioning some of the drawbacks of this approach.  Finding or creating cases takes 
time, and sometimes considerable creative effort if we are to ensure that the key 
concepts and content of the discipline are incorporated into the various scenarios.  It 
is also reasonable to assume that students will have difficulty suspending bias and 
identifying their assumptions; this is where we can contribute most to the learning, 
as we question so they consider alternatives, and throw obstacles into the paths of 
their thinking in order to open up their approach.  Using forensics is different, and 
some students will struggle with its newness until they are more comfortable with 
the process. These are not insurmountable, but they do require that we remain on 
our toes, we ourselves consider multiple perspectives, and suspend conclusions while 
we build the evidence more thoroughly. 

I have worked with these ideas outlined herein, and in addition to the reward 
of watching the students come alive and develop more effective thinking skills, I am 
continually challenged to be creative in the opportunities I provide for the students’ 
learning – there is no opportunity for either learning or teaching to become stale 
when forensics is your guide! 
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ABSTRACT 
One of the central issues in university student retention is engaging first-year 
students and—in the case of teaching in the humanities—convincing them of the 
relevance of their studies for future life and work experiences.  University teachers 
are now experiencing an inversion of old methods—often methods by which we 
ourselves were educated.  Old lecturing principles are seen as inadequate to dominate 
in the classroom, and we seek new ways to engage students in their own education.  
No longer seen simply as a one-way transmission of information (although growing 
class sizes, and sometimes too much emphasis on video and other technical 
presentation aids foster this old approach in new disguises), teaching now requires us 
to listen to our students and seek dialogue, trying to inspire students (even the 
youngest of first-years) to function as adult learners, taking responsibility for 
acquisition of new knowledge and—often more importantly—seeking to integrate 
and synthesize information and ideas, engage in critical thinking and analytical 
exercises. 
 Establishing new ways of approaching familiar material—new ways that 
incorporate listening to our students—we can create obvious connections and points 
of integration between the narratives of our disciplines and the students’ own stories. 
 
 
 
    
One of the central issues in university student retention is engaging first-year 
students and—particularly in the case of teaching in the humanities—convincing 
them of the relevance of their studies for future life and work experiences.  
University teachers are now experiencing an inversion of old methods—often 
methods by which we ourselves were educated.  Old lecturing principles are seen as 
inadequate to dominate in the classroom; even the very idea of dominating or 
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controlling a classroom is now seen as counter-productive and even reprehensible.  
We seek new ways to engage students in their own education.  No longer seen 
simply as a one-way transmission of information (although growing class sizes, and 
sometimes too much emphasis on video and other technical presentation aids foster 
this old approach in new disguises), teaching requires us to listen to our students and 
seek dialogue, trying to inspire students (even the youngest of first-years) to function 
as adult learners, taking responsibility for acquisition of new knowledge and—often 
more importantly—seeking to integrate and synthesize information and ideas, 
engage in critical thinking and analytical exercises.   
 While the best educators have always inspired their students to learn, 21st 
century teachers face new challenges: we need to sustain and renew the energy it 
takes to transmit information, encourage basic theoretical understanding in a 
particular field, establish analytical skills, and creatively engage our students in ways 
relevant to both skills acquisition and personal development. Moreover, many of us 
are faced with cutbacks, more crowded classrooms, and the pressure to retain 
students in a declining trend of enrolment.  Students—burdened by mounting 
student loans and a depressed economy—are under increasing pressure to gain an 
education that will make them “employable” rather than “educated.”  Furthermore, 
we face a new generation in the classroom: technically adept, accustomed to high 
visual stimulation and immediate satisfaction, these young learners are often restless 
in the face of “old school” teachers, methods, and material. 
 Obviously, this demands changes.  But most humanities professors will 
concur that it would be unwise to dismantle classic curricula.  Unwilling to toss out 
foundational texts like Aristotle and Shakespeare, we can hardly educate a new 
generation strictly using YouTube and graphic novels (although some kind of subject 
compromise can often be creative and exciting for both teachers and learners).  In 
many courses what we really need to do is find and establish new ways of 
approaching familiar material—new ways that incorporate listening to our students.  
If we are to maintain traditional/classical texts as part of a relevant curriculum, we 
need to tailor our approach to a new generation—and we cannot do that without 
listening to them, and encouraging them to listen to themselves and to each other. 
 Clearly, there are many creative and informal ways to do this. We can chat in 
the hall, in the office, before class, at the break, etc.  We can begin a new class with 
group discussions on personal history, career goals, and academic programs.  As any 
experienced educator knows, this can help establish a helpful learning atmosphere 
from the first day of classes.  However, if we stop listening at this initial level, we fail 
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to allow for the possibility of achieving real relevance and integration in the 
classroom; we must continually seek out and create opportunities to actively listen to 
our students if we are to create real learning communities.  The only way to make 
learning relevant (and retain students) is to listen to what the students themselves 
think is relevant—that in itself gives us a doorway into their “worlds” and once we 
are in that “door” we have new ground on which to lead them to new territories of 
relevance, broadening and stretching their own personal and professional horizons. 

I was recently privileged to travel and teach in Europe with a group of 29 
Canadian and American BA students. As part of a course on European myth and 
legend, I taught a class on Alessandro Baricco and Margaret Atwood’s rewriting of 
Homer, while I stood on the shore of the Mediterranean.  This course is part of a 
curriculum which included visits to significant historical and cultural sites, as well as 
courses on art, history and literature.  Geographical context clearly enriched our 
experience.  But so did the headlines of European newspapers.  In the morning, we 
talked about Homer’s epic story of war, aggression, valour, and dignity.   Over lunch, 
we talked about wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  I realized atmosphere can play a 
magical role in bringing ancient stories to life, but an American student’s concern 
about a younger brother’s tour in Iraq is even more immediate.  How can we, I 
wondered, merge these stories, highlighting the significance of each without 
trivializing either the personal or the universal? 

As Michael Hoppe explains, active listening is a person’s willingness and 
ability to hear and understand. At its core, active listening is a state of mind that 
involves paying full and careful attention to the other person, avoiding premature 
judgment, reflecting understanding, clarifying information, summarizing, and 
sharing; by learning and committing to the skills and behaviours of active listening, 
leaders can become more effective listeners and, over time, improve their ability to 
lead (Hoppe 6).  As classroom “leaders,” we can learn from these principles. 

So how do we create room for these “small stories” and use them to connect 
with the big stories? If the big story is an ages-old narrative of war and peace, one 
which most readers consider to have universal significance, how do we integrate 
reflections on small and personal stories?  And how do we keep the immediacy of the 
small, personal story from erasing the universal narrative altogether?  My class is, 
after all, an academic literature class, not a counselling session.  This comes down to 
relationship between and among professor and students.  Our roles, as Stubbs 
observes, have socially interactive definitions: “a person cannot simply walk into a 
classroom and be a teacher: he or she has to do quite specific communicative acts . . . 



  Smith / Big Stories, Small Stories: Active Listening in the Classroom       72  

social roles such as 'teacher' and 'pupil' do not exist in the abstract. They have to be 
acted out, performed and continuously constructed in the course of social 
interaction. (99). By definition, a teacher is only a teacher if someone is learning.  
And a communicator is only communicating if someone is listening and hearing.  We 
need to create a dynamic and interactive experience in the classroom, animating our 
learning community, instead of falling into static patterns of talker and listeners.  
There is much talk in the academy these days about experiential learning, which is at 
least in some small (or big) way alarming to those of us who rely on the teaching of 
texts to students.  What is experiential about reading and attending class? 

If we can create a relational experience in the classroom, one which is built 
around an authentic exchange of information, opinions and values, we do have a form 
of experiential learning.  Boud, Cohen and Walker suggest that “Experience is 
created in the transaction between the learner and the milieu in which he or she 
operates – it is relational. An event can influence the learner, but only if the learner is 
predisposed to being influenced. Similarly, the learner can create a fruitful 
experience from a limited event, but only if there is something with which they can 
work” (11).   

What, then, predisposes the learner to relate? What predisposes the learner 
to immerse him/herself fully in the learning environment/text/project/experience?  A 
more useful initial question (particularly when talking about the retention of first-
year students) is “what prevents the student from relating?” As Miller and Boud 
point out, “[e]motions and feelings are the key pointers both to possibilities for, and 
barriers to, learning” (10).  Obvious obstacles in the classroom, particularly for first-
year students, include fear of the unknown, fear of independence, fear of a lack of 
independence, fear of unfulfilled expectations, and fear of failure.  

We need to broaden our acknowledged goals if we are to surmount these 
fears and make real contact with the real people in the classroom.  We speak of 
intelligence and intellect as purely rational, quantifiable attributes.  We speak even 
of our own education as an intellectual accomplishment, when we know very well 
that emotional and psychological health and stamina were crucial to our own 
successes, and that we could not have succeeded without key inspirational and 
supportive figures: professors, supervisors, classmates, colleagues.  Much has been 
written about “emotional intelligence” in life and in the workplace; it is useful to 
apply this to the idea of creating an active, dynamic “experience” in the classroom.  
Bagshaw defines emotional intelligence (EQ) as “the ability to use your 
understanding of emotions, in yourself and others, to deal effectively with people and 
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problems in a way which reduces anger and hostility, develops collaborative effort, 
enhances life balance and produces creative energy” (qtd. in Beard 175).  It is this 
collaborative effort (in the form of a great class discussion or group learning 
assignment) that makes a memorable class and this dynamic, creative energy that 
enhances learning in general.  And we know that our own “EQ” contributes to a good 
class or a bad class, a good interaction or a poor one, an energetic and integrated 
seminar experience or a flat and lifeless one. 

Janet Collins takes this idea further, and articulates the place of emotion in 
the classroom: “A learning community … involves people sharing emotional ties, 
values and beliefs through frequent interaction. Relatively open processes of 
communication that are as far as possible free from domination are an essential 
condition of a learning community (150).  And this takes us back to learning 
obstacles, like fear and classroom domination.  Few teachers are ever intentionally 
tyrannical.  Most of us are guilty of tyranny through fear—the fear of appearing that 
we do not know enough, the fear of silence, the fear of being challenged or 
confronted—and as a result, we try to control the classroom experience by talking 
and talking, and not allowing room for listening. 

In her essay, “Creating classroom as ‘safe space’, Pamela Owens writes “For 
students to feel safe, they need to know their teacher and they need to know one 
another. I don’t wait for this to happen by accident. I tell students who I am and 
what has brought me to this topic and to this perspective on it (qtd. in Perry 113).  
Most of us will acknowledge this need for a safe space as obvious.  Creating a sense 
of security is another matter altogether.  One frustrating year, I tried and tried to 
engage a large and uncooperative evening class in small group discussion.  Some 
students would not even look at the student in the next seat.  Finally, class list in 
hand, I wandered from group to group as they “discussed” (read: “doodled” and 
“looked miserable”) and asked them to introduce themselves to other group 
members.  My role as facilitator seemed to compel them to name and acknowledge 
their classmates as fellow learners. That evening, I strolled up and down the 
classroom’s centre aisle like a gameshow host, asking questions and encouraging 
small conversations about the course material. Within three weeks, students were so 
engaged (and friendship groups were forming) I could hardly get the small groups to 
stop talking and join the larger class for synthesis of their ideas. 

But creating safe space for our students is not even necessarily the first step.  
We need to listen carefully to them, and understand them, in order to feel safe 
ourselves—safe to reveal ourselves as learners, not just teachers.  And to do this 
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means revealing something of ourselves as human.  I do not mean the professor who 
reveals his personal life, or the professor who rants about her inadequate childcare.  I 
mean the human professional who has a passion for learning and a passion for 
communicating that passion to others.  And this must involve some revelation of our 
own values, hopes, and doubts.  As Edmund O’Sullivan writes, education cannot be 
neutral—it must be value-based.  Education is socially transformative.  If it isn’t, it 
fails—failing both individuals and society. 

Dare we bring “values” into the classroom? On one level, this seems to be a 
quaint and antiquated notion, but this language is now flooding the leadership 
market of publications.  Leaders in public life and the marketplace are beginning to 
realize that “values” motivate.  In education, I think adopting (or re-adopting, for 
many of our disciplines were once grounded in a history of the “humanities” and 
“liberal arts”) a language of values can create a more relational bond between teachers 
and learners. To use a practical example: what kind of people do we hope will walk 
out the door of our institutions with degrees and diplomas?  I hope we are helping to 
form articulate, critical thinkers; active community members who talk, vote, 
volunteer; compassionate, healthy individuals; capable professionals who both 
contribute to society in a meaningful way and earn a respectable living.  And if I 
reveal these hopes to my students, and listen to their hopes for themselves, we will 
suddenly and simply find a lot of common ground. If this is a framework we can 
establish early in a classroom relationship, it gives us many future opportunities to 
revisit these goals, determining progress and assessing themes, ideas, projects and 
course components. 

It can easily be argued that teachers (and the institutions that employ us) 
cannot reasonably be held accountable for all these markers of a healthy and 
responsible adulthood.  However, teachers (and the institutions that employ us) can 
and often do contribute to personal as well as professional development.  I would 
even go so daringly far as to say that we should contribute to the personal 
development of students and colleagues.  Nurses/teachers/engineers/biologists all 
need to know their personal strengths, weaknesses, likes, dislikes and personality 
traits in order to be both productive people and professionals.  And increasingly, 
trends in education are beginning to acknowledge our roles in the social contract of 
responsibility for all those in our societies/communities. 

So, practically speaking, what does this kind of engagement and active 
listening look like in the classroom? There are myriad possibilities, varying according 
to subject, personal style, and the group’s dynamic.  Many of us already know that 
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creating a framework of current events and contemporary culture can give us an “in” 
with a group of young learners.  I find myself (with a preference for and a PhD in 
modern and contemporary literature) often teaching mandatory survey courses in a 
humanities program.  Confronted with Machiavelli’s The Prince, grasping to make it 
interesting to a reluctant crowd, I realized (from an off-hand remark made by a 
student in group discussion) that a core group of students were fascinated by the lead 
up to Canadian and American federal elections.  What is The Prince but a handbook 
for political success and survival?  This led to a stimulating debate on contemporary 
political ideals, contemporary political expedience and leadership in general.  And 
this enabled us to return to the text and learn something about the dangerous 
political world of the Italian Renaissance. 

In a new elective course on environmental literature, I began by encouraging 
students to consider the difference between “environment” (what surrounds us) and 
“ecology” (an interrelated network of life).  Course material, both non-fiction and 
fiction, demanded that we examine our place on the planet, our “subject position” if 
you will.  From the reaction of students, this was a very dull place to begin.  They 
wanted to “save the world.”  Realizing that reading and talking was not going to be 
enough, I sent everyone outside to the field and woods in front of the classroom 
building, with instructions to sit alone and listen, watch, feel, smell.   Initially a little 
hesitant, they lay in the grass, sat on rocks, hung from tree branches, and came back 
to the whole group after ten minutes rejuvenated and excited to discuss the human 
“place” in terms of environment and ecology.  This experience helped them discover 
and acknowledge their own voices—within a particular framework.  Henry David 
Thoreau, Rachel Carson and Annie Dillard did not sit at desks and think and write 
about a natural world “out there somewhere.” They immersed themselves in it, and 
that changed their perspective, as it does ours. 

Any such classroom (or out-of-the-classroom) exercise is risky, and might end 
up being awkward or failing.  Parker Palmer’s book, The Courage to Teach, gives us 
permission to admit that what we attempt to do in the classroom, week after week, 
term after term, is difficult.  It takes courage, stamina, and determination, for 
education itself centres on the paradox of talking and listening. As Palmer says, the 
“world of teaching is filled with broken paradoxes—and with the lifeless results, 
including the fact that we separate teaching from learning, with the result that 
teachers talk but do not listen and students listen but do not talk (66).  We need to 
make the most of the creative tension that can come from these paradoxes (73).  To 
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illustrate this, Palmer outlines six paradoxical tensions he tries to build into the 
teaching and learning “space:” 
             1. The space should be bounded and open. 
             2. The space should be hospitable and “charged.” 
             3. The space should invite the voice of the individual and the voice of the 

group. 
             4. The space should honour the “little” stories of the students and the “big” 

stories of the disciplines and tradition. 
             5. The space should support solitude and surround it with the resources of 

the community. 
             6. The space should welcome both silence and speech. (74) 

It is our task, then, to create this learning and teaching space, a liminal space 
between the needs of the individual and the collective, the student and the course 
material, the course and the discipline.  It is our responsibility to make sure the 
classroom is a place for listening.  And if we do this, writes Palmer, we truly invite 
students to find their “authentic” voices (75).  This is a very high expectation; 
maintaining this balance requires a high degree of focus and energy on the part of the 
professor, to keep such a space from being dominated by one polarity or the other.  
But if we give the students and ourselves the courtesy of high expectations, we find 
ourselves together in the challenge.  And this learning experience that we create, 
based on paradox and tension, will meet the needs of a wider variety of students and 
even learning styles. 

Megginson’s work on planned and emergent learning, for example, highlights 
differences—not in the absorbing or processing of information—but differences in 
how various learners engage in learning experiences.  Some take responsibility for the 
direction of their own learning; some only respond in the moment.  And some 
(Megginson calls them “sleepers”) are daunted by planned changes or emergent 
changes in learning, and benefit most from the use of techniques such as written 
reflective logbooks; in other words, sleepers need to reflect and listen to themselves, 
before they can engage (qtd. in Beard 110). Creating a space in which we alternately 
talk and listen makes room for everyone, and can even allow for the personality and 
learning style of the teacher to influence but not dominate the experience.  

Palmer writes that little stories are stories of individual and personal 
significance.  Big stories are universal in scope and archetypal in depth; they frame 
our personal tales and help us understand what they mean (76).  We most often 
understand that our task is to frame the big stories, but, without the small stories, 
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our frame is empty and we have not created anything of relevance for our students.  
We might as well send them a file of lecture notes—which would not be a terrible 
thing, but is a rather exclusive and one-sided form of “teaching.” 

The other risk, of course, is that we listen so much that the small student 
stories can dominate the experience.  Here, Palmer and Megginson’s ideas add 
crucial elements: the student voice articulating the small story must be a) authentic 
(not attention-seeking or dominating) and b) needs integrating into the big story of 
the discipline—and this is the professor’s task, and even that of classmates.  We need 
to frame all the stories in our course material and disciplinary traditions.  Both 
teachers and students must resist long-ingrained habits: students will often, as 
Palmer says, if “given free rein … hide in the little stories and evade the big ones (80).  
Integration of small and big is demanding work, and students will need 
encouragement, assessment in order to do this fairly consistently.  And we must 
beware of the tendency of the academic realm to dismiss or “discredit … the little 
story”: we must stand at the intersection of all the stories, interpreting, until the 
students can do this themselves (80-1). 

Ultimately, our teaching role is one of master storyteller and classroom host, 
and modeled on traditional values of hospitality.  As Palmer observes, “The good 
host is not merely polite to the guest—the good host assumes that the guest has 
stories to tell” (79).  We need to talk and listen, frame and re-frame all of our stories, 
until those students who enjoy our classroom hospitality know the true significance 
of story itself.  Only then will we all be engaged in the learning experience. 
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ABSTRACT 
This paper explores how tests can enhance active learning and we focus specifically 
on the learning that occurs outside of the classroom when students are expecting to 
encounter a test (i.e., when studying). Although alternative assessment techniques 
are often recommended (e.g., Gulikers, Kest, Kirschner, & Bastiaens, 2008; Tian, 
2007), it appears that tests remain the mainstay of evaluation in higher education 
(Wasylkiw, Tomes, & Smith, 2008) making it imperative that we, as educators, 
understand the effect testing has on learning. We discuss popular testing strategies 
used in post-secondary education and their effects, how to balance the need for 
assessment with the need for learning (and the fact that these concepts are not 
mutually exclusive or contradictory), how to avoid pitfalls associated with some types 
of tests and how educators can choose tests that foster active learning. Instructors’ 
decisions should be informed and the first step in such a decision should be 
answering the following questions: Why do I use that test type? And what kind of 
learning is being tested?  
 
