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Some of you may not know that the purpose of the Professor of the Year award is really
to help institutions in higher education initiate conversations about teaching. The
Carnegie Foundation hopes to instill an institutional commitment to what they call the
scholarship of teaching: to make public innovations in teaching strategies; to subject
these innovations to critical review; and to share and build on these new developments
as a resource for educators.

Too much of what we do is in isolation. We are aMays reinventing the classroom, or
burying it in the past. We need to find ways to talk about teaching as a profession and
as a scholarly discipline.

When | started teaching at CSM twelve years ago, | didn't know a thing about pedagogy,
learning styles, or metacognition. | naively walked into the classroom more worried about
myself and my performance in front of the class than with student learning. | just
assumed learning would happen.

As | got to know my students, | found we had different ways of tooking at things--we
brought different expectations to the classroom. | found that many of my students didn't
learn in the same ways | did, and | began questioning the way | taught.

Things didn't always work out as | had hoped. I've had my share of students sleeping in
class, doing their nails, or sneaking in late on hands and knees through the back door
as if invisible.

I'm still amazed at many of the things my students do--or don't do. When they're
struggling with the class, why don't they talk to me about it? When I'm giving a lecture,
how can they ask whether the material is going to be on the test? And when | assign
homework or reading, don't they KNOW it's to be done before the next class so we can
talk about it? Haven't they already been in school at least twelve years? Why don't they

know how things are done?

"There are at least two kinds of games. One could be called finite,

nJ
Q
M from a book by James Carse, called Finite and Infinite Games.
0
9
Q the other infinite.

v
\’( A finite game is played for the purpose of winning, and the infinite
game for the purpose of continuing the play.
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| found an interesting description of education that I'd like to share with you. It comes
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Finite players play within boundaries; infinite players play with
boundaries.

Surprise causes finite play to end; it is the reason for infinite play to
continue.

To be prepared against surprise is to be trained. To be prepared for
surprise is to be educated.”

From James P. Carse, Finite and Infinite Games,
The Free Press (Macmillan), 1986.

Far too many of our students think of education as a finite game--something to beat. As
educators, we hope to instill in our students a desire to pursue knowledge for its own
sake, to value their time here, and to be prepared for life’s surprises.

As | think about the things that go on in my classroom, it is the things that surprise me
that connect me most to my students. So, in the Letterman tradition, | share with you
today my top ten surprises about teaching.

Surprise No. 10: Students don’t always know what they’re supposed to do -- what
it is to "be a student.”

My evidence of this is the number of students who just "show up" each day-without
reading, without working, without thinking about what we’re going to do next.

It's interesting to think about how teachers and students come to have different
expectations about what students are supposed to do when they take a course. It
seemed to me that my students thought they were supposed to come to class, most of
the time, and do the minimum work required to earn whatever grade they were trying for.
Some students knew they would be satisfied with a “C" in the course, and that
translated to attending all the classes, turning in "something” for most of the
assignments, and "doing their best" on the quizzes and tests. It seemed to have no
relationship to learning.

Now, | talk about what a "C" means in each course. And, many students are shocked to
learn that my idea of a "C" was their idea of an "A"!

Students also benefit from guidance about what to do when they're in class. When I'm
lecturing, my students should be listening, formulating questions, and taking notes.
Have you ever had a student constantly interrupt you because they couldn’t write as fast
as you were talking? They may not know how to take notes, or you may be talking too
continuously. And, what do your students "do" with those notes? We could help a lot of
students by simply telling them how to use their notes for studying.

| also specifically tell my students that they won't learn all they need to know just by
coming to class and listening to me. But I've come to understand that many students
don’t know what to do on their own--they don’'t know how to study. Some students think
listening to a lecture is studying. Others think reading is studying. Still others think
memorizing is studying. What they don’t seem to get is that studying has to do with
intent as much as with activity.

