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Transferring Teaching and Learning Research to the Classroom

A recent report from the American Association of Colleges and Universities states: “Available research on teaching has the potential to improve every student’s achievement, but has yet to influence significantly either schools or colleges.”1   If this is true, then in what ways should our educational institutions change based on the research and how can we make that happen?  

At Nashville State Community College (NSCC), we are trying to find out. A National Science Foundation Advanced Technological Education (ATE) project that began seven years ago has identified many of the issues that define both the potential for and the barriers to institutionalizing real change in teaching based on current research.     Our methods, “problem-based case studies” and “corporate scholar solutions,” provide models for changing the way faculty approach teaching in their classrooms. These designs are based on the research described in How People Learn, published by the National Research Council.  Problem-based case studies are authentic real-world problems set in the context in which they were identified.  Ideally, these case studies result in multiple solutions and projects for the students.  Corporate scholar solutions are current real-world problems in which the student teams actually work with a company to conduct an Information Technology project.  One of our goals in using these strategies is to change the way students learn so that the students themselves know when they are learning, what they are learning, and what they need to learn.  The research tells us that students should uncover the knowledge they need for themselves.  Students should ask questions, and faculty should assess the students’ knowledge based on how well they do these things rather than on how many “facts” they know.  Some educators have described this process as “messy” and difficult, but our own experience reinforces what research has shown, that there is great benefit in making the effort.  A few faculty members enthusiastically embrace these ideas but many others are not so sure and many adamantly oppose the ideas. Transfer of the knowledge gained from the research into practical delivery by the faculty has become our greatest challenge. 

As one faculty member put it, “Faculty must be convinced there is a need to change. You can’t tell them they need to change the way they teach; after all, they are teaching the way they were taught and it worked for them. They must see for themselves how it can be better and understand it to be convinced.”   Faculty in community colleges typically have had little formal training in educational theory and for the most part, they place the greatest emphasis for their own education on becoming experts in their discipline areas. Often, they deliver that knowledge to the students in the same ways it has been delivered to students for centuries. Yet, the research tells us that using different approaches can provide great benefit to the learning process and will also produce results that align with the needs of our new world.   For instance, with massive amounts of information readily available, knowing what one needs to know and knowing how to use that knowledge has become more important that knowing a lot of facts.  Yet, many teachers are still convinced they need to know everything their students know.  They also believe that a problem-based approach means the teacher needs to have all the possible solutions readily available in order to assess the student’s progress.  To persuade faculty to consider an alternative to this scenario can be a formidable challenge.

The task is made even more difficult when those who are leading the development effort fall into the same common trap as faculty:  designing professional development activities that use the same methods we would like to see faculty set aside.  To create development programs for faculty that actually allow them to uncover and understand the benefit of these new and different ways of teaching requires the same “messy” environment we want them to create for students:  somewhat structured, but not prescriptive.

At NSCC, we have moved along a development path that began with traditional activities such as workshops to “tell” the faculty how they should be teaching. The process has evolved into a model for faculty development that pairs experts in teaching and learning with faculty members over a long period of time using a combination of activities.  For instance, faculty are asked to develop their own “problem-based” case studies with the help of a learning specialist.  The purpose of this activity is not as much about developing teaching materials as it is about providing a new model of learning for faculty to adopt. 

Has it worked? Are we changing the teaching and learning culture at the college for the long term?  Can these methods become institutionalized? Although it has become clear that faculty attitudes and expertise about teaching and learning fall along a wide continuum ranging from “awareness” at one end to “expertise” at the other end, those who have actually implemented these new methods all say they are forever changed and will never go back.   In most cases, these faculty are not yet experts in teaching and learning, but they are headed toward expertise. Because they have become more focused on the process, they are uncovering their own knowledge as they experience the outcomes along with the students. Ultimately, we hope, faculty will have as much expertise in teaching and learning as they do in their discipline areas.  

The role of the students in institutionalizing changes in teaching and learning should not be minimized.  In fact, student attitude and acceptance has been an important component of faculty buy-in.   By the time students arrive at the community college, most have developed an expectation of teaching and learning that is the same as what we are trying to change. When confronted with an approach that requires their active participation and also reframes the role of the teacher, students have made comments like “You’re supposed to tell me what I need to know.  That’s what I’m paying you to do.” This has usually occurred when the teacher has failed to change the students’ expectations from the outset. Once the initial shock has subsided and the students are engaged, they, too, are forever changed. When these new strategies have been implemented properly, student comments overwhelming suggest they prefer these methods and they do recognize the benefit. 


If we are to see lasting change in how we teach, perhaps the most compelling factor may be pressure from the students. The word is getting out.   Students in class sections that use traditional methods are overheard inquiring about teachers who use the problem-based case studies and corporate scholar solutions so they can enroll in their classes.  When students abandon the classes taught using the old methods and flock to classes that use the new methods, we will be able to say with confidence that real and lasting change has occurred.

Notes

1 “College in the 21st Century,” Greater Expectations:  A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College (Washington, D.C.:  Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2002), 2.
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