 
 
 
This paper explores how tests can enhance active learning and we focus specifically 
on the learning that occurs outside of the classroom when students are expecting to 
encounter a test (i.e., when studying). Although alternative assessment techniques 
are often recommended (e.g., Gulikers, Kest, Kirschner, & Bastiaens, 2008; Tian, 
2007), it appears that tests remain the mainstay of evaluation in higher education 
(Wasylkiw, Tomes, & Smith, 2008) making it imperative that we, as educators, 
understand the effect testing has on learning. 

In this paper, we discuss popular testing strategies used in post-secondary 
education and the effects they have on learning, how to balance the need for 
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assessment with the need for learning (and the fact that these concepts are not 
mutually exclusive or contradictory), how to avoid pitfalls associated with some types 
of tests and how educators can choose tests that foster active learning. We will 
review some of our own work as well as that of other researchers in the area to 
accomplish these goals. 

Before going any further, take a moment to consider the test types currently 
in your own testing repertoire. We are referring to the format of tests used in formal 
settings as a means of evaluating the knowledge and/or skills students acquire during 
your classes. Consider the type of questions, problems, or the like that you use to 
assess learning and achievement. Do you use a variety of testing formats? Do you use 
different formats in different classes, at different levels? In addition to listing the 
types of tests used, we would suggest that you ask yourself two additional questions: 
Why do I use that test type? And what kind of learning is being tested?  

 
 

PURPOSES OF TESTS 
Gross-Davis (2001) suggested that tests serve (at least) four functions, including 
evaluation of student learning, motivation of student achievement, assessment of 
teaching effectiveness and reinforcement of learning. Although this list appears to 
capture many important aspects, it reflects educators’ views of tests, and one 
question we were interested in investigating concerned students’ perceptions of 
tests. In 2008, Wasylkiw, Tomes and Smith asked students to indicate the benefits 
and the drawbacks of testing. Not surprisingly and certainly consistent with Gross-
Davis, a number (44.8%) of students indicated that tests measure understanding and 
learning, and further, a substantial portion (21.8%) indicated tests did indeed 
motivate learning. And yet in spite of this, some students do not perceive this to be 
happening. When asked about the drawbacks of testing, common responses were 
that testing only involves regurgitation and does not reflect actual knowledge 
(reported by 12.6% of the sample) and that tests do not reflect actual knowledge 
(reported by 10.3% of the sample; Wasylkiw et al., 2008). This research is important 
insofar as it reflects students’ attitudes and beliefs which, in turn, contribute to 
students’ decisions about how to prepare for tests. We can conclude that not all 
students see tests as indicators of learning.  
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LEARNING AND TESTS 
To appreciate the link between learning and tests, we begin with our understanding 
of types of learning and test formats. Before considering what the optimal type of 
test is, one must consider the nature of the material being taught and what the 
learning objectives are. As noted by Angelo (1991), types of learning include facts 
(learning what – declarative learning), procedural learning (learning how), conditional 
learning (learning when and where) and reflective learning (learning why). When 
considering the effectiveness of tests and testing, one issue that needs to be 
considered is the type of learning one is intending to promote. Some classes or 
situations may target declarative learning (e.g. students acquiring the basic 
vocabulary of a new subject area), and others encourage reflective learning (e.g. 
students understanding a scientific theory so they can predict specific behaviours or 
outcomes in a novel situation); still others target procedural learning (e.g. students 
learning how to take a pulse properly). Indeed, many instructors likely target 
multiple types of learning in their courses. 

Similarly, testing can take a multitude of different formats. Wasylkiw et al. 
(2008) asked university instructors to list the types of tests they have used and also 
asked students about their perceptions of the tests they had experienced in 
university. In Table 1, we provide the various types of tests that were reported. Here, 
the tests have been separated into two columns. The first column represents the 
types of tests most would associate with the testing of what whereas the second 
column represents the types of tests often associated with the learning of how, when, 
where, and why. Such a division reflects the idea that it is the test type that dictates 
the learning that takes place. The distinction between various types of learning is 
important insofar as it allows instructors to identify their goals in testing and, 
although reflective of common misperceptions, implies that choosing a particular 
format should be, in part, driven by the type of knowledge one expects to have been 
learned. We are not meaning to imply that certain test types cannot be used to assess 
other types of learning, but rather that they are commonly associated with these 
types of learning and instructors, at least implicitly, likely assume they will motivate 
students to engage the material in specific ways. 
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Table 1 
Types of tests 
 
Testing:           What                           How, when, where, why 
 

 Multiple choice  Applied short/long answer 
 True-false items Take home tests 
 Matching items Problem sets 
 Fill in the blanks Oral tests 
 Factual short/long answer Performance tests  
 Definitions  Subset testing 

 
 
HOW CAN TESTS ENHANCE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT? 
We know students are not passive recipients of information, rather they are decision 
makers who choose what to study, when to study, and how long to study (Metcalfe & 
Kornell, 2005). Such decisions are based on students’ own perceptions of and 
preferences for different types of tests. Our research (i.e., Wasylkiw et al., 2008; 
Wasylkiw, Tomes, Dickinson & Mockler, under review) suggests that students are 
remarkably consistent in their preferences for test types that fall into the left column 
of Table 1, including matching items, short answer questions, multiple choice 
questions and true/false items. We found similar preference patterns using samples 
of students from different universities (in fact in different provinces). There are a 
number of potential ways to interpret these preferences. On the one hand, it appears 
that students prefer tests that are perceived by many to be easier. However, it also 
appears that students prefer tests for which they are more familiar with the format, 
as these test types are generally also the ones students report experiencing most 
frequently. The exception to this second interpretation is that students reported a 
general dislike of essay tests, a test format which they also indicated they 
encountered frequently (Wasylkiw et al., under review). Our research further 
suggests that how stressful a particular testing format is perceived to be negatively 
impacts students’ preferences, a finding corroborated by previous work showing that 
test-anxiety impedes test performance (e.g., Miesner & Maki, 2007). Additionally 
and perhaps most importantly, is our finding that students’ perceptions of 
preparedness predicted preferences such that the more prepared students perceived 
themselves to be after an average amount of studying, the more students preferred 
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that test type. To us this finding implies that students are going to like those tests 
for which they know how to prepare. So far, we have a list of commonly used tests 
and some sense of what students prefer. The remaining question then is how can 
such tests engage students? 

The literature on testing is clear on two points. First, testing benefits 
learning. There is a growing body of literature supporting the idea that testing 
improves students’ retention of learned material (see Roediger & Karpicke, 2006 for 
a review). This is known as the testing effect. The learning of facts or concepts for one 
test typically means less investment in re-learning and better recall of those same 
facts or concepts later. The testing effect holds for multiple choice tests, and is even 
stronger in the case of short answer questions (Kang, McDermott, & Roediger 2007; 
McDaniel, Anderson, Derbish, & Morrisette 2007). Despite the lack of research on 
the testing effects for test types beyond multiple choice and short answer, there is no 
principled reason to believe that it would not hold for those as well. Secondly, the 
effect is not limited to formal testing situations but can include the completion of 
sample tests in study guides and even responding to the students’ own test items (e.g. 
McDaniel et al., 2007). Given this evidence, instructors may want to recommend 
that students generate their own test items and then answer them. Overall, merely 
being tested engages students enough to learn material but not every student will 
invest the time and effort needed for test preparation.  

In another investigation (Tomes, Wasylkiw, & Mockler, under review) we 
tracked students’ study behaviours for 10 days prior to a course test to further 
examine their study behaviours. The almost 1300 specific study strategies that 
students reported engaging in were broadly categorized into either passive strategies 
(including reading and reviewing of material, using a highlighter or underlining and 
simply repeating material over and over/rote memorization) or active strategies 
(including writing summaries, writing notes, self-quizzing, creating test questions, 
discussing material with others, developing elaborative mnemonics or creating an 
integrated web of knowledge). The most commonly reported study strategies were 
passive reading or reviewing of materials, followed by active creating, writing or 
processing materials. Students also regularly reported engaging in quizzing and self-
testing.  

We expected that study behaviours and the type of strategy that students 
used would be related to their academic outcomes, such as grade on the test they 
were studying for and final grade in the course. We found the amount of time 
students reported spending in preparing for a test was not predictive of test 
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performance or final grade in the course; neither was the number of study sessions 
students engaged in. However, overall a higher proportion of active strategies 
predicted better test performance and three strategies in particular were related to 
learning outcomes. First, the more students reported creating and writing summaries 
and notes, the more likely they would perform better on the test. These study 
activities typically require students to engage the material in a manner beyond 
superficial processing, evaluate it, and organize it, and so it is not surprising these 
behaviours are related to positive learning outcomes. Similarly, students who 
reported engaging in self-quizzing were the same students who tended to do better 
on the test. This result reinforces the testing effect literature. Finally, studying with a 
partner or group had a positive impact on test performance. In spite of the benefit of 
studying with a partner or group, our results suggest this is an under-utilized 
behaviour as only half of our sample reported ever doing this. When a student 
studies with another student, both students may actually take on an instructional 
role. This corresponds to the evidence that tutoring improves retention of the 
material for the student who explains the material (e.g., Semb, Ellis, & Araujo, 1993).   
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
We offer several recommendations that are based on our own research and also the 
empirical work of others. There is no “perfect” type of test, and conversely there is 
no inherently evil form of testing; rather, testing needs to be designed to reflect and 
evaluate the goals of the course. Each type of test has advantages and disadvantages. 
For example, those tests we classified as Category 1, such as multiple choice tests, 
tend to be easy to grade, can be marked objectively, allow for wide coverage of course 
material (because you can include a large number of items on each test), and can be 
used to assess many types of learning. However, quality items are difficult and time-
consuming to develop, there is often a tendency to focus on lower level learning 
objectives, these test types generally do not allow the ability to assess organization 
and expression of ideas, and responses may be biased by test wiseness, student 
reading ability and guessing. Category 2 tests, such as essay tests, tend to be more 
difficult to mark, are often difficult to mark objectively, limit the range of content 
that instructors can assess (because fewer items can be included on the test), rely on 
student writing ability, and are often not favoured by students. However, these test 
types do allow for the assessment of multiple types of learning, assess students’ 
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ability to organize and write, eliminate the possibility of guessing and allow students 
the opportunity to demonstrate originality and creativity. 
Instructors need to carefully consider their teaching goals when determining how 
they will evaluate and assess their students and choose a testing strategy (or 
strategies) that fit their goals. Testing should not be considered a “necessary evil”, 
but rather an opportunity to encourage and reinforce learning.  

Transparency in the classroom is essential and we strongly encourage 
instructors to talk about test types and learning goals with their students. Student 
perceptions matter and students are wary of and stressed by testing formats they do 
not understand or are not sure how to prepare for. As a result, instructors need to 
prepare students for studying and learning, particularly if they are using a testing 
method that is less familiar or if they have a testing style that is not typical. Aside 
from making sure their students are aware of their testing goals, instructors can also 
provide sample test or test items to increase student familiarity.  

Students need to be told how to study effectively. In our research, although 
active study strategies were positively associated with academic outcomes, the most 
common study behaviours were passive reading and reviewing (Tomes et al., under 
review). To encourage effective learning, instructors can provide both general 
information (e.g., describe types of learning) as well as specific suggestions. For 
example, given the large literature demonstrating that information that is self-
relevant is better remembered (e.g., Symons & Johnson, 1997), instructors can make 
clear to students that unique examples are a better reflection of knowledge and 
understanding and encourage them to do so as they prepare for tests.  

Similarly, although studying with a partner or group was effective, many 
students never engaged in this type of study behaviour. Instructors need to teach 
students not only what to learn, but how to learn. Inform students on how to study, 
have students generate test questions, and encourage students to study with a 
partner. Finally, because of the evidence on the testing effect, material that the 
instructor identifies as important should be tested more than once. This is an 
argument in favour of cumulative tests. 

A number of resources exist that outline the advantages and disadvantages of 
various test types and we have included a few select references in the appendix for 
easy access. Our take home message is intended to be that instructors’ decisions 
should be informed and the first step in such a decision should be answering the 
questions we posed at the beginning: Why do I use that test type? And what kind of 
learning is being tested?  
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APPENDIX 
Resources to recommend for students 
1. Practical Information for students: http://www.testtakingtips.com 
2. How to answer multiple choice questions: http://www.how-to-

study.com/MultipleChoice.htm 
3. Student guide for test preparation & test taking: http://www.studygs.net/ 
 
Resources for instructors 
1. The testing effect:  

Roediger, H. L., III, & Karpicke, J. D. (2006). Test-enhanced learning: Taking 
memory tests improves long-term retention. Psychological Science, 17, 249-255.  

2. Subset testing:  
Wasylkiw, L., Tomes, J. L. & Smith, F. (2008). Subset testing: Prevalence and 
implications for study behaviors. Journal of Experimental Education, 76, 243-257. 

3. Self-referencing:  
Bugg, J. M., Delosh, E. L., & McDaniel, M. A. (2008). Improving students’ study 
habits by demonstrating the mnemonic benefits of semantic processing. Teaching 
of Psychology, 35, 96-98.  

4. Multiple choice tests: a useful guide on the effective use of MC 
http:/www.park.edu/cet1/quicktips/multiple.html 
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ABSTRACT 
Success at the postsecondary education level depends on mastering some 
fundamental academic skills such as reading, writing, critical thinking, oral 
presentation, and media literacy. Despite the importance of these skills for academic 
success and retention, professors seldom explicitly teach them, particularly academic 
reading, as they tend to presuppose that all students already acquired these skills as 
part of their secondary education. The reality is that most higher education students 
lack academic reading skills, and adopt a surface approach to reading. Surface reading 
is the tacit acceptance of information contained in the text, which leads to 
superficial retention of materials for examinations.  A deep approach to reading is an 
approach where the reader uses higher-order cognitive skills such as the ability to 
analyze, synthesize, solve problems, and thinks meta-cognitively in order to negotiate 
meanings with the author, and to construct new meaning from the text. This article 
highlights the importance of explicitly teaching academic reading skills; and it offers 
some innovative strategies, examples, and resources of student-centered activities 
aimed at promoting students to take a deep approach to reading and learning. Its 
major tenet is that if teachers explicitly teach students how to read academic texts in 
aligned courses where students have ample opportunities to engage in reading 
activities throughout the term, students are more likely to adopt a deep approach to 
reading. 

 
 
 
 
Success at the university level mainly depends on existing pre-entry college 
attributes, including the mastery of some fundamental academic skills (Tinto, 1993). 
These include reading, writing, critical thinking, oral presentation, and media 
literacy. Despite the importance of these skills for academic success, professors 
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seldom teach them (Bean, 1996). They generally take them for granted, as they tend 
to presuppose that all students already acquired these skills either as part of their 
secondary education or elsewhere in college (Erickson, Peters & Strommer, 2006). 
The reality is that most first-year students lack academic reading skills, especially 
because University-level reading greatly differs from High School reading. Thus, 
most students employ non university strategies to read academic texts, which results 
in students taking a surface approach to reading. 
 The objective of this paper is to discuss some strategies, examples, and 
resources aimed at promoting students to take a deep approach to reading.  The 
major tenet of this article is that if teachers explicitly teach students how to read 
academic texts in aligned courses where students have ample opportunities to engage 
in reading activities throughout the term, students are more likely to adopt a deep 
approach to reading. 
 This paper begins with a discussion of the difference between a surface and a 
deep approach to reading. I then recount an action research study that I conducted 
to analyze whether explicitly teaching academic reading skills, coupled with the 
introduction of teaching and learning activities designed to encourage students to 
actively engage in deep reading in aligned courses, makes a difference in the 
approach students take to reading. Then, I explore the categories of analysis needed 
to read academic texts and the importance of aligning courses. Finally, I share some 
of the teaching and learning activities aimed at fostering students’ adoption of a deep 
approach to reading. 
 
 
SURFACE AND DEEP APPROACHES TO READING 
Learning a discipline involves developing familiarity with the ways of being, thinking, 
writing, and seeing the world of those experts in the discipline. Reading academic 
texts published by those disciplinary experts permits students to immerse in the 
culture of the discipline and facilitates learning its conventions, discourse, skills, and 
knowledge (Erickson, Peters & Strommer, 2006, p.122). But, this is only possible if 
students take a deep approach to reading. 
 A surface approach to reading is the tacit acceptance of information 
contained in the text. Students taking a surface approach to reading usually consider 
this information as isolated and unlinked facts. This leads to superficial retention of 
material for examinations and does not promote understanding or long-term 
retention of knowledge and information. In contrast, a deep approach to reading is 
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an approach where the reader uses higher-order cognitive skills such as the ability to 
analyse, synthesize, solve problems, and thinks meta-cognitively in order to negotiate 
meanings with the author and to construct new meaning from the text. The deep 
reader focuses on the author’s message, on the ideas she is trying to convey, the line 
of argument, and the structure of the argument. The reader makes connections to 
already known concepts and principles and uses this understanding for problem 
solving in new contexts. Simply put, surface readers focus on the sign, i.e., the text 
itself, while deep readers focus on what is signified, i.e., the meaning of the text 
(Bowden & Marton, 2000, p. 49). 
 Research studies show that most university students today take a surface 
approach to reading and learning (Biggs, 1998, p. 58). This phenomenon occurs 
because teachers usually lecture on the texts and evaluate students on their retention 
of facts and principles conveyed in the lectures (Wendling, 2008; Hobson, 2004, p.1) 
 
 
STUDY 
I conducted an action research project to assess the approach towards reading 
among a group of first-year University students in a Legal Studies course. The 
objective of this project was to evaluate whether my students took a deep or a 
surface approach to reading. My ultimate goal was to assess the quality of their 
learning outcome, as the approach to reading is considered to be directly 
proportional to the quality of their learning outcome (Bowden & Marton, 2000, p. 
51).  
 I adapted a study conducted by Marton and Saljo to the characteristics of my 
students and the subject I teach. In Marton and Saljo’s study which took place at the 
University of Gothenburg, Sweden in the 1970’s, the researchers asked students to 
read an article written by a professor of education on some proposed university 
reforms in Sweden. They told students that they would ask them some questions 
about the text once they finished reading it. Marton and Saljo met with the students 
and asked them open-ended questions to assess their approach to reading and their 
understanding of the text. Additionally, they specifically asked the students how they 
had gone about studying the text (Bowden & Marton, 2000, p. 47). 
 Marton and Saljo (1976) report that while reading the text, some students 
simply identified some isolated facts mentioned in the text, which they believed the 
researchers would ask them about during the interview, and then memorized those 
facts. These students could not make any connections between these facts and failed 
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to see any connection to their realities. Another group of students tried to 
understand what the author was saying, focused on the underlying meaning of the 
text, and sought to integrate the different facts mentioned in the text. The first 
group of students focused on the surface level of the text while the second one 
adopted a deeper approach.  
 On the third week of the second-term of their first year, I asked all of my 30 
students in my Legal Studies course to read a short article. Students had taken 
courses with instructors who did not teach them to read academic texts during their 
first term. The article dealt with a legal problem on rights over the Moon (Reynolds, 
n/d). It was a biased text where the author implied that the Moon Agreement acted 
as a barrier to exploitation activities on the Moon. The author deliberately 
introduced comparisons with another international treaty (the Convention of the 
Law of the Sea) to persuade readers that the international regime to deal with the 
exploitation of the Moon would be the same as the one that governs High Seas. 
  The language, complexity, and level of the selected text were the same as 
those of the textbook and other articles students read in first year Legal Studies 
courses. The reading took place in the University library and I explained to my 
students that they could consult any book, journal, and database available in the 
library to complement the reading of the assigned text.  
 Most of the students took a surface approach to reading. They did not 
question the author’s arguments, they took the author’s ideas at face value, and none 
realized that the comparison between the Convention of the Law of the Sea was a 
strategy adopted by the author to lead readers to believe that the regimes were the 
same while in fact they were not. These students stopped at the facts mentioned in 
the text and failed to connect the problem in question to broader legal issues. Except 
for one student, none made relations to other topics analyzed in class before. Only 
two students consulted other texts to understand the assigned article and only one 
student read other articles by the same author to get an idea of his ideology. 
 After this first part of the study, I introduced a series of strategies to teach 
my students how to read academic texts and I designed a series of student-centered 
reading activities—discussed below—which we worked on throughout the term. At 
the end of the term, I asked my students to read another short paper on Legal 
Studies of equal complexity. The result was very stimulating. Now the majority of 
students took a deep approach to reading. They were able to contextualize the 
author’s argument, they managed to identify and assess the evidence used to support 
the arguments, and they weighed the policy implications and the social consequences 
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of the proposed arguments. Furthermore, they related the author’s arguments to 
problems we analyzed in the course—some even connected to issues discussed in 
other courses, and most of them proposed alternative solutions to the ones put 
forward by the author. A majority of students also reported having consulted several 
other sources to understand the context, the author’s arguments, and debates 
mentioned or alluded to in the text. 
 