Surprise No. 9: Students think current teachers will be like previous teachers.
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This is closely tied to the topic | just mentioned, but with a twist where the student has
some real evidence of how a "C," or an "A," was earned in previous courses. Or, when
students say, "But | thought that was what you wanted!" without ever having asked what
you wanted.

| think many students are in the habit of thinking of teachers collectively instead of
individually, and make many assumptions based on their view of what "teachers” do and
want.

Of course, this is a natural enough assumption. We all tend to base our expectations on
past experience. But this is especially problematic for students who have had
unpleasant school experiences. Their expectation is that all teachers, all school, is
unpleasant.

This may explain why students are so responsive to teachers who make it a point to
show that they care about the success of individual students--because it comes as such
a surprise. At its best, recognition that teachers care about students as individuals
changes the way students view education. It becomes more personal.

| do tell my students that my goal is to have each and every one in the class achieve to
their optimum potential. How rare it is for students to hear these words. We think they
know it, but they don't.

In an analysis of several studies of student evaluations of college professors, students
consistently ranked the following characteristics as the most important qualities of good
teachers:

® 1) Shows respect for students
2) Cares about student learning
3) Listens to what students have to say about teaching

Teaching mechanics like "is well-organized" or "is a good presenter” consistently ranked
lower than the interpersonal qualities that make students feel comfortable and welcome
in the classroom and faculty office.

Surprise No. 8: Boredom is more contagious than enthusiasm.

| hate to feel like I'm wasting my students’ time or that we are just in class to meet an
attendance requirement, but some days it does feels that way. There have been plenty
of times when I've had to drag myself to class without really looking forward to it. But |
had no idea how apparent that is to students until | saw it from the student perspective.
We should all be students every once in awhile, to be reminded of what students see
from their side of the lectern. Off days are one thing, but joyless teaching is a disservice
to our students.

| have come to the point that | feel invigorated by being in the classroom, by focusing on
what my students need, and by enjoying the subject | teach. Thinking about what my
students need reminds me that I’'m an advocate for their commitment to the course. If |
don’t believe the subject is important, why should they? If | don’t believe their attendance
at this particular class session is essential, why should they bother to come?

Some of my students have told me that they work hard in my class because they can
see that | work hard in the class. | was actually surprised that they noticed, and alerted
to the fact that they are paying attention to things that | thought were "behind the
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scenes." My guess, then, is that they also notice when teachers don’t work hard to
prepare for class, don’t show how much they love their subject, and don’t seem to care
about student learning. When teachers are bored, their students will be too.

Surprise No. 7: Students think teachers work at school and students work at
home.

My students seem to be surprised when | tell them | do as much homework as they do!
When | talk about our various responsibilities in making a class "work" [ remind
students that we both need to work in the classroom and at home, and that | saw no
separation of responsibility for ensuring success of the class as a whole.

Many students think only the teacher needs to prepare for class time. What | try to
explain to them is that my lectures won't mean anything if they have no context for filing
away the information in their memory. And, if they can't file it away, it won't be available
for recall when they need it. They'll just have to try to learn it again.

I’'m sure many of us have told our students to "do the reading" before the lecture and to
come to class with questions about the reading or about the homework. Then, when we
ask for questions at the next class, silence reigns. We can either assume that the
students understand the material and go on to something new (and risk their not learning
it at all) or cover it again thoroughly just to make sure.

The latter option can seem to students like a good reason for not reading in the first
place. Why read the book if the teacher is going to tell us all about it in class anyway?

Educators no longer hold the view that our students are empty vessels waiting to be
filled. Now, we need to convince our students that it is their own effort in the classroom,
as well as at home, that promotes learning.

Surprise No. 6: Students are not expecting a Sage on the Stage.

I'm pretty sure this was my first big mistake, and what actually kept me away from
teaching for many years: My perception that teachers had all the answers, spoke
eloquently, and were witty and inspiring. When | finally decided to try my hand at
teaching, | had come around to the idea that caring a lot about interesting students in
the field of programming would overcome my native fears about speaking in front of a
group, but I still held on to very high expectations of teacher performance in the
classroom.

