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How to Improve Student Learning
Introduction

When students think within the content of our courses, they take ownership of the
most basic principles and concepts within the subjects we teach. The instructional
ideas in this guide are premised in this understanding. Most of our suggestions
represent possible teaching strategies. They are based on a vision of instruction
implied by critical thinking and an analysis of the weaknesses typically found in
most traditional didactic lecture/quiz/test formats of instruction. We begin with
two premises:

® that to learn a subject well, students must master the thinking
that defines that subject, and

® that we, in turn, as their instructors, must design activities and
assignments that require students to think actively within the
concepts and principles of the subject.

Students should master fundamental concepts and principles before they
attempt to learn more advanced concepts. If class time is focused on helping
students perform well on these foundational activities, we feel confident that the
goals of most instruction will be achieved.

It is up to you, the instructor, to decide which of these ideas you will test in
the classroom. Only you can decide how to teach your students. Our goal is not
to dictate to you, but to provide you with possible strategies with which to
experiment. The specific suggestions we recommend represent methods and
strategies we have developed and tested with our students. Judge for yourself
their plausibility. Test them for their practicality. Those that work (i.e., improve
instruction), keep; those that do not work, abandon or re-design.

The suggestions overlap each other and make most sense when taken together,
as an interrelated network. Often one suggestion is made intelligible in the light
of two or three others. So if one is not clear to you, read on. The strength of each
of them, in re-enforcing each other, will then become increasingly clear.
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Recommended Design Features

Idea # 1:

Design instruction so that students engage

in routine practice in internalizing and
applying the concepts they are learning (and
in evaluating their understanding of each).

For students to learn any new concept well they must first internalize the concept,
then apply the concept to a problem or issue so that they come to see the value
of understanding the concept. At the same time, they need to evaluate how well
they are internalizing and applying the concepts they are learning.

If students are to acquire understandings and skills, we need to provide
many opportunities for them to

1. internalize the key concepts in the subject, and to

2. apply those concepts to problems and issues (in their lives or in their course-
work).

It is only when students apply what they are learning to actual situations or
problems that they come to see the value in what they are learning. And only
when they see the value in learning the content will they be internally motivated
to do so.

At the same time students are internalizing concepts and applying them in a
meaningful way, they need practice in evaluating their work. Self-assessment
is an integral part of educated thinking; it would be unintelligible to say of a
person that he is thinking in an educated manner, but is not skilled in evaluating
his thinking. In the same way, it would be unintelligible to say of a student that
he is learning a subject well but does not know how to evaluate his learning.



How to Improve Student Learning

High quality thinking comes
with routine practice in
internalizing and applying
theoretical structures
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Idea # 2:

Teach students how to assess their reading.

In a well-designed class, students typically engage in a great deal of reading.
Hence, it is important that they learn to “figure out” the logic of what they are
reading (the logically interconnected meanings). Good reading is a dialogue
between the reader and the text. The writer has chosen words to convey his/
her thoughts and experiences. The reader must translate from those words back
into his/her own thoughts and experiences, and thereby capture the meaning of
the author. This is a complex process. One effective way to teach students this
process is by modeling it as follows:

Place the students into groups of three, each with a letter assigned (A, B, or
C). You then read a paragraph or two out of the text aloud slowly, commenting
on what you are reading as you are reading, explaining what is making
immediate sense to you and what you need to figure out by further reading.
After modeling in this manner for a couple of paragraphs, you ask A to take
over and read aloud to B and C, explaining to them, sentence by sentence, what
he/she is able to figure out and what he/she is not. After A is finished with two
paragraphs, then B and C comment on what they do and do not understand (in
the paragraphs that A read). Then you read aloud to the whole class the two
paragraphs that A read, commenting as you go. Then B takes over and reads
the next two paragraphs to A and C. Then A and C add their thoughts. Then
you read aloud what B read. Then you go on to C who reads the next two
paragraphs to A and B. And so on. As the students are reading in their groups
of three, you are circulating around the room listening in and getting an idea of
the level of proficiency of their critical reading. The more you use this process,
the better students become at critical reading. When they become proficient at
it, they begin to ask questions in their own minds as they read, clarifying as
they read, questioning what they do not understand.

See also the thinker’s guide to How to Read a Paragraph (The Art of Close
Reading).
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Idea # 3:

Teach students how to assess their writing.

