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Preface

Teaching is the primary mission of a college, and whatever else
might be said or done by way of educational reform, how well
we—the teachers—do our job is absolutely basic. The demands
on instruction change as society modifies and expands what it
expects from higher education, as new resources for teaching
become available, and as the criteria for evaluating the quality
of instruction are sharpened. There is no consensus model of
the ideal teacher, and the instructional diversity we see on every
campus is a clear reminder that the individual teacher is the
cook in charge of the kitchen. Each, however, will benefit from
knowing more about the principles of pedagogical nutrition,
that is, from understanding the underlying constancies required
for good teaching. My purpose in writing this book, therefore, is
to give the teacher a conceptual base for making decisions about
how to do a better job in managing the classroom hour. More
specifically, I hold that the payoff for good teaching is in terms
of what students learn and carry away, and most of us strive to
achieve this objective.
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X Preface

Good teachers skillfully cope with the specific demands
of instruction, but they also possess a fund of knowledge about
what they are doing. Successful professional practitioners gen-
erally score well on these two counts—they exercise specific
skills for meeting particular problems, and they also understand
why things work the way they do. Successful teaching is no dif-
ferent, and so my emphasis is on the conceptual underpinnings
of good instruction.

My treatment of college teaching reflects lessons learned
from being a long-time professor but especially from my twenty
years at the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching at
the University of Michigan. The roots of my position should be
set forth: In 1962 a faculty committee recommended that a
Center on Teaching be established, and its prospectus made
clear that the success of this new unit would require that it
offer something more than tinkering with “innovative” teach-
ing. As the director, my first official action was to change the
name to the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching. 1
had confidence that my discipline specialty—research on human
learning and thinking—had reached a level of maturity that
would allow useful extensions into the college classroom. From
the beginning, therefore, my own perceptions of instruction
have been selectively tilted toward how these findings on learn-
ing, memory, thinking (problem solving), motivation, and atti-
tude change can be transformed to support college teaching.

These interpretations are the basis for this book. Chapter
One sets the theme: The lasting measure of good teaching is
what the individual student learns and carries away. The one
piece of artwork in this chapter shows the outcome when teach-
ers make full use of the intellectual and motivational resources
students bring to the classroom. Chapter Two examines course
content and shows how decisions on what to include reflect the
teacher’s understanding of the long-lasting relevance of selected
units of knowledge. Most courses are composed of a combina-
tion of facts, skills, concepts, methods, and values, to which
must be added the inevitable personal development of the indi-
vidual student.

The next four chapters consider the instructional means
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for tapping and releasing the resources for learning and remem-
bering. The lecture is the usual mode for presenting informa-
tion, and Chapter Three reviews this familiar form of teaching,
as well as the teacher’s role in making effective use of various
technological aids—audiovisual devices, computers, and the
printed word. Special attention is given to the importance of
probing value implications, since this function will outlive a
technology that places the organized world of knowledge liter-
ally at the fingertips of students. Motivation (Chapter Four) to
learn is part of every teacher’s responsibility and is best accom-
plished by the spontaneous display of interests, positive atti-
tudes, and enduring values, which are signs to students about
what is worth learning and retaining in their own store of
knowledge. I hold that the reinforcing effects of satisfying
curiosity are educationally more powerful than extrinsic re-
wards of test scores, high grades, or even honors. Meaning—com-
prehension or understanding (Chapter Five)—is the strongest
single factor leading to long-term retention. Rehearsal, that is,
active participation and review, is basic and thus the major fo-
cus of this chapter. Forgetting, however, is inevitable, and
guides are given as to how the teacher can help reduce the in-
fluence of factors leading to forgetting; for example, discussion
groups serve as an excellent means to gain retention through
better understanding. The shift from memorizing specifics to
comprehending concepts (Chapter Six) is an important step for-
ward in college-level instruction. Understanding ideas is the tar-
get of teaching, because ideas with deep meaning endure over
time and extend into different settings. Various instructional ar-
rangements directly related to concept learning are briefly sum-
marized, but in any given instance, each student shapes the fluid
meaning of an idea against a distinctive and idiosyncratic per-
sonal store of knowledge.

Learning how to learn and to solve problems—thinking in-
dependently—is the mostimportant single end product of educa-
tion. Chapter Seven demonstrates that a teacher meets this spe-
cial challenge best by staying within the boundaries of a particular
discipline. Chapter Eight recognizes that it is hard for students
to think straight if their emotions are in turmoil. Nearly all stu-
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dents will, sooner or later, feel the need to seek advice and coun-
sel from a teacher whose judgment they trust. The empathetic
teacher, as counselor or mentor, is especially helpful to those in
need of remedial support in matters of study and learning.

Evaluative judgments (Chapters Nine and Ten) are intrin-
sic to the academic enterprise and cannot be farmed out. The
results of evaluation make a difference in the career progress of
both students and teachers and therefore require considerable
technical assistance to assure that procedures are valid. Quizzes
have an important diagnostic and instructional function, and
student ratings of a teacher offer significant data as a basis for
self-improvement; in short, evaluations influence what and how
well students learn and how well teachers do their job.