That attitude actually prevented me from making meaningful connections to my
students. | was so concerned about covering the material and not making any mistakes
that | didn’t relax very much when | was "on." My greatest fear at that time was that |
wouldn’t be able to answer a student question. My second greatest fear was that if |
paused to answer a question | wouldn’t remember where | had left off in my lecture. I've
never been very good at thinking on my feet.

I'll never forget teaching my first C programming course in 1988. | was nota C
programmer at the time, so to prepare for the course, | had learned enough C to work
through the problems in the textbook and develop the first couple of lab assignments.
The first night in class | discovered that about half of my 48 students had taught
themselves C and had been using it to write programs for several months. They had run
into problems, which inspired them to take a class where they would have access to an
expert. Me!




I still remember the experience as grueling. There was no way | could bluff, | certainly
didn’'t have the kind of answers these students needed and expected, and | started to
dread coming to class. After all, how many times can you say, "Gee, that’s a fascinating
question, but it takes us away from what we need to concentrate on today. Why don’t we
discuss that after class?"

More than any other class, this one taught me how to connect with my students. |
couldn’t be the teacher | thought | was supposed to be, and instead became the teacher
my students needed. | realized that students needed to know the things that weren't in
the book, the ambiguities of our discipline, and, perhaps most importantly, that working
in the computer industry means constantly learning. And | was able to demonstrate that
quite well. Standing before them every night was an expert who didn’t have all the
answers. What made me an expert was that | knew how to find the answers and use
them. And | could demonstrate that process to help my students develop their own
strategies for studying and learning.

It turns out that | developed lasting friendships with students from this particular class,
got a little better at thinking on my feet, and came to truly enjoy teaching and the give
and take of the classroom. | have found that students appreciate teachers who are
human, who act as a role model in the discipline, and who can listen and respond to
student questions and concerns. I've learned that every word | say doesn’t have to be a
pearl of wisdom, but it does have to be relevant and honest.

Surprise No. 5: Students think mastery of a subject is roughly equivalent to
memorizing the textbook.

Before we roll our eyes at how off-track students are, let's ask ourselves what we think
mastery is. We might have different opinions among ourselves, and we might even
answer this question differently for different classes. What is mastery in an introductory
course? Is it learning the vocabulary of the field? Is it applying the concepts to real-world
problems? What happens in the advanced courses? More vocabulary? More problems?
What changes?

A second thing we might ask, is how do our students get the impression that
memorization is key? How do we develop our tests? How are they graded? Is there only
one right answer? Can students defend a different interpretation of our questions,
different routes to a solution? Can they use their books and notes as a resource? Or,
must it all be memorized?

I'm afraid that many of my students just don’t know how to use their textbooks for
learning except to memorize the italicized words. They're mystified about what is
important. They don’t know about summarizing, or reflecting on a few pages at a time.
They don’t think about isolating new concepts and trying them out gradually-and instead
feel overwhelmed by so much new information all at once.

I try to help my students focus their attention on learning while reading, to be able to
organize the way they use their study time, and to connect new material to their current
knowledge. And | have found that | can’t just assume that they already know how to do
this, so | spend time in class talking about it and demonstrating how to do it. | think it's
vitally important for us to teach both subject matter and study skills whenever we can. If
students feel less frustrated when they study, they become more confident learners and
can establish a habit of learning that they can use forever.

Surprise No. 4: Learning is a social experience.
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| have found that my students are more engaged when | encourage a social atmosphere
in the classroom. My initial concept of a classroom was what | recalled from my own
experience. Students sit at desks and keep quiet, while teachers stand at the front of
the classroom and lecture. It wasn't until graduate school that | recall working in groups
in the classroom. The only times | recall students speaking in class was when called on
to present a solution on the board--always a chilling experience for me.

Eventually, | discovered that students learn from being the teacher for awhile and | tried
group assignments. | called my small groups "teams” and made the assignments a little
competitive to give the team members a reason to work cooperatively.