 
READING ACADEMIC TEXTS 
Reading is a process shaped partly by the text, partly by the reader's background, and 
partly by the situation the reading occurs in (Hunt, 2004, p. 137). Reading an 
academic text does not simply involve finding information on the text itself. Rather, 
it is a process of working with the text. When reading an academic text, the reader 
recreates the meaning of the text, together with the author. In other words, readers 
negotiate the meaning with the author by applying their prior knowledge to it 
(Maleki & Heerman, 1992). But this process is only possible if the reader uses a series 
of categories of analysis, some of which are specific to each academic discipline. 
Thus, working with a text and recreating its meaning entail both non discipline-
specific and specific strategies. The expert reader has incorporated these categories 
and applies them almost intuitively. But, first-year students ignore these categories 
of analysis. So professors in each discipline need to teach both the general analytical 
tools and the discipline-specific values and strategies that facilitate disciplinary 
reading and learning (Bean, 1996, p. 133). 
 
 
CATAGORIES OF ANALYSIS 
General categories of analysis to interact with academic texts include the following: 
(i) reading purpose; (ii) context; (iii) author’s thesis; (iv) deconstruction of 
assumptions; (v) evaluation of author’s arguments; and (vi) consequences of author’s 
arguments. The expert reader approaches an academic text with a specific purpose, 
e.g., to get ideas about activities that promote deep learning, to compare Kelsen’s 
and Austin’s notion of law, to analyze the use  of swimming pool images in Lucrecia 
Martel’s films, or to examine the characteristics of dysfunctional families in 
Alejandro Casavalle’s dramaturgy. As novice readers in academic disciplines, first-
year students do not know why they have to read the assigned texts. In my courses, I 
produce reading guides in the form of questions for every single reading assignment. 
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The reading guides help students navigate through the texts and to help them focus 
on the fundamental issues of each text. I also preview the readings in class, and 
explain their relevance and purpose. Since some teachers do not clearly explain the 
purpose of each reading assignment to students, I encourage my students to ask 
these teachers why they need to read a given text, what they need the text for, and 
what they are expected to do with the text. 
 Understanding the context helps students understand the background, 
environment, and circumstances in which the author wrote the text. In order to 
analyze the context of any given text, I encourage my students to do some research 
about the author. I want them to understand whether the author's opinion usually 
reflects the mainstream school of thought in the discipline or whether the author 
writes from the margins of the discipline. I also ask my students to analyze the 
audience of the text as well as when and where the text was written. In order to truly 
appreciate the context, I ask my students to read two or three articles written by the 
same author. For example, when I ask my students to read some Space Law articles 
written by Glen Reynolds, students read a few articles the author wrote on gun 
control and violence (Reynolds, 2001 & 1995), which are closer to the experiences 
and backgrounds of my students, and which permit them to have a unique insight to 
the author’s ideas. When reading the author’s Space Law publications, which are 
more sophisticated, this familiarity with the author’s ideas becomes very helpful in 
understanding the author’s Space Law texts. 
 Students also need to be taught how to identify the author’s thesis, main 
claims, and arguments dealing with the issues they are interested in. For this 
purpose, I encourage my students to try to understand what the author intends to 
do. They need to consider whether, for example, the author intends to challenge an 
existing position, whether she wants to examine a variable that previous researchers 
have missed, or to apply a theory or a concept in a new way. Students need to be 
taught to identify the different positions used by the author, the arguments used to 
hold these positions as well as the counter-arguments. Bean recommends an activity 
where students are asked to write what a paragraph says and what it does. This 
exercise helps students to identify the purpose and function of academic texts (Bean, 
1996). 
 Unlike authors of textbooks specifically designed for the college classroom, 
authors of academic books and articles take for granted many concepts, principles, 
and debates of the discipline as they presuppose that their audience is familiar with 
them. So, it is important to help students become aware of these assumptions and to 
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learn to deconstruct them. Thus, students need to examine the concepts not 
analyzed in the text. Students need to look up these concepts in college textbooks, 
encyclopedias, or other reference books. Similarly, if the author refers to a debate in 
the discipline or is responding to another article or book, they need to briefly read 
about these debates or articles in other publications. 
 Perhaps the single most important step of reading academic texts is for 
students to judge the strength or validity of the author’s arguments. I constantly 
stress the importance of not taking the author's argument at face value. Teachers 
need to show our students the importance of evaluating the argument's effectiveness 
in making its claims, and considering the evidence the author offers in support of her 
claim. Students also need to ponder counter-arguments used, and the logical 
reasoning used by the author. Furthermore, they need to evaluate any inconsistencies 
of thought, and the relevance of examples and evidence. For this purpose, I always 
give my Legal Studies students an article where the authors try to convince the 
readers of the logical rationality of legal arguments (Aldisert et. al., 2007). While 
written in very persuasive language, the article shows some contradictions as the 
authors themselves end up recognizing that legal arguments do not always follow 
logics. Besides, more serious works in Philosophy of Law prove the contrary point 
(Murphy, 1967). I ask my students to identify the main claims of the text and to 
judge the validity of these arguments. For this purpose, I remind my students of the 
need to consult other texts. 
 Finally, it is important to help students consider the non immediate 
consequences of the arguments used by the author. I help them reflect about the 
implications and applications of the author's thesis. I ask my students to make 
connections to other texts, to relate the arguments to other topics learned in class, 
and to relate the author's arguments to their own experience. For example, we read 
an article on terrorism in the aviation industry where the author proposes a series of 
measures to prevent terrorist acts. While these measures may undoubtedly deter new 
terrorist attacks, a careful look at the author’s proposal leads to the conclusion that 
very few people will qualify to fly. So, my students usually argue that measures that 
will exclude the majority of passengers from flying are not a very sensible way of 
controlling terrorism. 

 Each discipline has also its own specific categories of analysis, which need to 
be taught alongside these general categories. For example, if teaching Legal Studies, 
we need to help students master the following categories of analysis: (i) approach to 
law; (ii) legal theory; (iii) rationality of the legal argument; (iv) legal tradition; (v) 
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comparative law solutions; and (vi) policy implications and social consequences of 
legal problems. In Criminology and Criminal Justice, students need to be taught the 
specific categories of analysis in these disciplines i.e.: (i) Criminology theories; (ii) 
Criminal Justice model; (iii) rationality of argument; (iv) solutions to the crime 
problem adopted in other countries; (v) flaws in the collection of criminal data if the 
author relies on criminal statistics; and (vi) policy, legal, and social implications of the 
author’s argument, among others. 

 
 
CONSTRUCTIVE ALIGNMENT 
John Biggs proposes aligned teaching to foster a deep approach to reading and 
learning. In aligned teaching, there is maximum consistency throughout the system 
and each component supports the other. John Biggs (1999) conceptualizes 
constructive alignment as a “fully criterion-referenced system, where the objectives 
define what we should be teaching, how we should be teaching it; and how we could 
know how well students have learned it.” There are two basic premises to 
constructive alignment. First, the teacher aligns the planned learning activities with 
the learning outcomes and the assessment, and second, students construct meaning 
from what they do to learn. So, in order to promote a deep approach to reading, 
teachers need to design a course whose main objective and learning outcomes should 
be to encourage students to take a deep approach to reading and learning and to use 
higher order cognitive and metacognitive skills to understand, process academic 
texts, and to negotiate meanings with the author of academic texts. It is important 
that we as teachers make those objectives and learning outcomes explicit to our 
students, as most students tend to see only facts and principles as the sole content of 
courses (Herteis, 2007). Eileen Herteis explains that “when our students think about 
content, they usually think it comprises only facts and principles; the rest are 
activities (group work, cases, presentations) or assessments.” So, “teachers have a dual 
responsibility: we must do a better job of explaining to our students that these 
“hidden” things are actually content, and we have to give them the opportunities to 
learn them.” We need to teach reading processes, attitudes, and skills explicitly and 
move them to the forefront of our actual curricula instead of taking them for granted 
(Chris Knapper,1995). 
 The teaching and learning activities have to be designed in order to promote 
a deep approach to reading and learning in consonance with the proposed objectives 
and learning outcomes. If, for example, the teacher lectures the textbooks, students 
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will probably not read the texts as they will rely solely on teacher’s oral explanations 
and the notes they take from these lectures. 
 While all three components of the system –objectives, teaching and learning 
activities, and assessment- are important, assessment is the one that plays the most 
influential role in students’ decision on whether to take a deep or surface approach 
to reading and learning (Gibbs, 1999 & Forsaith, 2001). Students are heavily 
influenced by the hidden curriculum. They look for clues and use these to drive their 
study effort. Very little of out-of-class student learning is unrelated to assessment. 
So, the assessment has to measure whether students use higher-order cognitive skills 
to read assigned materials, whether they can effectively negotiate meanings with the 
author, whether they can evaluate the strength of the author’s arguments, whether 
they can deconstruct hidden assumptions in the texts, and whether they can see the 
non immediate implications and applications of the author’s arguments (Carlino, 
1999). Barbara Millis also suggests the use of classroom assessment techniques 
(CATs) to promote deep reading and learning throughout the course (Millis, 2008). 
 
 
EXAMPLES OF TEACHING AND LEARNING ACTIVITIES THAT FOSTER 
A DEEP APPROACH TO READING 
In my Legal Studies course, apart from explicitly teaching students how to read 
academic texts in an aligned course, I resorted to a series of student-centered 
activities designed to encourage my students to engage actively  in deep reading. For 
example, we play several games which they are familiar with. We play the Amazing 
Race where students in teams have to run from the classroom to the library, then to 
my office, then to the computer lab, and then back to the classroom. In each of 
these stops, they have to analyze academic texts and answer some questions. For 
instance, a group has to find the book “Looking at Canada’s Legal System” by Patrick 
Fitzgerald and Barry Wright and summarize and explain the legal method used in 
civil law as described in the book. Another group has to summarize and explain the 
quote from B. Nicholas found in the book Canadian Legal System, 5th edition by 
Gerald Gall and they have to give examples not mentioned in the book. In the 
computer lab, they have to find a report entitled “Aboriginal Peoples and the 
Criminal Justice System” prepared by the Canadian Criminal Justice Association and 
explain in their own words the conflict between aboriginal and non-aboriginal values 
in a court setting. The first team that gets back to the classroom gives a complete 
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oral account of all the reading tasks while the rest of the teams contribute actively to 
the discussions. 
 Another activity I use in my first-year Legal Studies course is the Apprentice. 
I tell my students that I approached my friend Mark Burnett -The Apprentice 
executive producer- and convinced him to do an Apprentice show where teams have 
to read some articles and books in order to give a presentation on a certain Legal 
Studies topic. Teams are given some reading guides which foster them to evaluate, 
judge, compare, and synthesize information from these texts. Students then have to 
make a presentation to the rest of the class. The worst teams are fired and the best 
one is hired. 
 More conventional activities include the use of double-entry journals, 
concept maps, and reading journals. 
 The double-entry journal is an assignment where students take down notes of 
their readings and enter them in a column. In a parallel column, students enter their 
reactions to their readings. These entries may include comments, questions, 
connections to their personal experiences, and relations to other issues discussed in 
class. Millis suggests using double-entry journals to begin discussion, for classroom 
assessment of readings, or for other classroom and group activities (Millis, 2008). 
 Concept mapping is a technique where students represent their 
understanding of a text by producing graphs which display the relationships between 
concepts and ideas. Students use concept maps to link concepts, develop 
interrelationships, create meaning schemes, connect their previous experiences, and 
construct knowledge. Barbara Daley (2002) quotes a student who used concept 
mapping and explains her experience with this technique: “[it] is a way to take the 
idea, apply it, and get a deeper meaning out of it at the very end. It is not just a 
matter of learning a concept, learning about theory, defining a word and spitting 
back a definition. It is actually applying it to what you know so that it makes more 
sense in the actual world.” For Novak (1984) concept mapping helps students 
understand their own learning and fosters a learning-how-to-learn approach. 
 Reading journals are logs where students record their comments on the 
assigned readings. They may react, question, argue, provide additional examples, or 
write about what the readings mean to them personally. Some teachers prefer to use 
more structured reading journals where they ask specific questions to their students 
to answer in the journals. (Erickson, Peters & Strommer, 2006, p. 125). 
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 All these activities have in common the fact that they encourage students to 
use higher-order cognitive skills to process academic texts while at the same time 
they motivate students to read the texts. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Research studies on postsecondary education reading and learning show that most 
University students today adopt a surface approach to reading and learning. In 
general, these studies try to explain this phenomenon by focusing on students’ 
attitudes, activities, and skills. The research study presented in this paper shows that 
when teachers design an aligned course that places academic reading at the forefront 
of the course, where the selected class activities encourage students to use higher-
order cognitive skills to construct meaning from academic texts, and teachers 
implement assessment tools aimed at evaluating whether students use such skills to 
read academic texts, the result is that students tend to take a deep approach to 
reading and learning. 
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ABSTRACT 
Two-thirds of first-year students in a major multi-university survey reported that 
they consider it “essential” or “very important” that their university enhance their 
self-understanding and help them develop their personal values.  Many disciplines 
purport to teach critical thinking, but few instructors use pedagogical methods that 
specifically encourage the reflective disposition necessary for self-understanding and 
reflective interaction. This article proposes classroom-tested methods that support 
self-understanding as well as critical thinking, and lead to deeper student engagement 
with the learning process.  These practices are based on research related to 
mindfulness meditation, structured contemplation, journal writing, active listening, 
inquiry, and dialogue. They engage undergraduates by encouraging them to find their 
own voices, communicate, and reflect on the quality of arguments and multiple 
perspectives that exist within and between themselves and the disciplines they 
study.  The article concludes with next steps for further research. 
 
 
 
 
THE STUDENT DISCONNECT 
The conference that prompted this article was aimed at “discovering how to engage 
and retain students … figuring out how we can meet the needs and expectations of 
our students intellectually, emotionally, socially, culturally, and even spiritually.” This 
goal represents more than the popular focus on providing students with employable 
skills and credentials.  It addresses the growing criticism that the focus on 
professional success and making a lot of money has been so overemphasized that we 
have produced a generation of students less engaged academically and politically, and 
“much less likely to concern themselves with ‘developing a meaningful philosophy of 
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life’” (Astin, 2004).  Have we focused too much on surface learning – cramming facts, 
data, concepts and information to pass quizzes and exams – and lost the relevance of 
deep learning – asking how information relates to our thinking, our attitudes and our 
behavior in the world (Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006)?  Do students care about 
these issues? 

Criticism does not originate only from concerned faculty. Many students also 
sense that the career focus in their education is missing something. Two-thirds of 
first-year students in a major multi-university survey reported that they consider it 
“essential” or “very important” that their university enhance their self-understanding 
and help them develop their personal values (Bryant & Schwartz, 2007).  They are 
not just looking for employment skills and credentials, especially when they become 
personally engaged in their learning process. They want an education that prepares 
them for a deeply troubled world and an uncertain future, regardless of their 
professional designations. The lack of personal engagement with the learning process 
is at least one major factor that affects learning and student retention -- one in six 
young Canadians entering a university drops out before they graduate and the 
dropout rate is increasing.2   

Yet, for many students what they are learning does not seem relevant; they 
are not personally engaged. Students know that what they are learning is supposed to 
be relevant to employable skills. They regard faculty as accepted authorities on those 
skills. But students typically enter and go through university conceiving their role as 
learners to be limited to obtaining knowledge from the instructors (Baxter Magolda, 
M. B., 1992; Baxter Magolda, M. B., 2004).  They start out expecting to be told the 
“right answers” and discover the existence of multiple views which may have varying 
degrees of validity. Some recognize the value of entertaining doubt, uncertainty, and 
unknowns, but develop the position that one opinion is as good as another and 
“nobody really knows (Bloom, 1987; Perry, 1970).” It is challenging to maintain years 
of study this way and some students tune out or even drop out.  Education is seen 
only as a means to an imagined end.  

Some educators have been trying for some time to engage students and 
prepare them for a rapidly changing world with a focus on critical thinking:  
purposeful, self-regulatory judgment that results in identifying issues, analysis, 
interpretation and evaluation (Kurfiss, 1988; Van Gyn & Ford, 2006).  They have 
                                                
2 http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/81-595-m/2008070/6000001-eng.htm  accessed February 3, 
2009 
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tried to engage students in explanations of evidential, conceptual, methodological, 
criteriological, or contextual considerations.  In the 1980’s and 90’s educators and 
researchers began to focus on the underlying dispositions to think critically (Facione, 
2007; Paul, 1995).  Here was the beginning of a closer look at what personal 
engagement in learning requires: 

…inquisitiveness with regard to a wide range of issues, concern to 
become and remain generally well-informed, alertness to 
opportunities to use critical thinking, trust in the processes of 
reasoned inquiry, self-confidence in one's own ability to reason, open-
mindedness regarding divergent world views, flexibility in considering 
alternatives and opinions, understanding of the opinions of other 
people, fair-mindedness in appraising reasoning, honesty in facing 
one's own biases, prejudices, stereotypes, egocentric or sociocentric 
tendencies, prudence in suspending, making or altering judgments, 
willingness to reconsider and revise views where honest reflection 
suggests that change is warranted 
Indeed, anyone who exhibits such dispositions could be called an engaged 

learner, would likely thrive in university, and would likely contribute to a brighter 
future in a rapidly changing world. 

Is there something more we can do in higher education that could amplify 
the promising work already underway?  Are there practices that engage students in 
fundamental ways to help them find their own voice, communicate, and reflect on 
the quality of arguments and multiple perspectives that exist within and between 
disciplines? What encourages interactive examination of assumptions and 
metacognitive abilities useful in dialectic argument and dialogue? How do we support 
well reasoned, evaluative judgments and respect for others, even when their response 
is silence?  

Preliminary research indicates that applying certain reflective and interactive 
practices may engage students at the level that critical thinking dispositions (Sable, 
2007). These practices build on research related to mindfulness meditation, 
structured contemplation, journal writing, active listening, inquiry, and dialogue. The 
aim of these practices is to engage undergraduates by encouraging them to find their 
own voices, communicate, and reflect on the quality of arguments and multiple 
perspectives that exist within and between disciplines (Driscoll, Sable, & van Esch, 
2005; Van Gyn & Ford, 2006).  The interactive practices introduced below are well 
aligned with social constructivist (Bruffee, 1999; Gergen, 2001) and pluralist 
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approaches to education (Endres, 1996; Habermas, 1990; Paul, 1995). It is proposed 
that these contemplative practices will strengthen critical thinking and enrich 
students’ lives. 
 
