On the Cutting Edge Early Career Workshop, R. Beane and K. Wiese, June 2009


What To Do When Our Teaching Isn't Going Well 

Sometimes our teaching doesn't always meet our expectations, or we face difficult challenges from students, courses, or other conditions. In these cases, what options do we have?

What could be improved?
Some ways to figure out what might be improved in our teaching:

· Ongoing Learning Evaluation (Olé) also called a Small Group Evaluation (SGE)                                   This is a 20-30 minute facilitated student discussion done in the middle of the semester while the instructor is not present. The facilitator divides the class into groups; each group comes to consensus on questions such as 1) What supports your learning in this class? 2) What hinders your learning in this class? 3) What suggestion do you have for changes? After the discussion the facilitator presents a summary to the instructor. *

· In-class observation                                                                                                                      This is an observation of a class in action where both the instructor and the students are present. The observer provides insights about how the instructor's goals appear to be met and about classroom dynamics. In order to customize the observation to the instructor's needs, there may be a pre-visit meeting to discuss the instructor's learning goals for the students and strategies for meeting those goals, as well as to communicate any areas on which the instructor would like the consultant to focus.

· Videotaping of classroom

· Mid-semester evaluations
· End-of-course evaluations

· Daily “check-in” notecards from students  

· Student Reaction

Who can help?

Teaching Consultant – may be part of a university’s Teaching and Learning Center

Department Chair/Dean – may help directly, or may refer you to someone who can

On-campus Peers – You might start a teaching discussion group on campus, or find a teaching partner.  Chances are many of us have similar teaching issues even if we are not in the same discipline.  And, sometimes it is enlightening to get teaching ideas from other disciplines.

Off-campus Peers - Talking through an idea with friend from grad school or someone you met at a workshop is sometimes helpful.  

Former Advisors – They may have worked with you more on research than teaching, but they know you and may be able to give some teaching suggestions as well.

Internet Resources

Class Visit Model - Rick Holmgren, Allegheny College http://resources.allegheny.edu/teaching/classvisitmodel.pdf

Cutting Edge Course Design Tutorial 
http://serc.carleton.edu/NAGTWorkshops/coursedesign/tutorial/index.html

Teaching Resources for Earth System Scientists - http://www.dlese.org/ 

Tomorrow’s Professor Mailing List (see Tomorrow’s Teaching and Learning)

 http://cgi.stanford.edu/~dept-ctl/cgi-bin/tomprof/postings.php

University of Michigan's teaching strategies and disciplinary resources http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/teachings.html

Some common questions that we might discuss: 

What can I do if my evaluations aren’t good?

What can I do if students aren't talking?

What can I do if students are talking too much?

How can I lead an effective discussion?

Can I redo a syllabus part way through a semester? 

What can I do if students aren’t showing me respect? 

What can I do if students aren't on task/engaged? 

What can I do if a project fails? 

What can I do if I’m teaching outside of my specialty?

What can I do if students hand in their work late?

What can I do if I’m not excited about what I’m teaching?

* OLÉ coined at Bowdoin College and adapted from practices in “From SGID and GIFT to BBQ: Streamlining midterm student evaluations to improve teaching and learning”, by Margaret K. Snooks, Sue E. Neely, and Kathleen M. Williamson in POD Networks “To Improve the Academy: Resources for Faculty, Instructional, and Organizational Development”, Volume 22, Catherine M. Wehlburg, Editor. Anker Publishing Company, Inc., Bolton, Massachusetts.
Modified from On the Cutting Edge Early Career Workshop, R. Beane, 2006