Despite my fears about unequally balanced teams, the inevitable slackers, and the
nightmare of grading group work, | have had more positive feedback from my students
about working in teams than on any other aspect of my classroom strategies.

| make the classroom a social environment because | want to foster a sense of a
community of scholarship; | want students to believe themselves capable of surpassing
me, of teaching me things, and | try to demystify what teachers do. | want to encourage
my students to become teachers, not only in academic institutions, but in their roles as
parents, and neighbors, and citizens as well.

Surprise No. 3 : Students think classroom teachers are the most significant factor
in student learning, and rank it ahead of their own study habits in importance.

Last Fall | conducted a study to compare student beliefs about participating in traditional
and online courses. | polled students who had experience in online courses and those
who did not. The results from those two groups were comparable in their perceptions
about the factors that influence student success in on-campus and online courses.

| asked them "What do you think is the most important factor influencing your success
in a course you might take on campus. How about for a course you might take online?"

For on-campus courses, 63% of the students ranked teacher quality as the most
important factor for student success. Far behind it, in second place, 17% of the
students ranked study habits as the most important factor. For online courses, study
habits was the most important factor, selected by 26% of the students. It had the
highest ranking. Fewer than 5% of students mentioned the teacher of an online course
as the most important factor for student success.

We can draw all kinds of conclusions from these findings--and ask many more
questions--but my point here is that many students don't realize how important their own
study habits are for their success in school.

Surprise No. 2: Students think of education as an obstacle course rather than a
way of living.

Did you ever get the impression that your students are taking your course in order to
check something off a list? When you ask your students why they’re taking your course,
do they say “It's required.” | hear it all the time, but | don't like it very much, even if it is
a required course.

| want my students to take my course because it's going to be fun, or because they've
always wanted to learn it. | suppose this goes against the natural order of things, and
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that's really a shame. Because what a pleasure it is to get up in the morning to attend a
class about something you like, something you want to do, something that adds to your
life.

One thing teachers can do is encourage students to see how a particular class fits in to
life experiences, various career choices, or building community and citizenship. Think
about why you teach and what you hope to accomplish by your example.

Is it your goal to assist students in appreciating this country and becoming good
citizens? To put the common good before individual good? Or, is it your goal to use
education to promote social justice and economic mobility? To give students the skills
they need to empower them politically and economically? Or, do you want to help
students embrace the pursuit of knowledge and intellectual achievement as goals unto
themselves?

By helping students understand the interrelationships among the disciplines and between
liberal studies and professional training, we help them see "Education” as a lifetime
pursuit instead of 16-year-long obstacle course.

Surprise No. 1: What we do as teachers affects far more than our students.

It's comfortable to think that | only need to worry about what | do in my classroom; that |
can focus on my discipline and teaching strategies for my students.

But | have learned a lot from my colleagues. Had they worried only about their own
classes and students, | never would have had the support and encouragement | needed
to keep trying: the eye-opening conversations we had about student strengths and
weaknesses; the sharing of strategies that worked or didn’t work; or the intellectual
engagement that comes from working with colleagues-faculty, staff and
administrators-who care. Care about students, care about scholarship, and care about
the institution and its value to the community.

We all need to be mentors. We need to be sounding boards. And, we need to be
advocates for one another, for our students, and for education.

In an environment of limited budgets, we cannot do everything we would like; we
compete with other institutions for employees as well as students; and we survive at the
pleasure of the State.

What this creates is a disparate collection of employee groups focused on different
goals. Some are focused on the best interests of faculty, others on the interests of
classified staff, administrators, the district office, individual colleges, technology,
departments. We have a loose collection of opposing interests in a time of significant
under-funding.

What we need is a focal point, a unifying theme throughout our district, an overriding
criteria that can be applied across issues and interests. Before any group advances a
new proposal they should be able to answer the question How will this benefit
students?

As a Trustee, when you represent the public,

as a hiring committee, when you compare candidates,

as a college administrator, when you apply policy,

as a union leader, when you represent your membership,
as a legislator, when you make funding decisions,
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as a staff or faculty member, whatever our job,
let's keep in mind, How does it benefit students?

Have a great year, everyone. | look forward to continuing the conversation!

Thank you.
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