 
CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES IN ACTION 
A fourth year student in a commerce program wrote a note on a course evaluation at 
the end of the term.  He said that “this was the first time I actually had to think in 
university.” There were similar unsolicited comments from several other students. 
The course was an elective for most of the students and required a high degree of 
reflection and interaction. It engaged them in ways of thinking and learning beyond 
their habitual patterns. The reflective and interactive practices that prompted such 
student engagement include both introspective and interactive classroom methods. 
The full set of practices introduced to students over a 12 week term included 
mindfulness meditation, structured contemplation, journal writing, journal reading in 
pairs, listening and inquiry skills, dialogue, and facilitated class discussions. The 
practices are designed to engage students in fundamental ways to help them focus 
their attention, find their own voice, communicate, and reflect on the quality of 
arguments and multiple perspectives that exist within and between disciplines. They 
take into account the affective domain of experience.  They encourage interactive 
examination of assumptions and self-reflective abilities useful in critical thinking and 
dialogue.  
 
 
MINDFULNESS MEDITATION 

The faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention, over 
and over again, is the very root of judgment, character, and will. An 
education which should improve this faculty would be the education 
par excellence. But it is easier to define this ideal than to give 
practical directions for bringing it about. 
- William James, Principles of Psychology (1890) 

Fortunately, practical directions for bringing back “wandering attention” are now 
available.  Over the past several decades, a growing body of research has examined 
the impact of mindfulness meditation and other contemplative practices on a variety 
of human faculties related to engagement in learning: decision-making, judgments 
and ultimately, critical thinking. The work began in the fields of health and stress 
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management (Benson, 1980; J. Kabat-Zinn, 2005), expanded to psychology and 
psychotherapy (Goleman, 2003; Langer, 1989) and more recently focused on higher 
education (Shapiro, Brown, & Astin, 2008; Zajonc, 2003).  Networks of educators 
and researchers now exist for promoting and researching the impact of mindfulness 
meditation and related practices in higher education (e.g., The Association for 
Contemplative Mind in Higher Education, <http://www.acmhe.org> and the 
Mindfulness in Education network, <http://www.mindfuled.org>).  

An increasingly common approach to reflective practice in higher education 
begins with some form of mindfulness meditation in class.   Mindfulness meditation 
in this context is not particularly a religious practice.  Meditation is training one’s 
attention to be focused on the present and open (J. Kabat-Zinn, 2005; Langer, 1989; 
Ray, 2008). It is a complement to discursive analysis, an unbiased investigation of 
experience – qualities, images, feelings, thoughts – without rejecting, grasping or 
creating a storyline.  The purpose of mindfulness is to train the attention on the 
present; to focus on the present. The intention is be a curious but unbiased observer, 
with suspended judgment, a key ingredient of strong critical thinking.  

In mindfulness meditation practice there is no specific situation to focus on, 
only the natural breathing, the sense of body, and what arises in the mind without 
provocation or intention. Yet the five senses are not shut out.  The effect of the 
practice is to gradually recognize the field in which experience arises, the clear inner 
space of the mind, and equally important, recognize and become familiar with how 
one’s mind functions routinely: with projections, filters, and habitual patterns 
mediating between direct experience and judgment.   

In practicing meditation students inevitably experience thoughts, feelings, 
and sensory perceptions that form the filter of ordinary consciousness (Mipham, 
2003; Wallace, 2007).  They notice the memories, habitual patterns, assumptions, 
hopes and fears that color present experience. They may recognize the premature 
cognitive commitments of “mindless” thinking, when we attach particular meaning 
to some data purely out of habit, without thinking critically (Langer, 1989). Langer 
(1989) further describes the results of mindfulness as “the key qualities of a mindful 
state of being: (1) creation of new categories; (2) openness to new information; and (3) 
awareness of more than one perspective” (pg. 62).  Gradually, students come to 
notice how meaning attributed to other people’s behavior may be projection.   

In general, the benefits of mindfulness meditation are becoming well known: 
stress reduction, calmness, broadened perspective, and insight (J. Kabat-Zinn, 2005; 
J. Kabat-Zinn & University of Massachusetts Medical Center/Worcester. Stress 
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Reduction Clinic, 1990).  If one rests the mind openly in the present moment one 
can suspend judgment.  One can then examine freshly the evidence for making 
judgments.   

However, as Nosich and Paul points out that ordinarily, “suspending 
judgment… is an awkward, uncomfortable, almost unnatural response.  It is far more 
immediately satisfying to plump down for some answer, however unexamined; it is 
more gratifying to be unreasonable” (Paul, 1992). Indeed, not all students gain the 
advantages of mindfulness because they cannot manage the discipline of regular 
practice and classroom meditation sessions are limited by necessity to very short 
periods. For many students more structured contemplation exercises with specific 
content to focus attention may be more engaging than mindfulness meditation.   
 
 
STRUCTURED CONTEMPLATIVE EXERCISES 
Structured contemplation exercises can also train the attention, just as mindfulness 
meditation does.  For some students, beginning with this kind of exercise may be 
more amenable.  While meditation has no object to focus on other than the 
experience of breathing, structured contemplation is distinctly focused on a 
particular question, statement or image.  As described by Buchmann (1988) and 
Seamon (1998), the objective of structured contemplation is to take the student’s 
awareness past data noticed only from habitual patterns to fresh, direct experience 
(Buchmann, 1988; Seamon & Zajonc, 1998).   

There are two phases to the structured contemplation practice in the 
proposed research. First, one trains the attention on the object without analyzing or 
manipulating it in any way. For example, in one exercise students may be asked to 
focus on a cartoon image. The instruction is:   

Hold the contemplation. Let the image be the focal point of your 
attention, but don’t try to analyze it. Stay mindful of the image, but 
remain open.  Notice any initial thoughts that may arise in 
connection with the image, but let them go as you would if you were 
focusing on the breath in mindfulness meditation. This part of the 
process trains your ability to remain focused on an object of 
contemplation in the present without attachment to habitual 
thinking patterns. 
This phase of structured contemplation is valuable in that gradually, over 

repeated practice, the student develops a sense of discipline free from distraction 
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and is no longer limited to habitual patterns of perception and conceptualization.  As 
habitual intellectual deliberations are noticed, students are instructed not to be 
committed too quickly, but to remain open and come back to the image.  

In the second phase one begins to open the attention toward the object and 
allow new dimensions to emerge.  The instruction is: 

Next, open your awareness and pay attention to what is happening in 
your whole body, not just your mental space. Notice especially any 
felt sense rather than a storyline with words.  In this step, stay with 
that felt sense just as you would otherwise stay with the breath in 
meditation.  Look directly at this felt sense without judgment.  Let 
your attention be open.  
New dimensions of meaning can appear to come from either side: something 

new about the object may emerge or something new inside oneself in response to the 
object of critical thinking may emerge (Seamon & Zajonc, 1998; Zajonc, 1993). In 
other words, something new may appear to emerge within the perceived or 
something new may be noticed in the perceiver, or both.   

Within oneself one may notice an internal felt sense or perceive something 
unnoticed or unformed at first. This introspective side of contemplation has also 
been termed focusing (Gendlin, 1978).  “Focusing is spending time sensing something 
as yet undefined that comes “in one’s body” in connection with some specific 
problem.” The “problem” for the student in our example (Figure 1) is the almost 
automatic search for what this image means.  What may arise from the focusing 
aspect may, for example, be a feeling of being slightly disoriented, which may lead to 
the thought “why is the image in the reflecting pool solid and the image of the man 
standing next to it rippled?” The student may then become mindful of what is 
happening within herself. Meaning that is derived in the next stage of contemplative 
practice would take this felt sense into account.  For example, the student might 
write in response to this contemplation that she wondered if she felt disoriented 
because she assumed one’s self-image should be solid. 

Correspondingly, one might look again and notice that the man’s posture, 
with his arms angled out, suggests an overconfident, pretentious attitude, as if 
holding on to a solid illusion without recognizing his own self-doubts.  Such an 
insight appears to emerge from the object rather than from the perceived. The 
student may then be mindful of what she had not noticed before about the image.  
The meaning that is derived from this contemplation would take such additional 
insights into account.  For example, the student might write in response to this 



Sable / Why Should I Care? …      110  

contemplation that she wondered if she too has an illusory sense of self that has not 
been fully explored. 

From the structured contemplation exercises students find their own voice. 
They develop fresh language to describe what they experience. Rather than simply 
re-iterate lecture material, they integrate their own experience and assimilate the 
meaning of the contemplation into the context of the course material.  In our 
example, students explore this image in the context of defining what self and identity 
mean to them and what it means from different philosophical, religious and 
psychological perspectives.  
 
 
JOURNALS 
After structured contemplation, students are instructed to articulate their 
understanding in writing.  They are asked to write about their present, reflective 
experience of the contemplation question, statement or image.  The instruction is: 

Write down what comes to you from your contemplative experience. 
Write down your responses to your contemplation without a lot of 
editing. See if there is some new meaning there, beyond your initial 
response when you first looked at the image.  Let your response come in 
fresh words that reflect your full, present experience of the 
contemplation. Don’t rush to write, be patient and wait for words that fit 
best.   

Then ask yourself, “Is that all?”  Explore the edges of what you are 
aware of in response to the contemplation.  Once you start writing, let it 
be “first thought, best thought.” There will be time to edit it later if you 
wish.  Write no more than a page, less is better. 
Narrative journals are becoming a common pedagogical tool in many disciplines 

(Baxter Magolda, M. B., 1992; Elbow, 1986; Lee, 2004). Students are encouraged to 
include their own questions, paradoxes, and analysis of their contemplation – 
whatever comes from their own experience in relation to the content of the 
contemplation.  The point here is to train the mind further to clarify observations in 
the present moment, encourage introspective inquiry, and allow insights to be 
articulated in writing.3   
                                                
3 Journals are not graded.  Grading would reinforce student concerns with getting the “right” 
answer, when the exercise is really more concerned with articulating authenticity, inquiry, 
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JOURNAL READING IN PAIRS 
The next stages of the process comprise contemplative interaction. From this point 
forward knowledge is constructed as a collaborative process, first between the 
students in pairs and then with the whole class led by the instructor.  The following 
practices are significantly influenced by the research on the social construction of 
meaning (Bruffee, 1999; Gergen, 2001; Kolb, 1984).  There are several intentions to 
contemplative interaction: to establish respect amongst the students for each other’s 
point of view; to increase the levels of engagement, openness and authenticity of 
responses; and ultimately to engage them in applying critical thinking in an 
atmosphere of respect and dialogue.  In particular, students may notice that meaning 
derived from shared experience in the present is more than abstract.  It gives life to 
the course content.  It may give them a sense of connection to each other as well as 
shift some of their underlying assumptions and paradigms for what higher education 
is about.   

It is important to note that mindfulness is not forgotten in interaction.  In 
fact, the challenge of being mindful begins with listening. 
 
 
READING, LISTENING AND REFLECTING 
Moving to interactive contemplation, students read their journals to each other in 
pairs (or triads if there is an odd number in the class).  The instruction is: 

Reading and Listening 
Break into pairs. One person volunteers to read out loud her response 
to the contemplation. The other person listens. Listen with self-
awareness. This awareness has two aspects:  1) notice the tendency to 
make judgments, to agree or disagree. The point is not to reject your 
own judgments, but to recognize the habit and commit to them 
prematurely; and 2) listen openly, beyond your judgments and 
assumptions. (Do not take notes while the first person is reading.) 
First, the listener is instructed to listen and absorb what is said, and to notice 

the tendency to compare what is said by the reader with his or her own journal.  The 
focus of attention should be entirely on what the reader is saying.  The listener then 
                                                
and insight. Samples of journals are often included, without identifying who wrote them, in 
the lecture notes of the next class to illustrate the richness of different points of view and 
review the course content. 
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paraphrases what he or she has just heard.  Both the reader and the listener often 
report that it is instructive to discover how much was retained and understood, and 
how much projection and “filling in” can go on (Gendlin, 1978; Jaison, 2007).  The 
intention of this process over time is for listeners to slowly train themselves to 
become more aware of their assumptions and projections as they listen to each other.  

Listening in pairs allows students who are reading to each other to feel less 
rushed and pressured than speaking to the whole class and the instructor in a 
classroom discussion.  There is more time.  The concept of “wait-time” as an 
instructional variable was investigated by Mary Budd Rowe (Rowe, 1987). The “wait-
time” periods she found -- periods of silence that followed teacher questions and 
students’ completed responses -- rarely lasted more than 1.5 seconds in typical 
classrooms. She discovered, however, that when these periods of silence lasted at 
least 3 seconds, many positive things happened to students’ and teachers’ behaviors 
and attitudes.” Students who previously had not participated did so. Teachers’ 
opinions about who was likely to be following class discussions and engaging in 
autonomous reasoning shifted. 

Within the reading and listening stage students trade roles so that each has 
the experience of reading, listening, and the reflecting back, paraphrasing, what they 
heard.  The instruction is: 

Reflecting 
The listener offers his or her understanding by paraphrasing or 
reflecting back what has been said, trying to communicate just what 
the first person said without adding to or interpreting their meaning.  The 
first person confirms, corrects, or fills in if something important to 
them is missing. 
Reflecting what is heard without interpretation is sometimes called active 

listening, or deep listening.  This process originated with psychologist Carl Rogers 
and was elaborated by Eugene Gendlin in his focusing process (Gendlin, 1978; 
Rogers, 1951).  In the context of mindfulness and contemplative interaction, it is a 
continuation of suspending judgment, cultivating openness and training one’s 
attention.  Here students may become aware for the first time how challenging it is 
to listen without making judgments or without thinking ahead about what one 
should say in response.  Gendlin reported giving participants permission to clarify 
what was said several times, ensuring them it was “normal” to need clarification, and 
allowing some humor and humility to enter the picture. The same practical 
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experience develops with students, who at first discover it is hard to capture 
everything the reader has said even when there is less than a page to their journal.4   

While there is a natural tendency for the paired students to digress into 
unstructured interaction, the respect and trust created in the paired interaction at 
least slows down the tendency toward premature judgment, advocacy and persuasion.  
Active listening and reflecting leave more space for each person to reconsider for 
themselves what they have written (Sable, 2007). 
 
 
CONTEMPLATIVE INQUIRY 
Having read or listened and gone through reflection of what was said, the next stage 
is inquiry. The instruction to the listener is: 

Inquiry 
Ask questions to clarify what the first person meant. The purpose 
here is not to persuade the person to a different point of view, get 
agreement or disagreement.  The purpose is to help yourself and the 
reader understand in more depth what he or she meant.  For 
example, you could start with the words that the reader spoke “What 
did you mean by ________?” “Can you say more about ___________?”  
Avoid leading questions such as “When you said ‘x’ did you mean ‘y?’” 
or “I thought the contemplation meant ________, didn’t it?”  
Contemplative inquiry is open-minded curiosity, including suspension of 

one’s initial assumptions long enough for them to be challenged (Facione & Facione, 
2007; Paul, 1992).  The objective of contemplative inquiry is to help the reader 
explore what they wrote and to discover what meaning was actually communicated, 
as opposed to what the reader may have intended (Bohm, 1996; Kolb, 1984).  At the 
same time, the listener explores his or her understanding of the reader’s work 
through inquiry: questions about the reader’s journal entry and its meaning (Isaacs, 
1999).  Contemplative inquiry is distinguished from asking leading questions based 
on the listener’s first impressions or “putting words in someone’s mouth.”  For 
example, “Did you mean to say ….,” Would “x” be a better word?” are leading 
                                                
4 More recently an Active Listening Observation Scale (ALOS-global) to quantify this kind of 
mindfulness skill has also been developed, opening the door for quantitative research on the 
impact of practice and training in listening skills (Fassaert, van Dulmen, Schellevis, & 
Bensing, 2007). 
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questions. There is time for that later, after contemplative inquiry ensures some 
depth of understanding for the listener.  However, to do it without projecting one’s 
assumptions and preferences is generally challenging for students, especially in the 
early weeks of practice.  

From contemplative inquiry students begin to generate new meaning derived 
from their interaction.  As a listener, inquiry reveals further what assumptions were 
made and how well the listener understood what was read.  As a reader, inquiry 
reveals what was actually communicated, whether the written contemplation was 
clear or ambiguous.  

At this point in the contemplative interaction process the instructor signals 
the pairs to switch roles, so that the first readers become the listeners and the 
process is repeated with equal time for the new reader.   
 
 
DIALOGUE 
Dialogue is a “flow of meaning between” participants (Bohm,1996) as opposed to a 
discussion, where views are dissected and individuals advocate for their position, 
trying to win their point.  It strengthens the possibility that the students will engage 
each other’s points of view rather than merely defend against the other’s point of 
view. Of course, one student may simply agree with or take on the other’s point of 
view.  But, if the interaction moves to dialogue they can not only choose from the 
existing alternatives, they generate a third point of view, a synthesis or transcending 
alternative. “The most important parts of any conversation are those that neither 
party could have imagined before starting” (Isaacs, 1999). 
The instruction is: 

Dialogue  
Explore the contemplation not from personal points of view, but by 
creating a new meaning based on shared experience.  Apply previous 
knowledge and use interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference 
in light of your shared experience with your partner.  
“In order for socially determined difference to be authentically recognized, 

while still providing the possibility of agreement, participants in dialogue must move 
beyond their own perspective.” (Endres, 1996).  Once students have become familiar 
with the contemplative interaction process up to this stage, it is more likely for them 
to be genuinely engaged with a disposition for respectful, yet critical thinking.   
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Paired interaction creates an additional dynamic to the classroom.  Students are less 
caught in drawing out the instructor to provide the “right answer” when the format 
returns to the open classroom discussion model.  They are likely to be more engaged 
and more disposed to apply critical thinking skills such as purposeful, self-reflective 
judgment that results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference.  
 
 
FACILITATED CLASS DISCUSSIONS 
When paired interactions are finished, the instructor reassembles the whole class.  
Even an unstructured, open discussion at this point may be qualitatively different 
than ordinary post-lecture discussion. Students are more prone to respond to each 
other rather than direct all their attention to the instructor. Students begin to 
appreciate that they can learn from each other or help each other, as well as learn 
from the instructor.  

The instructor may initiate the class discussion by asking for a volunteer to 
read his or her journal entry to the class and summarize the paired interaction. It is 
valuable to capture highlights on the whiteboard and provoke further inquiry using 
the words and insights of the students (Bruffee, 1999; Gergen, 1999; McNamee, 2006).  
The instruction is: 

Facilitated Class Discussion 
Where there is divergence, the point is not to arrive at agreement or 
consensus.  The point is to encourage each other to hold what appear 
to be divergent views as if you could exchange places with each other. 
It is then possible that something new may emerge from the pre-
determined course content, something generated from the present 
experience of the participants and the instructor, critical thinking. 
In the final stage, the instructor encourages the students to explore their 

own language further by inquiry and paraphrasing.  The purpose of facilitated class 
discussion is to engage the fresh language contributed by the students to explore the meaning 
and implications of the subject matter. Students own contributions are being 
acknowledged, shared, explored, and put in the context of the learning objectives. 

Finally, as educator Peter Taylor describes based on similar approaches 
“…one's development as a critical thinker is like a personal journey into unfamiliar or 
unknown areas. Both involve risk, open up questions, create more experiences than 
can be integrated at first sight, require support, yield personal change, and so on.” 
(Taylor, 2005) This ‘journeying’ metaphor is the essence of student engagement.  It 
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draws attention to the inter- and intra-personal dimensions of people developing 
their thinking and underlying dispositions.  It is then possible to return to more 
conventional approaches with a deeper and more committed reflective disposition.  
 