Good thinking is thinking that (effectively) assesses itself. As a critical thinker,
I do not simply state the problem; I assess the clarity of my own statement. I
do not simply gather information; I check it for its relevance and significance.
I do not simply form an interpretation; I check to make sure my interpretation
has adequate evidentiary support.

Because of the importance of self-assessment to critical thinking, it is
important to bring it into the structural design of the course and not just leave
it to random or chance use. Here are a variety of strategies that can be used for
fostering self-assessment through peer-assessment:

Assessing Writing
When students are required to bring written papers to class, the activities below
can be used as strategies for fostering high quality peer-assessment:

1. First Strategy. Working in groups of four, students choose the best
paper (using standards of clarity, logic, etc. as well as any other criteria
you have given them). Then they join with a second group and choose
the best paper of the two (one from each group). These papers (chosen
by the 8-person groups) are collected and read to the class as a whole. A
class-wide discussion is held, under your direction, to make clear the
strengths and weaknesses of the competing remaining papers, leading
to the class voting on the best paper of the day (again, always using
explicit intellectual standards in the assessment).

2. Second Strategy. Working in groups of three or four, students write out
their recommendations for improvement on three or four papers (from
students not in the group). The written recommendations go back to the
original writers who do a revised draft for the next class. Using this
method every student receives written feedback on their papers from a
“team” of critics.

3. Third Strategy. Working in groups of three or four, students take turns
reading their papers aloud slowly and discussing the extent to which
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they have or have not fulfilled the performance criteria relevant to the
paper.

4. Fourth Strategy. One student’s paper is read aloud slowly to the class
while the instructor leads a class-wide discussion on how the paper
might be improved. This discussion serves as a model of what is
expected in the assessment process. Then the students work in groups
of two or three to try to come up with recommendations for improvement
for the students in their group (based on the model established by the
instructor).

See also the thinker’s guide to How to Write a Paragraph: The Art of
Substantive Writing.
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Idea # 4:

Teach students how to assess their speaking.

In a well-designed class, students often engage in oral communication. They
articulate what they are learning: explaining, giving examples, posing problems,
interpreting information, tracing assumptions, etc... They learn to assess what
they are saying, becoming aware of when they are being vague, when they need
an example, when their explanations are inadequate, etc... Here are three general
strategies you can use to teach students to assess their speaking abilities.

1. First Strategy. Students teaching students. One of the best ways to learn is to
try to teach someone else. If we have trouble explaining something, it is often
because we are not clear about what we are explaining.

2. Second Strategy. Group Problem Solving By putting students in a group and
giving them a problem or issue to work on together, their mutual articulation
and exchanges will often help them to think better. They often help correct each
other, and so learn to “correct” themselves. Make sure that they are routinely
applying intellectual standards to their thinking as they discuss issues.

3. Third Strategy. Oral test on basic vocabulary, One complex tactic that aids
student learning is the oral test. Students are given a vocabulary list. They
spend time studying the key concepts for the course. They are then put into
groups of twos or threes and are asked to take turns explaining the concepts to
each other. They are encouraged to assess each other’s explanations. Wander
about the class listening in and choose two students who seem prepared for the
oral exam. Stop the class and announce that the oral test is going to begin and
that you have chosen “X” and “Y™ to be tested first. After you test these two
students (and they pass), announce to the class that X and Y have passed and
that they are now “certified” to test others. However, anyone “certified” by a
student tester must be “spot-tested” by you on one item. If any such student fails
your spot test, the person who certified them is “de-certified” (and must repeat
the exam). Everyone who passes becomes a certifier and gets paired with a
student who has not taken the test. By this method, you only test the first two
students. For the rest of the process you direct “traffic” and spot-check those
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who are “certified” by a peer. During this assessment the tester should be
looking for a beginning understanding of the concepts, and the ability to give
examples of the concept. Since the students who pass become “certifiers” or
“tutors” and are assigned to assess other students (or tutor them), everyone gets
multiple experiences explaining, and hearing explanations of, the basic vocabulary.
We give a vocabulary list to the students on the first day of class so they know
exactly which concepts they will be expected to explain during the oral exam. We
give this exam during the first few weeks of the class so students learn the most
basic vocabulary early in the course, vocabulary that is then used on a daily basis
in class. You might want to modify this exam by giving parts of it during or after
each chapter (of the textbook).



