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Becoming a Master Teacher

Faculty must move beyond content and get to know their students.

BY SUSAN AMBROSE AND MICHAEL BRIDGES, CARNEGIE MELLON UNIVERSITY

Although many faculty have not been trained as teachers, we can
all acquire new skills and improve as teachers.

esearch shows that the development of
ana‘stcry or expertise in any domain

takes at least 10 years, Experts possess a
great deal of knowledge, have logged many
hours of persistent practice in their field, and
have received adequate guidance and feed-
back. Teaching is no different; it requires
knowledge, sustained dedication, and support
to move toward and realize expertise,

To become master teachers, faculty mem-

bers need a knowledge pga
base not only in their con- g
tent area, but also in a vari-
ety of other areas. Here we
focus on one aspect of that B
knowledge base—under- &
standing students in multi-
ple ways that represent the
complex human beings
they are. Drawing from

research in cognitive science, social psychology,
and education, we can learn more about how
students develop mtellectually, socially, and
emotionally, as well as begin to understand our
students through the lens of the culture and
history in which they were raised.

Our focus, then, is on three areas that have
not received as much attention with faculty as
they deserve: the psychosocial development of
students; the integration of cognitive theory
, Into teaching practice;
and the impact of the
§ political, social, and eco-
i nomic status of the 1980s
and 1990s on current col-
lege students: (termed
the Millenmals). This
knowledge can greatly
impact the way we teach
and design courses.

Susan Ambrose is the Assoclate Provost for Education, Director of the Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, and a teach-
ing professor in the Department of History at Camegie Mellon University. She has consulted and. led faculty workshops at
colleges and universities In the United States and abroad, and teaches courses:on immigration. Susan can be reached at
saln@andrew.cmuedit;

Michael Bridges is the Associate Director of Assessment in the Ebetly Center for Teaching Excellence and adjunct profes-
sor of Psychology at Carnegie Mellon University. He teaches colirses and workshops in stress and coping, persdnaiit}a moti-
vation and survey research design. Mike can be reached at mbah@andrew.ome.eda,
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arly;-and are less interested in
exploration:and more
“just wanting the answer!
 As the groups reflected on the
‘commonalities actoss disciplines and
student rank (i.e, freshman through
senior), colleagues noted that today's
‘students do seem different from past
‘generations in many ways, yet there
are some fundamental problematie
issues that remain constant. “Help us
understand and deal with both sets:
of issues,’ our colleagues pleaded.
Qur answer? Get to know your
students—not just their classroom
behavior, but:their motivations,
interests, and cultural backgrounds.
~Susan Ambrose and Michael
Bridges, Carnegle Mellon University
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The Necessity of Really Knowing Your Audience

A little knowledge can go a long way toward becoming a better educator.

ne of the ways we can become master teachers is to culti-
Ovate a strong interest in and understanding of some of
the developmental issues faced by our students, Three of
the most important developmental issues are: psychosocial, cogni-
tive, and cultural. These areas playa key role in ourstudents’ intel-

lectual growth, their competency in the classroom, their sense of
identity, and how they relate to the rest of the world.

Psychosocial functioning

Over the course of four years, college students invest substantial
energy in issues concerning their yocational, religious, and sexual
identities. In addition, their academic and
social self-concepts undergo considerable
challenge and adjustment. The transition to
college also brings 4 new set of academic
peers to whom they compare themselves,
This new comparison base may threaten a
student’s sense of intellectual and academic
competency, Similarly, the distance (physical
or emotional) that ccﬂege often imposes on
relationships with family and high school
lriends may force a loss of social identity and
alter how students see themselves: In the
midst of all the uncertainty brought about
by coming to college; students ave faced with the task of develop-
ing a sense of selt-worth, self-competency, self-satisfaction, and self-
confidence. All these struggles can impact academic performance.

In addition to changes that occur in the context of how students
see themselves, important changes also occur in how students
interact with the outside wotld. Students are developing a greater
sense of autonomy—ireedom from the external influence
imposed by other mdividuals and
institutions. They are testing previ-
ously held beliefs, values, and rela-
tionships in a shift toward a greater
sense’ of control oyeér important
domains of their lives, and exerting
more independence from family.
This shift toward greater autonomy is
accompanied by movement toward a
less rigid orientation to the world:
College students are becoming less
authoritarian, dogmatic, and ethno-
centric, less gnided by strict rule-based behavior and stereotypic
views of others, and more open to the perspectives and views of
others. This growth also affects their learning, and expert teachers
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Active engagement
creates stronger represen-
tations, facilitates storage
in fong-term memory, and
creates multiple avenues

for retrieval.

design learning experiences with this in mind. For example, fac-
ulty can structure courses that allow students to individually iden-
tify the relative weighting applied to various components of the
course—quizzes, homework, exams, etc, This affords students a
greater sense of control, autonomy, and engagement.