 
BEYOND THE CLASS 
Another student who had been part of the interactive contemplation process wrote 
at the end of the term:  

I feel that I am becoming more aware of how I fool myself regularly.  
It is constant with brief flashes of awareness that I cling to. I must 
be so careful of my motivation, why I want that awareness…I want 
to be a part of society, a contributor, but on my own terms. It’s hard 
to examine life, lifestyle, community…take what you want or accept 
and then discard the rest because the problem is, why do you want 
it? 
Students who are asking such questions now and not rushing to safe or 

expedient conclusions will focus on personal growth as well as their academic skills. 
They will be more aware of their habits of mind and be open to reframing the way 
they see problems as they interact with each others and the environment.  They are 
not only engaged as students, as graduates and future leaders they will be able guides 
to appropriate action in circumstances that are now beyond imagination.  In all its 
forms, let us encourage student engagement through learning made relevant to 
students’ experience. 
 
 
NEXT STEPS 
Many questions regarding contemplative interaction remain to be explored. The 
whole set of contemplative practices described in this article take valuable class 
time.5  Can the steps be applied independently to good effect?  How can the effects 
of contemplative practice be evaluated?  Can the practices described in this article be 
applied to a variety of disciplines?  How much experience with the practices does the 
instructor need to make them effective?  And considering the trend toward online 
learning, can contemplative practices engage students at a distance, either 
                                                
5 Generally, it can take 45 minutes to an hour to go through all the steps described with a 
class of 35-40 students. 
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synchronously (in real time) or asynchronously (through recordings and self-directed, 
paired interaction)?  Each of theses questions lead into research that would enable us 
to improve student engagement and retention. 
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ABSTRACT 
First-Year Foundation or Introduction to University courses are becoming 
increasingly important in grounding students with knowledge, skills and experience 
to succeed in their chosen field of study.  However, such courses often cover basics 
of writing, research, and critical thinking that sometimes distance students from the 
very subjects in which they are most interested.  This paper describes a new 
foundation course for majors that combines reflective and creative strategies for 
students, allowing them to connect with their own experiences and passions and 
bring those to a specific area of study.  Using technology judiciously and a variety of 
classroom and out-of-class experiences enhances student retention and provides a 
model as to how instructors can "do it all" in one semester without significant 
attrition. 
 
 
 
 
Universities in the Twenty-first Century are facing dual challenges: recruiting and 
retaining students in academic programs while at the same time addressing the 
varying degree of preparedness of those same students.  One answer to these 
challenges has been the creation of “Introduction to University” styles of course or 
the First-Year Foundation course, both of which attempt to bridge the gap between 
what students can do and what they must learn to do to succeed at the university 
level.  These courses are becoming increasingly important in grounding students with 
knowledge, skills and experience to succeed in their chosen field of study and, 
ultimately, in their post-university lives.  However, such courses often cover basics of 
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writing, research, and critical thinking that sometimes distance students from the 
very subjects in which they are most interested.  How can universities remediate 
skills while still providing enough engagement to keep students in a program of 
study?  And, how can disciplinary knowledge be shoehorned into single stand-alone 
courses that attempt to be all things to all people? Although University 101 style 
courses may be successful in the short term, a Foundation course for Majors can 
combine reflective and creative strategies for students and allow them to connect 
with their own experiences and passions, bringing those to a specific area of study.  
The judicious use of technology along with a variety of classroom and out-of-class 
experiences can enhance student retention and provide a model as to how instructors 
can “do it all” in one semester without significant attrition.  An analysis of a newly 
designed course “MUSC 1201: Introduction to Music History and Literature” shows 
how a Foundation course can address a number of different challenges, grounded in 
disciplinary knowledge.   
 
 
SETTING (AND BUILDING) THE STAGE 
The necessity of foundation courses is obvious when we consider the Report of the 
Project Cherub as reported in Trewartha (2008). In literacies and language, directors 
at colleges noted dramatic deficiencies in student abilities and skills. 50% noted 
reading issues, 70% listening problems, a dramatic 86% noted problems in accuracy 
and grammar. Vocabulary was found to be a problem with 63% of students, while 
speaking proved a struggle for 70%. An overwhelming 86% noted student problems 
with writing. If we are to trust the director’s assessment, indeed this rather striking 
problem needs to be addressed. One possibility that is being considered, and 
delivered more and more, finds itself in the form of a foundation course, such as  
 
 
INTRODUCTION TO MUSIC HISTORY AND LITERATURE 
In 2003, 20% of U.S. students entering university and 42% entering college took 
foundation courses, as they do not have the skills needed to succeed according to the 
National Centre for Education Statistics as reported in Zeidenberg, Jenkins and 
Calcagno (2007).  Zeidenberg et al (2007) seem to think it is a broader issue not 
limited to the United States noting, “It is widely believed that many students have 
poor study habits and lack clear goals for college and career” (p. 1).  If we assume 
similar skills issues in Canada, we too must meet and fill the need. 
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It is important to ask, “What are the benefits in offering a first year 
foundation course at my institution?” This is a question that should be considered 
not only at the individual instructor level, but also the departmental and 
administrative level. It is vital for all levels to appreciate and understand the benefits 
and purpose of such a course. Additionally, it is necessary for administration at your 
institution to be on board with the goals of a foundation course. If administration 
sees the value and also provides the necessary support for such courses, it has the 
appropriate backing to be a success, providing students with the skills and 
knowledge for high achievement in future courses.  Some of the benefits include 
reducing student stress, equipping students with better study skills, better reasoning, 
independence, communication skills and adaptability.  Overall, foundation courses 
help students 

1) staircase into their programs 
2) develop literacies 
3) develop contextualized disciplinary knowledge 
4) learn how to learn 
5) develop overall academic study skills. 
This sets the stage for greater university achievement and ultimately better 

student retention.   
Support from administration echoes the support students need, as noted by 

Tinto (2002); they also need their instructors to have great expectation for their 
learning: 

Students are more likely to persist when they find themselves in settings that 
hold high expectations for their learning, provide needed academic and social 
support, and actively involve them with other students and faculty in 
learning. (p.3)  
The environment is one of providing skills development opportunities to 

achieve personal and academic goals, combined with the expectation that students 
will invest, commit and be eager to learn. Students must be aware of these 
expectations so they should be made explicit.  

There are some common characteristics of successful foundation courses to 
ensure student achievement. As noted earlier, foundation courses are valued by the 
university, including the administration, and allocated sufficient resources. Faculty, 
must also value them, to provide them with the appropriate focus, attention, 
enthusiasm and development energy.  Faculty should also be familiar with the 
institutional workings of the university and with the resources available at the 
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institution for students, such as writing centres. Faculty must support students 
academically, socially and even emotionally when necessary and as with most well 
designed courses, accommodate a variety of learning styles. Successful foundation 
courses are not focused simply on content knowledge but on the process itself, 
allowing for the skills learned to be transferable to other contexts and courses. 
Academic advising should be provided and work in tandem with the course.  Building 
on student experience, the cultural and social capital and perspective of students 
should be valued, fostering an inclusive and affirming atmosphere. Courses should be 
integrated into the program of study to fully integrate learning outcomes.   

When foundation courses are offered, is there increased learning and 
success? It appears so if a Florida State wide survey is to be believed6. Academic 
success increases from approximately 40%, for those without a foundation course, to 
close to 60% for those who completed such a course. In terms of enrollment fours 
years later, the increase was from approximately 23% to just under 40%. The number 
of academic awards even increased for the group who completed a foundation 
course, close to 10%. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION TO MUSIC HISTORY AND LITERATURE: A 
FOUNDATION COURSE AT MOUNT ALLISON UNIVERSITY 
This course was created by me, Dr. Elizabeth Wells, when I was teaching as the main 
historian in a music department in a liberal arts environment, where we blend the 
expectations of a professional degree program (the B. Mus.) with more general 
educational goals.  Although some of our students go on to careers in performance, a 
majority enter B. Ed. Programs or teach privately, and some apply to graduate school 
as composers, historians, or music theorists.  We needed to address a wide variety of 
potential uses of our program’s content and remediate in a few areas.  Students now 
do not enter a disciplinary Music program with the same degree of preparedness that 
they did even ten years ago.  We teach mostly Western art music, and so students 
need to have a general idea of style periods, composers and genres to understand 
what is going on in their coursework and research.  With the demise of classical 
music on radio, on iPods, and in high school curricula, students do not come in with 
a good or wide foundation of repertoire knowledge.  We were also finding that there 
was more attrition in the program than we would like, and that students generally 
                                                
6 See Appendix 1. 
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sensed their own weaknesses in specific areas, leading to some anxiety and to the 
impeding of student success.  Whatever remediation we needed had to happen 
humanely, discreetly, quickly and supportively.  The required first part of the core  
four semester music history curriculum, MUSC 1201: Introduction to Music History 
and Literature, was meant to address these needs and aid in retention for Bachelor of 
Music and B.A. Major in Music students.  Overall, the course attempts to give 
students training in critical thinking, writing, and research methods while covering 
disciplinary knowledge and repertoire, honing skills that will be necessary for the rest 
of the history survey and bonding the cohort of incoming students as a group.  The 
curriculum is structured in such a way that students spend the first eight weeks 
listening to repertoire and writing listening journals, attending lectures and engaging 
in discussion during class time, working on weekly written and critical assignments, 
and at the end turning in a research paper helped along by research and library 
assignments and take a final exam based on an overview survey of music history.  
Support materials include a textbook specifically about writing on and researching 
music, a coursepack that includes readings from a book on music and culture and 
other articles, a vocabulary chart that I include in the syllabus, and access to online 
streamed music from a subscription-based music library.7  The course involves a 
heavy workload (both by my estimation and as reported by the class) which helps to 
impress on students how university study is more intense than that encountered in 
high school.  With such a variety of assignments, activities, and objectives, I needed 
to create some reflective activities that made students think about their own 
preparedness, background, and place in the university, building knowledge and skills 
while still encouraging them to remain in the program.  Over the crucial first two 
weeks of the course, I design activities and assignments that soothe their 
apprehensions and focus on their interests. 

The first assignment is the crafting of student learning philosophies.  Unlike 
a simple self-assessment of their own learning styles (I suggest that they investigate 
VARK online), this activity forces students to answer for themselves why they are in 
this program of study, or even why they are in university at all.  I ask them to read 
my teaching philosophy online to get a sense of how a philosophy is different from 
an analysis, and I provide them with leading questions taken from a similar 
                                                
7 Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening.  Hanover: University 
Press of New England, 1998; Richard J. WIngell, Writing About Music: An Introductory Guide, 
4th Ed.  Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2009.  Naxos online music streaming 
library: naxosmusiclibrary.com. 
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document meant to aid in writing teaching philosophies.  These leading questions 
make students think about the ways and reasons they may learn, but also asks them 
to be forthcoming about what they want to learn.  This warms up their creative and 
critical faculties, focuses them on their own learning outcomes (while validating 
those desired outcomes) and invites them to enter willingly and actively into the 
learning process.  The one-page document that results creates a template for learning 
over the year. 

In the second week, I assign another short (2-page) paper called a “Music 
Conservatory Ethnography.”  Readings in the assigned text create an ethnography of 
a symphony orchestra concert; I ask them to use this mode of critical engagement to 
“read” the building in which they will be pursuing their studies.  What does the 
location, shape, and style of the building tell them about music in their community?  
Who is in the building and what are they doing? Who is included and excluded? 
Finally, what are they doing in this building and what hopes, dreams and fears follow 
them to class each day?  The ethnography is exploratory in terms of the discipline 
and subject area, narrowed down from the learning philosophy but also building on 
the awareness they have developed from creating that document.  They have to 
figure out what they are doing in music. 

In tandem with these two writing assignments (on which I provide a good 
deal of text editing and writing feedback) I assign the more open-ended and creative 
“Personal Music History.”  To keep students thinking creatively, I allow this 
assignment to be completely open in terms of format and presentation.  Some 
students choose to write a short paper, others take to Bristol board or Powerpoint, 
while still others make compilation CDs or scrapbooked albums.  The assignment 
asks students to construct their own personal music histories: how friends, teachers, 
and family members may have helped to shape their interests or abilities, and how 
particular musical styles, songs, or composers have fit into their own development as 
musicians and people.  I ask the students to voluntarily present their music histories 
for five minutes or so at the beginning of class and to field questions from others 
about them.  Over the course of the semester we gradually work through most of the 
students who are interested in publicly sharing their histories.  At the same time, I 
am teaching them historical method and how music history is written: what are its 
sources, how do historians choose what to present and how.  The outcomes of this 
assignment have been quite remarkable.  Students realize that they have much more 
training and experience than they might give themselves credit for, and that they are 
part of an ongoing music history that is still being written.  Because they are asked to 
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reflect on and connect with their inner lives and passions, they start to make 
connections between what we are doing in the music curriculum and their own 
interests and strengths.  Students self-identify and self-define through this activity, 
building their confidence and sense of themselves, and they get to know their 
classmates through something that is important to all of them: music.  

In a related assignment that also kicks off the year, and which takes only a 
few minutes to complete, students are asked to put together a “Personal Repertoire 
Assignment.”  Students need to complete eight weeks of assigned listening and 
journaling, and I have arranged the musical repertoire not chronologically but 
according to themes that music addresses: love, death, power, politics, nostalgia, 
class, ethnicity, etc.  Before the students have seen the assigned repertoire under 
these headings, I ask them to free-associate and choose music that first comes to 
mind when they consider these broad areas.  “Ritual” often brings up church music 
that students may know or even something as quotidian as “Happy Birthday.”  
Similarly,” love and death” often bring to mind popular music that students have 
listened to in their teenage years.  When the time comes to listen and write on the 
weekly theme, the students listen to the selections I have chosen, but also write on 
the repertoire they had chosen for this assignment.  I leave the style and genre of 
music entirely up to each student.  When the students write up the listening journals 
they need to talk about some technical aspects of the music but also relate each 
piece to the week’s theme.  They then add their own repertoire to that discussion 
and compare and contrast it with the classical music selections I have assigned.  This 
has been a successful assignment because students are reminded that they already 
know a great deal about music – they are empowered with their own knowledge 
while marrying that knowledge to the material I have asked them to learn.  The old 
and new blend together, and by allowing any kind of music to be added to my list, 
students own preferences and knowledge is valued and acknowledged.  Students start 
to see that the boundaries they may have imagined between popular and art musics 
are not as great as they might have imagined. 

The assessment methods used for these assignments are important.  For the 
two written assignments, the Learning Philosophy and the Ethnography, I mark for 
prose and try to get them to organize their thoughts into a narrative flow or at least 
to make cognitive sense.  In this way I am starting to focus them on essay writing 
skills and how to organize often disparate thoughts.  For the Music Histories, I 
reward students on content (mostly the quality or quantity thereof), writing style 
where appropriate, and creativity.  Hard work is recognized and rewarded, and very 
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rarely do I have a low mark in this area.  The personal repertoire assignment is 
pass/fail -- since I don’t judge them on the music they know, I simply acknowledge 
that they have completed their list of repertoire.  I also allow them to change their 
minds on this repertoire over the course of the term.  Often the course material 
causes them to think through their choices differently. 

As an adjunct to this course material, I also make available on WebCT 
information about me as an instructor: my CV, teaching philosophy, and an 
interview of me done on the campus radio station.  By showing students the route I 
took to a professorship and letting them understand where my music history fits, 
they can see that they are on a similar path, even if that path does not culminate in a 
faculty position in a university.  This demystifying aspect allows students to see that 
there are many stages in their academic lives and I hope that this both inspires them 
and reassures them.  The graduate school experiences I remember best are those in 
which professors talked about their own research and lives as scholars and teachers; I 
felt that this also would engage my students, even at the first-year level.  At the same 
time, I created instructional videos, very short and to the point, with minimal 
production and editing.  Each short video relates to an assignment in the syllabus and 
there are some more global videos about the course in general and professionalism.  
The students can watch these videos at any time, repeatedly, and in any location 
where they have an internet connection.   

The outcomes of these assignments have been substantial.  Students 
enthusiastically embrace the history curriculum, are willing to put in a herculean 
work ethic, and emerge as stronger and more confident students.  They get to know 
each other well through the presentation of their music histories, group listening 
sessions, and group work.  Although retention will always be difficult in programs as 
idiosyncratic as music, courses like this, especially when handled carefully in the first 
few weeks, aid in retention and build student success. 
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Technology and Just-in-Time Teaching 

 
 
Jeff Hooper 
Department of Mathematics and Statistics, Acadia University 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
Just-in-Time teaching is a model in which activities assigned to students at the end 
of one class are used as feedback to inform classroom activities for the next class 
meeting.  The rapidity of this feedback process can mean a great deal of additional 
work for the instructor. 

In the Acadia Math Department, we have been experimenting with our own 
variation of the approach in which we use software we have developed to help reduce 
the instructor's burden and facilitate the model's implementation. In this article we 
discuss the Just-in-Time approach: its potential to help increase student engagement 
and motivation, and to aid in improving retention, as well as its limitations and 
problems we've encountered. We also share our attempts at solving these problems 
in our undergraduate Mathematics classes, though our approaches can be adapted to 
other disciplines. 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The idea of Just-in-Time teaching incorporates a feedback cycle structure in which 
out-of-class assignments are used to inform subsequent classroom activities. An 
important component of this model involves the feedback process: during the period 
between classes students complete assigned work that is due prior to their next class. 
The instructor uses this work, as well as other feedback, to determine the material to 
use in the next class. This cycle repeats throughout the term. As you might imagine, 
this places a heavy burden on the shoulders of the instructor.  

In the Acadia Math Department, we have been experimenting with our own 
variation of the approach in which we use software we have developed to help reduce 
the instructor's burden and facilitate the model's implementation. In this article we 
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discuss the Just-in-Time approach: its potential to help increase student engagement 
and motivation, and to aid in improving retention, as well as its limitations and 
problems we have encountered. We also share our attempts at solving these 
problems in our undergraduate Mathematics classes, though our approaches can be 
adapted to other disciplines. These approaches have been reported on in other places 
(Hooper (2006, 2009), Pollanen (2006, 2007)) and so we will not go into elaborate 
details here.  

All of the work described here is part of a larger collaboration with the 
author’s colleagues Holger Teismann (Acadia) and Marco Pollanen (Trent). 
 
 
JUST-IN-TIM TEACHING AND ACTIVE LEARNING 
The term Active Learning (AL) is a catch-all that refers to models of instruction 
which shoulder much of the responsibility for learning on the learners themselves. 
Various flavours of these models have been tried and tested, including Problem-
Based Learning, Socratic or Inquiry-Based instruction, Discovery Learning, and 
Experiential Learning.  

Although there was much initial hope and excitement about these methods, 
recent research has found weaknesses. In particular, some models of AL are built 
upon the general assumption that a student's development will occur on its own, 
with little guidance or intervention from the instructor, provided the environment is 
conducive. But studies have shown that self-guided learning can be productive in 
some instances, but only after initial learning has occurred (Kirschner (2006)). Two 
major issues which come up in the research as stumbling blocks for active learning 
are preparedness and motivation. In order for active learning methods to be effective, 
students must be at a level of readiness in which they can take on the challenge, and 
they must also be motivated to do so.  

In a series of papers in the 1980s, Keller developed the influential ARCS 
Model of Motivation for instructional design (Keller (1983,1984)), (Driscoll (2005)). 
This model represents a set of conditions which must be met for a learner to be 
motivated to learn, and in particular gives an instructor a list of concrete tests to 
apply to their teaching. In order to motivate students to learn, an activity must:  

• gain and keep the learner's Attention;  
• be Relevant to the learner;  
• help students to gain Confidence from the activity;  
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• provide students Satisfaction with the outcome.  