Chapter Eleven is teacher-oriented and identifies the sup-
port teachers receive (or should receive) from their institutions
for improving the quality of instruction. For one thing, the dis-
tinctive strength of the individual teacher must be sustained—
‘and by means other than exhortation or neglect. Providing in-
formation based on sound research and effective practices at
other institutions is a primary contribution to be made by a
center on teaching. Chapter Twelve concludes the book with a
perspective about the diet for the self-sustaining professor. Self-
esteem is basic and is nurtured from sources beyond salary in-
creases and promotion.

I have drawn freely from the Memo to the Faculty
series, which I wrote or edited at the Center for Research on
Learning and Teaching at the University of Michigan. These
seventy-one newsletter-type analyses covered and re-covered
many topics directly related to college teaching, and this book
is essentially an integration and extension of the various themes
first stated in the Memos. 1 have tried to use language appro-
priate for the faculty as a whole, and this means, among other
things, that I have had to be rather sparse in my use of illustra-
tive examples taken from any one department.

The epigraphs for each chapter are a mixture of state-
ments from classic writers and contemporary college teachers;
they are offered as stimulating observations related to the
substance within the chapters.
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Having been a college teacher for more than forty years,
I find it difficult to credit the source of ideas expressed in the
pages that follow. I acknowledge my debt to my associates at
the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching and my col-
leagues on the Panel on Research and Development of Instruc-
tional Resources within the Committee on Institutional Coop-
eration of the Big Ten universities. My peers in the Department
of Psychology at Ann Arbor have consistently supported and
encouraged my efforts to filter out the instructional implica-
tions from the findings of our discipline.

These have been exciting and rewarding years, and I
treasure the memories of my work with students and my fellow-
ship with teachers. For the past twenty-two years, my profes-
sional specialty has been to transform basic research and theory
in psychology into support of college teachers. At times, profes-
sors can indeed be difficult, but I doubt if anyone has more re-
spect and affection for college teachers than do I. For many
years they have been the source for raising (and lowering) my
self-esteem. They are a marvelous group of intelligent people
who examine the meaning of accumulated knowledge and im-
plement a set of enduring values for the benefit of the next gen-
eration of citizens. In the service of a democratic society, the
contribution that teachers make stands alone at the top of the
line.

Ann Arbor, Michigan Stanford C. Ericksen
August 1984
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CHAPTER ONE

The Lasting Measure
of Good Teaching

=

Then let us not leave the meaning of education am-
biguous or ill-defined. . .. For we are not speaking
of education in this narrower sense, but of that
other education in virtue from youth upwards,
which makes a man eagerly pursue the ideal perfec-
tion of citizenship, and teaches him how rightly to
rule and to obey....that other sort of training,
which aims at the acquisition of wealth or bodily
strength, or mere cleverness, apart from intelli-
gence and justice, is mean and illiberal, and it is not
worthy to be called education at all.

—Plato, The Laws

By precept and example, good teachers give voice to knowledge
and beliefs linking the past to the present and to the future.
This prophetic touch requires knowing the subject matter and
having the courage to express judgments about values. Thus,
teachers, as do scholars and researchers, exercise the academic
traditions of open inquiry and exploration of the diversity of
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2 The Essence of Good Teaching

values. An analysis of good teaching, therefore, involves consid-
erably more than detailing the instructional techniques of tell-
ing things to students.

Many yardsticks are needed to measure competence be-
cause people observe different aspects of teaching in different
settings and for different purposes. Further, all manner of in-
structional variations are called for by the nature of the subject
matter, the characteristics of students, institutional expecta-
tions, and the teacher’s own habits and predispositions. This
chapter reviews some of the different ways teaching is judged,
but gives emphasis to the kind of instruction designed to have a
long-term impact on students. A leading educational researcher
(Bloom, 1982, pp. 12-13) reflected a similar emphasis as he
projected the future of his specialty: “My wish is for us to re-
duce our efforts devoted to predicting and classifying humans
and for us to make more central in our research the variables,
processes, and concepts that can make a vast difference in the
teaching and learning of students. While much has already been
done, these ideas are still at a very primitive stage.”

The Many Measures of Teaching

Nearly everyone holds opinions about what is or is not
‘“good” teaching and, given this reality, criterion standards that
ensure fair play—to the institution, the teacher, and the stu-
dents—are difficult to come by. In any instance, measurement
requires a reference standard for defining a scale of judgments
about “good,” “better,” or “best.” Group results of student rat-
ings of teachers, for example, are usually reported against statis-
tical norms, but assessments by peers and administrators are in-
terpreted against qualitative reference points that may or may
not be useful as guides for improving specific skills of teaching.

Remote Measures of Teaching. Institutional language
about teaching is usually couched in global terms. Janet Law-
rence (1982) made this clear in her content analysis of the cita-
tions and the supporting documents offered by administrators,
faculty, and students about nominees for one of the more pres-
tigious teaching awards at a large university. She concluded, ““If