In practice, in many course situations, especially in service courses, we see a wide 
variety of students and it can be difficult to satisfy these criteria for all of them. 
Larger institutions often attempt to solve this problem by streaming students into a 
range of introductory classes, although a wide range of abilities is usually represented 
in each class nonetheless. This approach is simply not practical at a smaller 
institution like Acadia. In Mathematics the above problems are often compounded 
by the fact that, according to surveys, about 85 % of first-year students may feel 
some anxiety towards Mathematics (Perry (2004)). 

As noted in the introduction, the idea of Just-in-Time teaching incorporates 
a feedback cycle structure in which out-of-class assignments are used to inform 
subsequent classroom activities. The new and exciting component of this type of 
structure involves the feedback process. During the couple of days between classes, 
students are assigned work that is due prior to their next class, and the instructor 
uses this work to determine what activities and material to use in the next class. This 
cycle in principle repeats all throughout the term.  

Despite its promise, in practice this model can only work if the feedback is 
essentially immediate, since the instructor must have a little lead time in order to 
prepare for class. Moreover, in nearly all of the current instances I have found in 
which this course design is being tried, the ongoing assessment is essentially web-
based in nature, with two types of task given: a) short warm-up problems, in which 
students type in their own explanation of a concept; and b) longer activities which 
are essentially `webified' versions of standard (paper-based) activities. The entire use 
of technology in these courses is essentially no different than Acadia students 
submitting into dedicated Plato folders. Of particular note with these methods is 
that the "feedback" portion of the loop is specifically geared to give information to 
the instructor only, while the students get no personal information from this process. 
This doesn't necessarily mean this process has no value, but the form in which it is 
implemented fails to allow for the possibility of student feedback.  
 
 
MOTIVATING PROBLEMS 
Let us first examine some of the issues which motivated our interest in these 
projects.  
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Student Issues 
As noted earlier, students in our first-year math courses enter with a wide range in 
abilities and motivations. The best students often receive too little feedback, while 
weaker students may be confronted with an unrealistic challenge. In addition, most 
of our introductory courses are taught to non-math majors, and many of these 
students fear Mathematics.  
 
Contact with Students Outside Class 
According to a study by Nadler & Nadler (2000), an increase in student-instructor 
contact outside the classroom correlates positively with student retention, academic 
performance, and satisfaction. Most student-instructor contact outside the 
classroom consists of e-mail (or web-based) communication and office hour visits. 
Yet few students actually attend office hours. In fact, office hour attendance is often 
very infrequent and superficial, with many visits lasting less than 10 minutes.  

A study by Jones and Johnson-Yale (2005) shows that nearly all faculty use e-
mail to communicate with students. Many also use alternative forms of electronic 
communication, such as instant messaging or chat rooms. This can often be effective 
in courses which are mainly textual, but is less so with Mathematics courses.  
 
Online Mathematics Communication 
The Internet is largely text-based; many of the most popular forms of 
communication (e.g. e-mail, instant messaging, message boards, blogs, news groups, 
social networking sites) rely mainly on text. While this has proved very useful for 
most types of discussion, there can still be a real problem when it comes to more 
complicated ideas. Formulas and diagrams can be difficult to describe using only 
words. A picture (say, attached as an image file) can sometimes help, but that often 
requires multiple steps, and isn't necessarily that appropriate for real-time 
communication.  

Writing mathematical expressions within text is difficult for students, and 
can lead to ambiguous statements: does 1/2x mean or  ? It can also be quite a 
challenge to unambiguously explain foreign symbols, or more complicated 
expressions and equations, like  

         or             
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The Feedback Cycle 
Of particular concern to us was that in a number of courses, the feedback cycle is 
simply too long.  

• Students are usually assigned work due several days after the material is 
encountered.  

• Students often postpone their work until the last moment.  
• The instructor or TA usually requires several days to mark all of the 

assignments.  
Eventually the work is returned to the student, who is no longer as connected to it.  
Let us consider this even more concretely, and consider a typical example:  

• Wed Sept 10: Students encounter a new concept, say the notion of limit, in 
class.  

• Fri Sept 12: Students are given an assignment which includes problems on 
this topic, due the following Friday.  

• Thurs Sept 18: Students start(!) working on the assignment.  
• Fri Sept 19: The assignment is turned in, and passed to the TA.  
• Thurs Sept 25: The TA returns the papers to the instructor.  
• Fri Sept 26: The students get the assignment returned to them.  

So with this sort of assignment layout, there can be a two-week delay between the 
class in which a student encounters a concept, and when their work related to that 
concept is returned to them. This is far from optimal.  
 
Improving Feedback 
Many instructors have tried to find ways to work toward improving this feedback 
cycle. Some possible solutions involve breaking the assignments into shorter, more 
frequent ones, and possibly having students submit their solutions to this work by e-
mail or using a web forum.  

There are, however, problems with each of these approaches. They place a 
heavy burden on the instructor, who must look through all of the submissions for 
each assignment. (Imagine having to wade through 50+ submissions every other day, 
and you can see how this would play out.) Moreover, such feedback is essentially one-
way only: the instructor receives feedback and can use it. But students have no access 
to the submissions, and further feedback is not possible  

We now consider the technology we have been developing to try to solve 
some of these problems.  
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ONLINE MATHEMATICS COMMUNICATION: ENVISION 
enVision is a combination Chat and Whiteboard program that makes it easy to input 
mathematical content. Written as a Java applet, it is very small (58KB in size) and 
loads into any standard browser (IE, Safari, Firefox, Opera). enVision is free and can 
be downloaded from http://www.xiom.org. A screenshot is shown in figure 1. 

  
Figure 1: The enVision user interface.  

 
Our main use of enVision has been as a method for conducting anonymous online office 
hours. These 1-2 hour sessions are held instead of regular office hours, sometimes 
even in the evening.  

In using this with our first and second-year math classes, we noticed a large 
increase in office hour participation by the students: up to 60% of the class section 
has attended a single office hour, and many students stay for the entire session. 
Students can choose to login using their real name or can hide their identity behind 
an alias. There appears to be a fairly even split between the two camps. As 
instructors, we've noticed greater engagement in these sessions, with many more 
students asking questions than we would normally see in a regular class. The sessions 
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also encouraged a greater multi-way dialogue: students often helped with 
contributing towards answers to questions.  

Reactions from students have been very positive as well. They found the 
sessions more comfortable and more convenient. Some commented that they liked 
the ability to attend the sessions from their room, where they could surround 
themselves with all of their resources.  

The ability to remain anonymous, both from the instructor and their peers, 
was also a benefit. When surveyed, a number of students indicated that they 
normally feel uncomfortable asking questions. As one stated, (s)he was "more 
confident in asking questions without embarrassment of asking a 'stupid' question." 
These online office hours allowed students to take risks they would not normally 
have permitted themselves. 

 
Future Work 
Our work with enVision has left us with a number of open questions which we hope 
to consider in the near future: 

• Are the two types of anonymity the students mention (anonymity from 
peers, anonymity from professor) related?  

• Do different students feel more strongly about one type than the other?  
• Are students just using their online persona or are they trying to be 

anonymous?  
• We also seem to be seeing an increase in the amount of risk-taking going on. 

Is this actually the case?  
• Is the anxiety or fear we are seeing expressed in the surveys purely 

Mathematics-related, or is it something different?  
• If this fear is actually affecting student performance, is that reflected in our 

students' results after using enVision?  
• Do online office hours reduce instructor anxiety as well?  

 
 
ONLINE ADAPTIVE LEARNING: XERO 
We have been working for several years on the development of a web-based adaptive 
learning environment called Xero. This software provides much of the functionality 
of a course management system: announcements, file management, chat rooms, 
message boards, and functionality for online tests, quizzes and assignments. The 
Xero server interfaces with many well-known open-source Mathematics software 
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packages. For example, the server uses, among others, computer algebra systems such 
as Maxima (comparable to Maple) and Pari-GP for symbolic calculations, the TeX 
mathematical typesetting system for displaying mathematics, and Gnuplot to create 
2D/3D plots.  

However, our main focus with Xero is providing a facility to create adaptive 
template-based exercises and an environment for adaptive online assignments. Xero 
allows the creation of an effectively unlimited number of exercises from a single 
template and the analysis of the mathematical content of answers. We have the 
ability to create a completely different personalized assignment each time a student 
attempts to solve it, and to provide instant personalized feedback. Implementing 
these technologies in the creation of self-study materials, assignments, and quizzes 
has been showing tremendous potential in improving learning outcomes.  

Students like the immediate feedback, and the ability to attempt the same 
problems multiple times. This is particularly beneficial for student practice. Students 
can work through assigned problems, and can then go back and spend additional 
time on problems where they've encountered difficulties. Since the problems are 
regenerated anew each time, the students can attempt the same type of problem 
again and again if they wish. This allows the students a more focused approach to 
their learning. Many of these problems were bundled together for pre-test workouts, 
and students found this particularly helpful when reviewing for tests. Some students 
also found the use of Xero assignments more fun, comparing it to a challenging 
game. A screenshot is shown in Figure 2.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: The Xero user interface. 
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USING TECHNOLOGY TO GATHER STUDENT FEEDBACK 
Earlier we noted the major issue with attempting to implement a Just-in-Time 
teaching model: reducing the length of the feedback cycle placed a heavy burden on 
the instructor. The feedback program was developed as a solution to this. The 
program acts as a web portal and allows an instructor to run numerous feedback 
sessions in order to generate responses from students. Unlike a webforum (of which 
there are a number of excellent ones), the purpose of feedback is to help with 
submitting suggestions and ranking them. The instructor can create as many sessions 
as necessary. Students can then visit the site and add their comments and 
suggestions; once the suggestions have been submitted, students are then able to go 
back and rank the suggestions in order of their preference. The instructor can then 
easily review the rankings. In practice, we have used this in a number of courses and 
for a couple of different purposes.  

We have used this to support a Just-in-Time approach to teaching using the 
following sort of general scheme. We set aside the first 5-10 minutes or so of class for 
review of earlier concepts. After each class, students were assigned a short practice 
assignment (usually using Xero), A session was then created on the feedback site 
asking students for their ideas regarding what we should discuss at the beginning of 
the next class. (We would occasionally seed the session with a suggestion or two of 
our own.) The feedback session would be left open until early on the evening before 
the next class. At that point submissions would be closed and the session would be 
opened for ranking. Students would be informed of this and would return to look 
over the suggestions and choose their top 5. In the morning, we could then prepare 
for class: a quick glance at the rankings would tell us what students felt were the key 
ideas they wished us to focus on.  

The feedback software is free (GPL) and is based on Python and Zope. A 
demonstration version is available at: http://artin.acadiau.ca:9673/fb/demo_main. A 
screenshot is shown in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3: The Feedback user interface. 

 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
We've had a lot of fun working on these three projects and have been delighted to 
see some evidence of positive effects with our teaching. But these projects are by no 
means complete. Work has begun on improving the interface to enVision in order to 
enhance the experience. Similar work is planned for feedback and our work with 
adaptive Mathematics learning environments is ongoing. 
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Biography: Meeting Simply in Complexity 
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University of New Brunswick in Fredericton 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
Each course I teach offers an opening to meet others in a place. The physicality is 
represented in the layout, the people, and the setting. Much more is present. Lives of 
students intersect with my own path. The broader scopes of self and lived 
experiences become entwined in this novel context. The intentionality of this 
teacher meets the prior experiences and expectations of the students in this place - a 
course - an avenue for development on several levels. The session is intended to 
stimulate discussion on two related ideas: biography and informal assessment.  

Biography refers to the stories that students bring with them. Informal 
assessment refers to methods of gaining insight into one’s students without formally 
grading or placing them in anxiety provoking situations. One such example is a 
biographical sketch of critical moments in one’s mathematical history. These written 
stories have opened up much more than I could have expected. The richness and 
challenges will be shared with participants, including cultural implications from 
experiences in teaching courses in Trinidad and Bhutan. I welcome the input of 
participants in this discussion-oriented session. A seemingly simple idea has become 
complicated and your insights will be welcomed. 

 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
People’s stories and the experiences they bring with them - past and present - 
influence the teaching and learning environment in many ways.  While the 
overarching theme of this presentation is informal assessment, the relative 
importance that biography has attained in my teaching experience is reflected in the 
emphases within this presentation.  A glimpse into biography is offered at the outset.  
Two other examples of informal assessment activities will be shared.  The remainder 
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of the writing is dedicated to biography with actual examples from student writings 
that illustrate themes, insights, and clues to the manner in which it has informed 
teaching and learning. 
 
 
MY BEGINNINGS WITH BIOGRAPHY 
Fifteen years ago I began an unusual first year (1000 level) math course with a group 
of students at an Atlantic Canadian institution.  Some things were particularly 
atypical about the course.  First year students were not allowed to take the course, as 
the official prerequisite of completion of a first year math course precluded their 
participation in a fall course offering.  The course was also unusual in that it had not 
been offered before at this location.  A small number of students registered for this 
course.   

Why do I mention the teaching of that course?  It was particularly significant 
for me.  The course formed the basis of my doctoral dissertation: Exploring Students’ 
Perceptions of Mathematics through the Context of an Undergraduate Problem Solving Course 
(Grant McLoughlin, 1997).  This dual experience of teacher and researcher was 
integral in the development of my own teaching philosophy. Writing was integrated 
into the teaching of the course.  One written assignment was biographical and 
students shared insights into their mathematical stories through writing.  Over the 
past fifteen years, this practice has become a core component of my teaching.  I will 
return to this topic in greater detail in a subsequent section.  This opening 
exposition to the idea closes with an excerpt from the thesis. 

Sara, a student in the class, shared the following thoughts.  These insights 
into her emotions, personal mathematical history, and recent experiences inform the 
picture of one student in that class.  Initially she opened with a terse statement: 

Math.  The very mention of the word sends chills up my spine.  
My heart freezes with fear. 

Elaborating upon this fear, Sara proceeded to explain that it had not grown out of a 
lack of understanding.  Rather it was grounded in method.  Her “own way of coming 
up with the right answer” had not been valued in her mathematical experience. 

Many times I would have to rub out my workings so that the 
teacher would not see what I was doing.  My teacher had a very 
strict format for us to follow.  We had to do things his way or it 
was wrong.  He could only explain it one way (his way) and his way 
was the “right” way. 
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I learned very quickly to hate math. 
 Then Sara spoke favourably of her experience since arriving at university.  
She had taken Math 1050 and 1051 (two courses featuring finite math and other 
topics geared to prospective education and arts students) in the previous year.  
Speaking of university math experiences, Sara writes: 

It was not like the traditional math that I was dreading.  So I took 
it and I did pretty good (sic).  I did good (sic) enough that it is 
helping and has helped me to get over my fear of math. 

 
 
INFORMAL ASSESSMENT 
Who are the students in my class this term?  What do they bring with them to the 
class?  Do they have anxieties about mathematics?  Is it fair to assume that they 
know the concepts and terminology that they should have in place at the outset of 
the term? Broadly speaking, I set out to create a picture of the individuals and the 
collective during that critical opening week of a course.  This entire process is 
referred to here as Informal Assessment. Underlying this process is an intention on my 
part to gather knowledge about my class in a way that promotes a healthy learning 
environment that is not threatening and welcomes the students to the class.  As 
adult learners, these students must take responsibility for the implications that may 
arise.  For example, if it turns out that their math skills are evidently weak, they can 
come forth to address that concern.  Also, the biographical piece is intended to open 
a channel for communication.  
 
Opening Activities 
 
1) The Colour of Math 
If math is a colour, what colour would it be? And why did you select that colour? 
Please respond to those questions on the piece of paper provided to you.  Please do 
not put your name on the paper.   

I ask this question before introducing myself to the class the first day.  I 
proceed to make a couple of tours of the class walking with an envelope opened for 
the deposit of the completed responses.  Then when the students’ responses have 
been completed, I pull them out of the envelope and read them aloud reminding 
them that they are anonymous unless they identify their own to others. 
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The responses have a way of putting people at ease while engaging us in some 
amusement at the images conjured about math or the hidden written talents among 
us.  The fact that math is blue to some is not so telling; instead the richness comes 
through the description of it being blue like the sky when it is bright, or blue since 
that expressed one’s feeling when they heard the word.  

Two undergraduate experiences with the colour of math are particularly 
memorable to me.  While at Memorial University of Newfoundland (MUN) I taught 
a statistics course dedicated to nursing students.  The dark images presented through 
this activity effectively brought forth the high level of anxiety and apprehension in 
the opening moments of the course, without introducing a number or a symbol.  
However, it also offered a comfortable place of entry for these same students as the 
companionship was evident.  No one was alone with their anxiety!   Then there was 
one section of an elementary math methods’ course at MUN in which the majority 
of students clearly depicted math as being bright, joyful, and something that was 
enjoyed by them.  My experience with elementary math teachers told me this was a 
special group.  Unlike most groups, here I would have to challenge the class in a 
different way since they were very good at math.  Furthermore, I would need to be 
especially conscious of the anxious as they would not have the usual comfort in large 
numbers that was expected.  Such insights on the first day are beneficial to the 
development of the course as a whole. 

The experience in other cultural settings has particularly enriched my 
teaching.  For example, on six occasions to date, I have taught in UNB’s B.Ed. 
Program with teachers in Trinidad and Tobago.  The participating students are 
experienced teachers who are now seeking a degree.  These teachers are surprised 
that such a question even gets asked in a math class.  The invitation to write and 
offer insight into the emotional aspect of math is contrary to their exam-focused 
experiences.  The colourful writing and expressive language makes this a wonderful 
way to open the avenues of communication between cultures and peers while 
framing a healthy atmosphere for building a learning community.  These courses 
begin with a five-day intensive at a site in Trinidad and Tobago, followed by an 
online component facilitated using Blackboard for the subsequent few months.   
 
2) Informal Assessment of Mathematical Language and Content Knowledge 
The actual list of items and accompanying teaching guidelines appear in Appendix A.  
The essence of this activity is the verbal statement of mathematical ideas or 
questions (e.g. the square root of 25; the number of sides on a hexagon) that are 
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basically simple in terms of calculation or figuring out answers.  The key is to 
determine if the technical terms are known and to ensure that the basic ability to 
follow instructions while doing basic math is in place at the outset of the course.   

There are two main objectives for this activity.  First, the activity 
intentionally uses terms and calculations that I want to be able to assume a 
familiarity with at the outset of the course.  It is the case that students may know 4 x 
5 = 20 though they may indicate not knowing the product of 4 and 5.  Hence, it is 
really the term ‘product’ that is critical here.  Note that the product of 14 and 15 
would not be as effective as the calculation may be the problem rather than the term.  
Similarly, it may be a concept like greatest common factor that is central to an item.  
The terminology and the concepts are chosen based upon what seems appropriate to 
assume knowledge of at the outset of a course.  Hence, this can readily be adapted 
for other disciplines and other levels of mathematical audiences. Usually at least one 
item is inserted specifically to bring a new idea to their attention.  It is not healthy, 
in my opinion, for anyone to walk away thinking they know everything.  That relates 
to the second objective: self-assessment. 
 
 
BIOGRAPHY ACROSS CULTURES 
Much of my teaching in recent years has been with teachers in other settings.  Two 
courses were taught during January 2006 with a group of 23 Bhutanese elementary 
teachers in Samtse, Bhutan.  Much was gained from the biographical opening to the 
courses.  Both courses were taught concurrently for approximately 30 hours weekly.  
Two particular revelations struck me as I read the pieces.  First, corporal punishment 
had been associated with the learning of mathematics.  Errors were frequently 
punished through physical means and this contributed to the subsequent 
observations of diminished risk taking and problem solving experiences. Second, the 
gratitude for the opportunity to write about personal experience was uplifting to 
many students.  It appeared to potentially serve a healing role.  These observations 
have been reinforced through my teaching experiences in Trinidad and Tobago, 
where approximately 325 students have been in my classes there.   

The biographies in Trinidad and Tobago have informed me deeply about the 
context and experiences of the unusual B.Ed. students -- unusual in that the majority 
are between the ages of about 32 and 45 and have an average of approximately 15 
years teaching experience.  They have not been students in a math class for many 
years, but rather have been the teachers.  The assigned biographical sketch is given in 
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the opening class and so that I can respond to all of them prior to leaving the area, is 
to be submitted no later than the third day of classes.  This is particularly important 
for the eight or ten students whose biographies make clear that a conversation is 
needed.  This may be due to the evident anxiety, a difficult personal situation, or a 
request on the part of the student.   

A recent sample of the assignment is presented in Appendix B.  Excerpts 
from several biographical sketches provide snapshots of the picture being created 
through this process.  The indented comments are actual excerpts; other comments 
are my own:  

The personal matters in people’s lives depict to me the relative unimportance 
of a course and provide a sense of the obstacles external to anything mathematical in 
nature: 

Some of the challenges facing me are an asthmatic husband who 
gets ill quite frequently and a paralysed brother whom I have been 
caring for ... my father is aging and is ill very often as well.  For 
now they are my only distractions... 
Immediate practical concerns may be raised.  Keeping in mind that this 

course would become an online course the following week, the revelation of this 
student is helpful: 

Where I live poses some difficulty for me in doing this 
programme, since I am unable to get phone line from the 
telephone company so that I can be online.  The area is a new 
development and all the existing lines are in use. 
Then there are the prior experiences with mathematics that could be 

described as ugly or possibly horrific at a personal level.  It is important for me and 
these students to remember these experiences have been inflicted by others in the 
teaching profession.  One student recalls the following incident: 

The teacher called a spontaneous ‘tables test’.  She would call out 
the questions and we had to write the answers within a specific 
timeframe.  I gave several wrong answers.  I was scared mainly 
because she had a whip that she used to punish us when we did 
badly.  However I was in for a lot more than just the whip that day 
as I was the only child to get less than half of the questions 
correctly. 

Along with four strokes she presented me with my own 
nametag “duncy head.”  My teacher laughed as she stuck it to my 
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uniform.  I remember my classmates laughing and calling me 
names.  I tried very hard not to show I was hurt, but I could not.  
I cried and cried.  I did not tell my parents what happened that 
day for fear of being further ridiculed. 
Others share thoughts that articulate the sense of angst or awkwardness 

associated with their mathematical story, for example: 
I struggled with Math at Teacher’s College and passed by the 
grace of God and have always struggled to understand the reason 
for Math in this existence.  As a child I developed bogus ways to 
solve Mathematical problems, which took me through my adult 
like.  When my first child was about 7 years old, I had to ‘unlearn’ 
these techniques in order to help him. 
Another student expressed recent anguish upon learning that her cohort’s 

first UNB course would be math: 
When I learnt the first module in this course was Math I became 
petrified, anxious and down right devastated.  I even cried. 
Cultural realities of the present educational context become apparent 

through the words of the teachers.  The significance of achievement, as measured by 
success on a national exam, takes on a power of its own.  The following excerpts 
from three individuals point to its impact on teaching, identity, and perception. 

I certainly never have the opportunity to do too much conceptual 
teaching when the main focus of all the stakeholders (teachers, 
parents, principal, pupil) is to enter a prestigious secondary school. 
____________ 
My Form 1 Math teacher made no secret of who his favourite 
students were.  I was not one of them but because I was so fond of 
him, I really tried hard to make high marks.  I wanted so bad for 
him to take notice of me.  When he did, it was for all the wrong 
reasons; re: my behaviour in class.  He remained with us for three 
years.  I kept trying to impress him and was eventually rewarded 
with a distinction in CXC Math.  It was then that he remembered 
my name. 
____________ 
I have always liked Mathematics, but yet always fearful of failing 
it.  I failed it at GCE (General Certificate Examination) but was 
successful afterwards. 
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Several themes emerge as common threads in my experience with the 
Trinidadian teachers.  The following comments capture a common sentiment, 
namely, an anxiety moderated by years of teaching the subject.  Returning after years 
of teaching to be students of math brings back some of that anxiety tempered by an 
adult maturity in terms of learning.  Underlying this commitment is the desire to do 
what is best for the children they teach.  Gratitude and respect are evident at many 
levels as these teachers encounter math differently than before.  Keep in mind that 
even that first day together has already created a distinction between past and 
present images of mathematics. 

To be quite frank, I have not yet overcome my fear for 
Mathematics, but I am not as uncomfortable as I was when I 
started teaching.  I am still apprehensive with certain topics, long 
division being one such topic.  I am really excited when learning; 
often it is like a light bulb just going on in my head.  More than 
knowing and enjoying the subject myself however, I feel I have a 
responsibility to communicate this knowledge to my students in a 
non-threatening and enjoyable way. 
It is important to reiterate the fact that this takes place after the opening 

class, in this case a day of math.  They have experienced aspects of the 
aforementioned informal assessment process when they write the sketches.  I 
mention this and close the section with an example that reminds me of another 
reason this is so important.  My perceptions are affected by what is written, as 
frequently my own perception of the adult learner, while perhaps accurate, may clash 
with the perception they entered the class with hours earlier.  Hence, the written 
response and the reading weave together nicely to bridge this reality.  The following 
is a response from me to one of the students: 

The sketches are valuable in so many ways.  I sense in class that 
you are doing well at making sense of the math being discussed.  
In fact, it seems like you are thriving with the approach and the 
learning environment.  (I hope that my perception is not far off.  
Let me know please if it is.)  Anyhow your history does not paint 
as bright a picture.  Let’s hope that the excellent lecturer at 
Teacher’s College marked a turning point that continues to 
blossom here.  Welcome and thank you for the reflections.   John 
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DISCUSSION 
Informal assessment and particularly the biographical work have become 
foundational to my philosophy of teaching.  I no longer circulate the course outline 
on the opening day as there needs to be flexibility on my part to modify expectations 
should something unusual arise.  Classes hold surprises. I will return to Trinidad at 
least twice during the 2009-2010 academic year with knowledge that my awareness 
of the cultural and learning contexts are much enhanced from my first visit in 2003.  
However, this knowledge is accompanied by an even greater sense of knowing that I 
also know less -- there is much that comes forth in each course with another cohort 
made up of distinct people forming a collective identity, yet remaining 50 or 60 
individuals at the core.  Each person holds many stories.  Upon leaving at the end of 
one week together it is not possible to know which of those students will encounter 
life-changing events during the term ahead.  This is true in classes at the campus of 
UNB also.  

Teaching the same course is never teaching the same course, so to speak.  A 
poem by Wendell Berry (1989, p. 23) captures this paradoxical sense of awakening 
oneself to uniqueness within familiar situations.   
 

Traveling at Home 
 

Even in a country you know by heart 
it’s hard to go the same way twice. 
The life of the going changes. 
The chances change and make a new way. 
Any tree or stone or bird 
can be the bud of a new direction. The  
natural correction is to make intent 
of accident. To get back before dark 
is the art of going. 
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APPENDIX A 
INFORMAL ASSESSMENT 
 
OVERVIEW AND INSTRUCTIONS FOR TEACHERS 
The intent of this activity is to gain insight into the students’ familiarity with 
mathematical language that I would expect them to know (or am curious to learn 
whether they do know) from the outset of the course.  The following example is the 
one that I would use with primary teachers in the methods’ class at our first meeting.  
Many of these examples should be suitable for grade 6 students as well.  You may 
note that the skills are simple; rather it is the language that is the emphasis.  I ask 
students to write only the answers (DO NOT WRITE THE QUESTIONS) to the 
questions stated orally.  Skip a line if you do not know the answer to a particular 
question. 

Following completion of the assessment (informal in that I do not collect it), 
I then proceed to get students to pair up with a neighbour and begin to try to write 
out the questions that went with the answers.  They will naturally discuss the 
answers and most importantly, they will begin to talk about math!  I then advise 
them that all of their answers should be different whole numbers from 1 to 20 with 
one number missing.  This gives them quick insight into their own work.  Now we 
discuss the questions individually—quickly or in detail, as required.    
 
ASSESSMENT ITEMS 
The sum of 7 and 6 
The square root of 25 
The largest one digit prime number 
The number of sides on a hexagon 
The lowest common multiple of 4 and 6 
The remainder when 39 is divided by 5 
The product of 2 and 8 
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One tenth of the number of degrees in a right angle 
The value of 2 cubed 
The numerator in the fraction 19/25 
An even number that is a factor of all even numbers 
The value of 2 + 3 x 5 
The absolute value of the difference between 13 and 31 
The identity element for multiplication 
20% of 70 
The value of 100 divided by 5 
The value of ? if 2:3 = 10:? 
The number of metres in the length of a rectangle with a width of 4 m. and a 
perimeter of 28 m. 
The digit in the tens’ place of the number 532 
 
 
APPENDIX B 
ASSIGNMENT 1:  AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
 
Due:  Thursday April 20th   
 
All students are required to write a brief autobiographical piece about their 
mathematical history.  It is particularly important to identify some of your feelings 
toward mathematics.  You are encouraged to identify one or two significant 
incidents or experiences that may have shaped your perceptions.  The stories are 
personal and will not be shared with the class.    

Please consider this as an invitation also to share any special circumstances 
(e.g. pending surgery; serious illness of family member; an issue related to learning) 
that may interfere with your participation in the course.  You are welcome to share 
such a circumstance through conversation rather than writing. 

This assignment will not be graded.  Comments will be provided as a means 
of facilitating communication between individual students and John Grant 
McLoughlin. 
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ABSTRACT 
In our continuing effort to create an engaging first year experience for our students, 
we introduced virtual internships at a fictional non-profit policy institute. These 
internships give our large Introduction to Sociology class an opportunity to behave 
as professional researchers and to work on current global social issues, such as 
HIV/AIDS or Hurricane Katrina. Through a specially designed webpage, students 
access the intern tasks which simulate the responsibilities and activities of applied 
sociologists. The tasks ask students to find, synthesize and analyze information and 
then to communicate that information. These tasks and the internship develop 
students’ research and writing skills, promote their critical thinking and encourage 
professionalism. Student evaluations reported great delight with assignments that 
involved applying sociology to real world issues and highlighted possible career paths. 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Over the last decade, higher education has witnessed an increasing number of 
curricular innovations designed to improve student engagement and hopefully 
success during the first year of university. Student engagement is increasingly seen as 
an indicator of successful classroom instruction. The phrase has been identified as 
the latest buzzword in education circles. Students are engaged when they are 
involved in their work, persist despite challenges and obstacles, and take visible 
delight in accomplishing their work. Student engagement refers to a student's 
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willingness, need, and desire to participate in, and be successful in, the learning 
process promoting higher level thinking for enduring understanding. Five indicators 
for student engagement at the university level include: the level of academic 
challenge; active and collaborative learning; student-faculty interaction; enriching 
education experiences; and a supportive learning environment. Clearly, the opposite 
of engagement is disaffection. Disaffected students are passive, do not try hard, and 
give up easily in the face of challenges. They can be bored, depressed, anxious, or 
even angry about their presence in the classroom. They can be withdrawn from 
learning opportunities or even rebellious towards teachers and classmates. 

As many professors can probably attest, disaffected students are more 
frequently found in first year courses, often having a dampening affect on the whole 
classroom experience; as well, active learning can be difficult in large classes. This 
paper details one of our strategies for encouraging student engagement through 
simulating the activities of a think tank in our Introduction to Sociology course. 
Think tanks are idea generators that study issues and policies, issue research reports, 
hold conferences, and work with government, business and community groups to 
develop policy solutions. An intern with a think tank will have the opportunity to 
assist in research, and participate in other activities sponsored by the think tank. 
Among employers that hire new college graduates, internships rank as the most 
effective way to recruit them, according to Job Outlook 2002, an annual survey 
conducted by the National Association of Colleges and Employers. Our virtual 
internships met our learning outcomes for the course, which were to encourage a 
range of cognitive skills, including active thinking skills, intellectual engagement and 
motivation; and to develop a variety of academic skills, such as written and oral 
communication abilities, reading and interpreting quantitative and qualitative data, 
and team work. As a first year course largely taken to meet distribution 
requirements, we also had what has been called democratic outcomes for the course, 
which emphasized the development of skills that students will need to be citizens 
and leaders in the post-graduate world, such as perspective-taking; mutuality and 
reciprocity; interest in the wider social world; and citizen participation.  
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
A new student-centred paradigm has come to dominate thoughts about teaching in 
higher education. To a greater and lesser degree this thinking has been adopted by 
individual professors, departments, institutions and disciplines. There is not one 
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definitive name for this new teaching paradigm, sometimes characterized as a shift 
from seeing professors as the “sage on the stage” to the “guide on the side.” Within 
this paradigm there have been particular pedagogies such as discovery learning, active 
learning, collaborative learning as well as learning communities. Although there are 
differences amongst these approaches, generally these approaches stress student 
centered learning wherein students develop their knowledge of the subject through 
participating in a series of activities and exercises, usually done in some form of 
group work, that stimulate critical thinking. These approaches are generally said to 
help students find patterns and connections in class work and encourage them to test 
theories, ask questions and come up with possible answers, and to investigate 
concepts using real life examples and their own experiences. Increasingly, these 
approaches are seen as having the added advantage of facilitating and contributing to 
student engagement (McKinney and Reed 2007; Zhao and Kuh 2004). For these 
reasons, these approaches are seen as good teaching practices for higher education 
(Chickering and Gamson 1987, 1991; Pascarella 2004).  

As we have learnt from the many AAU conference and proceedings, there is 
a variety of techniques to get student engagement. One way student engagement can 
be achieved is through experiential learning opportunities which allow students to 
actively participate in projects that bring content area knowledge and skills to real 
community problems.  Students develop projects and propose solutions on behalf of 
community and/or governmental representatives. Students learn to be active citizens 
and community members and deepen their understanding of government, 
community, and work place skills and behaviors as part of their life-long education. 
What follows is a brief list of just some of the ways in which sociologists have sought 
to bring active learning into the classroom. Lowney’s (2008) project in which 
students create a city inside the classroom illustrates how simulations can encourage 
student engagement. Coburn-Collins (2004:209-214) has shown how Webquest 
assignments can engage students through the internet. Finally, Carroll (2007:87-90) 
shows how online statistics can be used to investigate urban crime and crime rates 
and race and ethnic changes in cities.   
  
 
THE FIRST YEAR EXPERIENCE IN SOCIOLOGY AT MOUNT ALLISON 
UNIVERSITY 
After a five-year experimentation with a myriad of teaching innovations, the first 
year experience in Sociology at Mount Allison University has now been recognized as 
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an exemplary innovation by the university administration and now meets our stated 
goals for student engagement. The course provides students with an engaging 
introduction to the study of society via dynamic class interactions and assignments 
that are designed to build conceptual and applied skills. Developments to the course 
organization have maximized the opportunities for discovery learning and have made 
the class an enjoyable teaching experience that contains fewer of the problems of 
student disengagement often found in other first year courses. The core innovations 
that have been developed are as follows:  

Lectures - One interactive lecture per week that follows assigned Social 
Problems textbook. Occasional use of films or guest speakers. 

Social Problems  Lab - A weekly social problems lab complete with lab 
workbook developed to engage students in discovery learning  projects. Lab 
worksheets are not collected or marked but participation in the lab and completion 
of the worksheets is essential to success on the assigned tasks. Lab activities are 
often client–based and encourage student interdependence. (See Steuter, Erin and  
Judith Doyle. The Joyful Noise of Learning: Active Learning Strategies for Large 
Classes. Atlantic Universities Teaching Showcase Proceedings, Volume XI, Fall 2007. 
Pp.101-112.) 

Fictional Clients - Lab activities that feature fictional clients are used to help 
students engage in solving contemporary social problems in a manner that reveals the 
contemporary relevance and application of knowledge regarding social problems.  
We start the lab classes by identifying a client who would theoretically be interested 
in the social problem we are discussing and then assign the students a task to 
undertake for that client. We have asked the students to identify the pros and cons 
of environmental policy initiatives on behalf of a government client and provided 
media talking points for leaders of a controversial needle exchange program. 

Student Interdependence - Lab activities are designed in “working group” 
formats in order to encourage students to interact with each other to complete the 
worksheets. The classroom is organized to facilitate group interaction and 
interdependency, so that students have the opportunity to work effectively in small 
groups. In addition, we seek to encourage them to listen carefully to their peers and 
thus we have designed many of the workbook activities to be made up of a series of 
components that require student cooperation in order for them to fully understand 
the whole project.   

Simulated Think Tank - Research assignments are provided via the ESPRIT 
(Evaluating Social Policy Research Investigation Team) think tank. ESPRIT is a web 
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site designed by the course instructors to look like a social policy research institute. 
Course assignments are designed in the format of tasks for ESPRIT Research Policy 
Centre “interns.” Tasks focus on applied knowledge that draws on insights developed 
through lab activities. There are three tasks that are worth 20% each with a 40% 
final exam. 

Book Analysis - The course assignments are themed each year on a case study 
such as Racism, Aids, or Corporate Power. To support the theme, a contemporary 
best-selling book is part of the required reading. These books invite students to 
participate in current debates about issues of social importance.  

This course serves as the Sociology department’s Introductory course and is 
required as a pre-requisite for any further courses in the department. It is a 12 week 
course offered in two weekly 75 minute blocks. There are 100 students in each of 
three sections of the course. The course material is developed cooperatively by the 
two of us, but each of the three sections is taught separately. The course text is 
Lorne Tepperman, James Curtis and Albert Kwan, Social Problems: A Canadian 
Perspective, 2nd Edition, published by Oxford in 2007. 

 
 

THE SIMULATED THINK TANK 
Another component of our course is the ESPRIT web site. The ESPRIT acronym 
stands for Evaluating Social Policy Investigation Team. The web site is designed to 
look like a think tank or research center whose mission is to analyze contemporary 
social problems and develop policy solutions. The students in the class are told that 
they are to act as interns for this center and conduct research and prepare materials 
on behalf of the think tank much in the way that actual interns do. We highlight 
examples of some of our recently graduated students who have actually done work 
such as this in the real world. The major research and writing assignments in this 
course are provided to the students in the form of tasks for the ESPRIT center. The 
ESPRIT web page is colorful and attractive and showcases the research work done 
by previous interns. Each year, we choose a social problem’s topic to serve as a theme 
for the course assignments. Previous topics include AIDS, Hurricane Katrina, 
Olympics, and Representations of Women and Men in the media. Most recently, we 
worked on racism and were able to address several connected issues through the 
assignments. There are three assignments (one every 4 weeks, worth 20% each). The 
assignments are referred to as “internship tasks” and the expectations and details for 
the assignments are posted for the students on the ESPRIT web page. 
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In the first assignment we try to build knowledge of the assigned theme and 
relate it to central concepts in the analysis of social problems. We try to avoid 
traditional essay formats, and instead ask the students to provide written documents 
that would be more common outside of academia. For example, one of the first tasks 
that we have assigned involved asking the students to prepare a 1000 word 
newsletter on behalf of the ESPRIT center that focused on the issue of racial 
profiling. The task required the students to explain clearly why racial profiling by 
police is a social problem and demonstrate how blaming the victim is part of the 
process of racial profiling. Finally, they were asked to discuss the negative 
consequences of racial profiling for all citizens. The lectures and previous workbook 
activities provided the students with the necessary skills to complete this task in a 
thoughtful and sophisticated manner. In addition, the students were asked to include 
insights that they had learned from an assigned text on Racial Profiling (see 
discussion of the book component below). The students were asked to present their 
work in the format of a research center newsletter. We told the students that 
preparation of a newsletter such as this is often done by freelance consultants who 
are often paid by industry and government for work of this type. We told them that 
we wanted to see a final product that was worthy of a consultant’s fee.  The majority 
of the students took our tasks very seriously and produced very high quality work. 
Because some of our students live with their families in our small college town, we 
have occasion to meet their parents who spoke to us about this assignment, saying 
that their child was working hard on the newsletter and that the whole family was 
learning a lot about racial profiling. This type of interaction rarely takes place when 
our students work on traditional essays. We were pleased the issue and real world 
nature of the assignment made the project a legitimate topic for family engagement.   

The second assignment is designed to build data analysis skills and apply 
them to the theme in a manner that would be expected in the world of business or 
government research. This year we gave the students a series of statistical tables 
detailing various forms of discrimination reported by visible minorities. The students 
were asked to provide an overview of the state of racism in Canada by analyzing 
these tables and reporting their findings in the form of a report typically produced by 
government bodies. We provided them with several examples so that they could see 
the expected format. The analysis had to demonstrate knowledge of what the tables 
indicated and the text needed to be analytical but still accessibly written for the 
intelligent and interested reader. The students were a little apprehensive about 
working with the numbers but our lab activities had prepared them with the 
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necessary skills. These assignments were very well done and the students felt very 
proud of what they had accomplished. 

The final assignment was the preparation of a policy document on hate crime 
that would allow students to demonstrate their knowledge of how to analyze a social 
problem and recommend viable policy suggestions.  This task was 2000 words and 
the students were asked to provide an overview of the social problem that moved 
from the general to the specific, providing quantitative and qualitative evidence to 
show the scope of race-based hate crimes. They needed to identify the negative 
consequences caused by this social problem and explore how all parts of the society 
are affected by the social problem, not just those directly experiencing the problem. 
The students were asked to identify the social causes of hate crime, ensuring that 
they explained the social context of the situation and identified relevant concepts 
and processes. They were asked to address the arguments of those who opposed 
social policy solutions for hate crimes and provide a clear argument in favor of the 
need to make changes. Finally the task required the students to present three policy 
recommendations that successfully address hate crime. These assignments were very 
gratifying to mark because they showed the tremendous amount of learning that 
students had achieved in a short period of time. Many students were eager to talk 
about the policies that they discovered in their research and had endorsed in their 
papers. This was particularly helpful as a way of connecting with the students outside 
of class, so when we met one of them on the campus or in the community, they 
would often stop and tell us about the hate-crime policies they had recommended in 
their final projects. 
 
 
RESULTS 
To assess the impact of the changes we instituted, we organized a study in 2007-
2008 which involved 141 participants who were enrolled in various sections of the 
introductory Sociology at Mount Allison University. 129 participants were first-year 
students and were surveyed electronically by way of a course evaluation at the time 
that they completed the course. An additional 8 from the same demographic were 
contacted for personal interviews. To further evaluate the impact of the changes we 
had made starting in 2005, we interviewed four students who had for various reasons 
taken the course twice, once when it was lecture and multiple choice exam based, 
and for a second time when it was active learning based. The interview and survey 
questions sought the students’ opinion on the various facets of the course. 
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The vast majority of students indicated in both personal interviews and the 
online survey that the experiential learning activities were enjoyable. The ESPRIT 
website was well received by students; the majority (93%) of respondents felt that it 
was easy to use and a convenient resource for the class. The Internships tasks 
themselves were enjoyed overall (80%) by the students who responded and described 
as engaging and exciting. Some students remarked that it really made them feel like 
they were part of the solution – to be able to thoughtfully analyze a social problem 
and to make recommendations. Others commented that they simply enjoyed the 
break from the long established university formula of “assignment, midterm, paper, 
final exam”. Of the 20% of students who responded that they did not enjoy the 
internship tasks, the largest group indicated that they felt they were too difficult. 

 
 

STUDENT COMMENTS 
• I loved the tasks. They were realistic assignments and perhaps something that is 

mirrored in the real world. 
• I felt that I learned skills that will be helpful and very useful in the workplace 

later in my career.  
• I think the way that the course was set up, to have the students acting as though 

we were working for Esprit, gives a good idea to what a sociologist might do.  
• Of course this is an Intro course and I don't think any of us are even close to 

understanding all of the job opportunities that are out there is the sociology 
field, but the course has opened some doors for us. 

• I felt that the tasks made us think critically and really put an emphasis on writing 
about what is happening in the world that we are surrounded by. 

• Overall, this course is a teacher. It teaches you to look at your community, 
society and world on different levels that you may not have otherwise looked at 
or ever would have considered looking at. It forces you to think about how you 
would react in certain situations and what personal policies you can live by that 
will help you be successful and happy with yourself.  

• Because of the creative guidelines, the tasks forced us to really reach different 
types of audiences. I learned a lot from the tasks overall! 

 
 
 
 



Steuter and Doyle / Think Tank Wannabes …      167  

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
Organizing a simulated think tank has been a successful experiment in our course 
and has helped achieve the level of student engagement that we have been seeking in 
a large first year class. The students are eager to engage in real-world style challenges 
and by offering a simulation we have avoided the obstacles associated with running 
an actual internship program for over 100 students who are only just developing their 
skill sets. We also have started to see the benefits of our first year experience for 
upper level students who have taken this course in their first year. Senior students 
are selecting our program with the expectation that it will be an interactive 
experience and they generate creative and applied projects that showcase their 
problem-solving abilities. We have noted that they are more policy oriented in their 
thinking and that they are more willing to take risks in the development of 
assignments that go beyond the traditional essay. The innovations we have developed 
are more challenging and more rewarding for both students and for faculty. 
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ABSTRACT 
The introduction of the Life Review Essay as a standard first assignment in an 
introductory course is discussed as it relates to encouraging students to reflect on 
their early childhood to young adulthood. This personal glimpse into the 
backgrounds of students is helpful because it can enlighten professors of the paths 
that have led students to a specific university program and into our classrooms. 
Discussion of the assignment elements that target specific skills linked to the writing 
process and self reflection is supported through the inclusion of data and excerpts 
from an analysis of student essays. 
 
 
 
 
As an academic in a professional program the responsibilities around professional 
socialization are at the forefront of my teaching and are introduced to the students 
early in the program. During the first-year, students are prepared for a range of 
discipline specific and university expectations; I design assignments that not only 
allow students to practice these skills but also as a method to assess the ability of 
students to demonstrate those skills. The introduction of the Life Review Essay early 
in the first semester of study promotes the development of professional practices 
through an exercise designed to target specific skills related to the writing process 
and self reflection. Introductory courses offered in the first semester of study 
provide opportunities to encourage students to become engaged through an 
exploration of their place in the study of children and youth. 

I created the Life Review Essay as a standard first assignment in my 
introductory course to encourage students to reflect on their early childhood to 
young adulthood so they may identify some influences on their decision to enrol in 
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the Child and Youth Study major – while presenting a writing sample for review. 
This personal glimpse into the backgrounds of students is helpful because it can 
enlighten professors of the paths that have led students to a specific university 
program and into our classrooms. Examination of the experiences and skills that 
individuals bring to the classroom allows me to reach the goal of getting to know 
students beyond just knowing their names. The consent of 12 students (29% of the 
class) over the age of 19 years was obtained following approval of the Research Ethics 
Board of Mount Saint Vincent University. The following presentation reflects 
content from their essays. 
 
 
CHILD AND YOUTH STUDY 
The field of child and youth study is unique because many students arrive with the 
belief that the ability to work with children and youth is something that comes 
naturally – particularly to them. Students are open to learning the declarative 
knowledge in the classroom but are challenged by some aspects of essential skills and 
procedural knowledge required for professional practice.  

Success in the child and youth study program ultimately requires the 
demonstration of knowledge, skills, attitudes and commitment in both academic and 
practical contexts. Emphasis on the responsibilities that go along with the choice of 
studying at the university level is introduced early and maintained throughout the 
program of study. My role as teacher includes the role of messenger: I draw from my 
professional experience to illustrate a professional context within which students can 
imagine themselves. Students’ own interests, expectations, competencies and self- 
efficacy influence the manner in which the model of professional practice presented 
is judged and applied.  

 
 

THE LIFE REVIEW ESSAY ASSIGNMENT 
The life review assignment, introduced early in the first semester of study, has 
allowed me to address the following two objectives: 

Objective 1:  Through an analysis of the essays, identify common 
characteristics related to essential skills (writing skills, computer use).  
Objective 2: Through an analysis of the essays, identify common experiences 
related to child and youth care that first year students bring to the program. 
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Instructions for the students include the following excerpt followed by a 
summary list of format requirements based on American Psychological Association 
Publication Manual 5th Edition (2001). 

Each student will complete a life review essay that focuses on his/her life 
experiences that have supported the choice of child and youth study. The 
essay will require each student to apply both a developmental and ecological 
perspective to the review. That is, include information that spans from early 
childhood to adulthood and consider factors such as family structure, 
neighbourhood, and community opportunities and resources, educational, 
volunteer and work experiences, and personal characteristics such as interests 
and skills. 

The focus of the essay must be maintained – for example, don’t get 
caught up in telling your life story without always referring back to your 
choice of child and youth study. You will be graded on your skill at 
maintaining the focus on the specific topic, following the assignment format, 
and grammar and spelling. Remember, style counts! This essay can be written 
in first person. 

 
 

OBSERVATIONS RELATED TO WRITING SKILLS & COMPUTER USE 
Common grammatical errors were observed across the essays. The misuse of semi-
colons, commas, and contractions was not surprising, nor was the frequency of 
sentence fragments, run-on sentences, and either lengthy or one-sentence 
paragraphs. I was surprised by some of the limited computer skills of a handful of 
students. Contrary to the image of the student of the new millennium being 
technically savvy, examination of documents revealed a lack of familiarity with 
conventions, formatting and the submission of documents on-line. The following 
examples illustrate observed concerns that were subsequently addressed through 
class discussion and handouts. The process of taking specific note of these concerns 
early in the program allowed for sufficient time to direct attention to the importance 
of the development of these skills with the class or individuals. 

Conventions. Some students treated the computer as a typewriter. This was 
apparent in the use of a hard return at the end of a line throughout the paper 
resulting in inconsistent lines and spacing. Others did not insert a file name. Some 
passively allowed the program to insert the first line of the file; other students 
inserted the title of the assignment or their first name only.  
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Formatting. Contrary to instructions reviewed in class and the text, Making 
Sense: A Student’s Guide to Research and Writing (Northy & Timney, 2001), inconsist-
encies in formatting were observed.  The application of standard fonts and margins, 
indentation of new paragraphs, single versus double spacing, and pagination were 
frequent issues. However, students were able to demonstrate competency in the use 
of introductory paragraphs, thesis statements and topic sentences. Maintaining a 
focus on the topic was a challenge for some students—particularly those who 
followed a format of storytelling: “Playing and working with kids has always been 
something I was interested in….” Those students who applied a systematic review 
were better able to maintain a focus on the topic: “In this life review essay, I will be 
focusing on my life experiences that have supported my choice to study child and 
youth.” 

On-line submission.  Concern for saving a backup document of the complete 
paper was not apparent for those students who struggled with the on-line submission 
process. Some students do not have their own computer, or the knowledge or means 
to save files. As learned through follow-up conversations with individuals, many 
students did not back-up their files on a disc or memory stick. Rather, their work 
was saved in their hotmail accounts or on a friend’s computer or not at all. 
Difficulties with on-line submissions included blank files, incomplete files, arbitrary 
files or just missing the required steps for completion. Others were made anxious by 
the process as they did not trust that their paper was actually received. One-on-one 
assistance working with students at the computer was helpful in troubleshooting 
most of the issues associated with access and working knowledge of computers. 
 
 
OBSERVATIONS OF COMMON EXPERIENCES RELATED TO CHILD & 
YOUTH CARE   
The practice of looking back while moving forward is expressed in the following 
excerpts showing that students were able to reflect while keeping in mind their 
future working with children and youth. A number of common themes arose across 
the student essays. Familiarity with the stories of the class members allowed me to 
relate course content to their lives and experiences. 

Early experiences often framed student discussions, particularly around 
caring and school-related themes. Students wrote about their feelings at an earlier 
stage of development: 
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“The movies I have returned to again and again have been about nannies or 
caring female figures… they have become a large part of my idealized future.” 
 “In grade primary I had always felt so special.” 
“I’m sorry to say, I became one of those poor students because I no longer 
felt the inspiration to try.” 
Babysitting was a satisfying experience mentioned by almost all of the 

students. Early experiences with young children revolved around siblings, cousins, 
and opportunities to be with children in the neighbourhood. “I love the feeling of 
being the favourite part of someone’s day and making them smile.” Motivation came 
from feedback the students had experienced from children and the parents of 
children they had babysat in the past.  “She told me she had given [the child] a choice 
of babysitters for the evening and he picked me. When she asked him why, he 
responded that I was ‘the best babysitter ever’ and I was ‘a lot of fun.’” 

Both positive and negative experiences were referenced and seen as having 
influenced decisions to work with children and youth. The belief that working with 
children and youth would arouse similar positive feelings for the student was one 
aspect. “I simply love what I do. There is no better feeling in the world than knowing 
you have helped a child master something that is challenging to them.” Motivation to 
become a good teacher was another: “I want to be the teacher that first year 
university students write about being the person that helped shape their lives and 
made an impact on them.”  Negative experiences were often viewed for the 
opportunities for learning that were provided: 

“One thing I have learned is that, with experiences good or bad comes 
knowledge. Knowledge about life, about how we perceive the world and what 
really happens in it.” 
“I found myself lacking strategies and theories about how to help her, so I 

just did the best I could…This is when I truly began to appreciate the need 
for me to get some sort of formal education to help me in a future career 
with children.” 
Various influences of family were repeated throughout the essays. Many of 

the students in this group were the eldest child in the family and recognized that this 
was an influence on their interest and abilities caring for children.  Whether mothers 
worked or stayed at home, the students expressed an understanding of the 
contribution their own mothers made to their path. “My mother was a ‘stay at home 
mom’ until I started junior high school, I took advantage of that not realizing how 
different it would have been if she was not there for me all the time.” Additionally, 
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the role that parents played in the opportunities available for individuals was also 
noted:  “My parents were really very supportive of my choices and were really great 
about having to drive me everywhere because they knew that was what I wanted with 
my life.” 

Many students had participated in community and school-based programs. 
Community programs included day camps, swimming lessons, and dance training 
that lead to the individual becoming a leader, teacher, coach, or instructor. School 
programs offered at elementary, junior high and high school levels included peer 
tutoring, reading buddies, co-op education, drama groups, job shadowing and 
independent study. Some students identified mentors through participation in the 
programs and shared personal perspectives about the impact of adults on their 
subsequent choice of career path: “it was the strong support I received from my 
coach that helped me believe I was good enough to be there.” Other students also 
found support from teachers: “No teacher inspired me more than my grade 
primary/one teacher and my grade twelve English teacher.” As well, parents of the 
children that the students had cared for were encouraging: “I got compliments and 
encouragement all summer from parents saying there (sic) children had a blast and to 
keep it up.”  

The sentiment, “I finally feel like I have a sense of where I am going and how 
to get there” was common. Child and youth study as a destination, or as a stepping 
stone to another career (teacher, child life specialist, police officer), was discussed. A 
number of students explored their struggle in finding a program that fit their 
interests and aspirations. Because this sample included those students above 19 years 
of age, essays from students straight out of high school were not included. Therefore, 
some students had already completed a diploma or university degree prior to 
entering the program. Others had experienced university in programs that did not 
meet their needs, leading to failure, a time out or an intentional redirection of their 
energies: 

“At this point in my life, I was 21 years old and had never read a book from 
cover to cover… I decided to continue to work on my reading skills which are 
now at a grade twelve level.” 
“When I was about two and a half years into my [degree], I figured out that 
it was not for me. I was never interested in profits, being a voice for an 
organization or making some company look good. I want to help people.” 

Regardless of the struggle experienced in finding their way to the child and youth 
program, the students expressed appreciation for the lessons learned along the way: 
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“if it were not for those experiences I would not be here and here is exactly where I 
want to be.” 
 
 
REFLECTION 
I have always been interested in provoking students into moving beyond “I love 
children and helping them in any way possible would be a dream career for me” to a 
greater reflection on the pathways that have led them to study children and youth. I 
recognize that the student population differs from me in many ways; the students 
that enrol in university today present a collection of interests, expectations, 
competencies and self-efficacy reflective of their generation and life experience.  
What excites me about learning is not necessarily what motivates individual 
students. What interests me about child and youth study is not necessarily what 
inspires individual students. Through the exploration of students’ past experiences, I 
gain some insight into their motivation for being in my classroom. 

Indeed, I can understand why many students choose child and youth care. I 
was one of them over 20 years ago when I was preparing for a career. Back then I had 
a specific vision of how my life would unfold, most likely similar to the vision of the 
young men and women I teach today. The prospect of working with children, youth, 
and families was full of excitement, fun, and personal fulfillment. Images of 
assessment, documentation, professional responsibilities, or research were notably 
absent from the picture. The hands-on, up-close and personal aspects of caring for 
others were what motivated me at that time. It was not until later that the academic 
within me emerged and led me to where I am now.  

As a teacher, I have the responsibility of moving individuals beyond their 
level of knowledge, skill, experiences, and preparation at each stage of the program in 
preparation for entrance into the workplace or post-graduate program following 
graduation. Each student has a unique perspective of what his or her future holds. 
My role is not to correct or impose my views. Rather, it is to raise awareness of the 
diversity of options for students. Through reflective assignments I aim to encourage 
students to explore their own experiences and introduce reflection and life review as 
a positive exercise. 
 
AAU Teaching Showcase, October 25, 2008 
The AAU Teaching showcase was my first experience participating in an academic 
conference beyond my discipline. My presentation was scheduled for the end of the 
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day. As a result I had the pleasure of experiencing a few presentations, all of which 
had something to offer related to my topic of life review. The keynote address of Dr. 
James Parker referenced the influence of past experiences and current circumstances 
on students’ ability to engage, endure and/ or succeed at university. The work of Dr. 
Elizabeth Wells related to life review and the use of narratives as a method to 
explore and engage with students inspired me to think beyond my current use of the 
life review exercise. 

A small group of about seven people was present for my presentation. I was 
flattered to see Dr. Parker and Dr. Wells in addition to individuals from the fields of  
nursing, English, science, and education. Given the small group, I abandoned the 
exercises I had planned and reviewed my presentation informally by addressing my 
group activities as an open discussion.   

Following the presentation of my own perspective and approach to the life 
review assignment, and the results of my review of essays, the following questions 
were used to open the discussion: 

• What could you learn about your students from a similar assignment? How 
could this knowledge influence your teaching? 

• Are there inherent problems when grading someone’s life story? Strategies? 
• What are three variations/ extensions of the life review assignment you could 

develop specific to your discipline? 
As I write this reflection, I am aware of the diversity of perspectives I could 

use when applying this assignment in the future. I already use a similar assignment 
with third year students studying play, recreation and development. For this course, I 
encourage each student to present and examine his/her early experiences with play, 
again applying a developmental and ecological perspective. The National Film Board 
of Canada video, Growing up Canadian: Play is shown as a resource and presents play 
from a cultural, societal, economic, and geographical perspective. Suggestions from 
other disciplines include reflection of early influences on music, reading or math, as 
well as experiences caring for others or being cared for by others.  

During her presentation earlier in the day, Dr. Wells spoke of offering a 
flexible and creative presentation option to students and the choice to present 
directly to the class. The idea of sharing personal experiences and creativity with 
others early in the semester, without the burden of evaluation, appeals to me. I see 
the opportunity for students to share with their peers to potentially be of greater 
value for both the presenter and the peers than the submission of a written 
assignment solely for the eyes of the professor. The conflict inherent in the grading 
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of the life review assignment became salient as I discussed it with the group—I am 
still contemplating just how I will address this dilemma in the future. I believe I will 
explore the experience of peer sharing in the future with an eye toward 
understanding the value or pitfalls that may arise as students are encouraged to look 
back as they move forward toward their future lives beyond the university 
experience.  
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