Integrating cognitive theory into teaching practice
Expert teaching also requires an understanding and integration
of cognitive theory into teaching practice. While this has occurred
in K-12 classrooms, it has not occurred as much at the university
level, Following are four key cognitive issues that expert teachers
understand,

First, prior knowledge is the basis for build-
ing new knowledge because existing knowl-
edge can facilitate, interfere with, or distort
the integration of incoming information. It 1s
. important for mstructors to understand the
misconceptions students have, so they can
dispel them up front; otherwise, these mis-
conceptions make learning more difficult.
On the other end of the spectrum, if instruc-
tors know what students know, they can build
on that prior knowledge to strengthen their
reception of new information,

This brings us to our second point: How prior knowledge is
organized determines its access and use because organization can
facilitate or interfere with retrieval, use, and further learning, If
students have not organized prior information effectively, there is
a good chance that they won't be able to access it easily, if at all.
Organization is a sophisticated cognitive task, so instructors need
to model effective organization and provide practice for students
to help them hone this skill.

In order for information to become
knowledge that a learner can access
and use in multiple contexts, students
must process that information deeply;
this is.our third point. Research indi-
cates that active engagement pro-
motes deeper learning because it cre-
ates stronger representations, facili-
tates storage in long-term memory,
and creates multiple avenues for
retrieval. Active engagement with
material helps learners expand and elaborate on the course con-
tent, making it more meaningful or relevant to them while
enhancing understanding and retention,




Finally, if students are to develop proficiency as learners, they
must acquire the skills of selecting, monitoring, evaluating, and
adjusting their learning strategies—what some cognitive psycholo-
gists refer to as metacognition. In essence, students need to under-
stand the role of prior knowledge, organization, and active engage-
ment, among other things, in the learning process. One way to
accomplish this 18 to explicitly focus
on process; not just outcome; and ask
students to reflect on how they solve
problems or construct arguments, For
example; a colleague of ours routine-
ly assigns students two less homework
problems and, instead, asks them to
chose two of the assigned problems
and document why and how they did
what they did to solve the problems:

Cultural development

This academic year represents the first time that “traditional”
undergraduate classes are fully populated with members of the
most recent cultural cohori—the Millennials, This group brings a
host of shared experiences, attitudes, and values that are distinct-
ly different from those of the previous generation. In particular,
three features help us understand the culture from which our cur-
rent students come.

This generation of students grew up in a time of unprecedent-
ed economic prosperity. As young children and teens, they have
been courted by corporate America more than any prcvioﬁs gen-
eration. In addition, child protection policies, governmental reg-
ulations, and consumerstandards have helped make this the most
protected generation in history. Shifts in child-rearing practices

You Are What You Read

Steven Samples, the former president of USC,
argues in his book The Contrarian’s Guide to
Leadership that reading outside your discipli-
nary area can feed your creativity and innova-
tion, providing new and inspiting perspectives

which can inform your teaching. We suggest
reading about students’ psychosocial and
cognitive development, and about the way they
perceive the world based on the culture in which
they were raised. We've included a bibliography
of our favorites! (See page 8.)

These students grew up
reviewing flash cards,
while eating a snack in
the back of a minivan,

listening to music on the
way to soccer practice.

have resulted in a cohort of students who are used to being
indulged, consulted, and included in decisions that involve them
or their families. The collective consequence of this pattern of
attention has resulted in particularly strong bonds between today's
students and their parents. This bond often manifests itself in ways
that are counter to developing autonomy and independence.

Economi¢ prosperity coupled with
fewer children per family has meant
more attention and resources for the
academic, athletic, and artistic success
of this generation. These students are
expected to excel, so parents respond
to the first hint of suboptimal perfor-
mance with tutors, coaches, and spe-
cial supplemental instruction. As a
result, these students expect individ-
ual attention, extra help, and institu-
tional resources to support any diffi-
culties they might encounter.

This generation has also lived task-oriented lives. They grew up
reviewing flash cards, while eating a snack in‘the back of a mini-
van, listening to music on the way to soccer practice, Multi-tasking
15 a way of life. As a result; they erroneously believe that they can
assimilate, and understand complex information while simultane-
ously listening to music, tracking their favorite cable television
program, and carrying on Instant Messenger conversations.

This overview, of course, only deals with one segment of a
diverse national student body: Today's college students are com-
plex beings. Understanding them along many dimensions moves
s, as fac_ulty, toward becoming more effective and more expert
teachers,

students’ inability to provide constructive feed-
back when they did look at others’ work. We also
suggested that the public nature of critiques in
Architecture would provide an opportunity for
their students to see the modeling of construc-
tive feedback by faculty. What departments on
your campus could you visit?

Nurture the Educator in You

For many of us, professional conferences
provide a way to stay. current in our fields, share
our work, and connect with colleagues. Try

Learn from Other Disciplines
A few years ago, we encouraged a group of
engineering faculty to sit in on a few public

critiques in the School of Architecture. Our
engineering colleagues had been lamenting
students’ egocentrism and the fact that often
they don'’t learn from each other, as well as

attending a conference on teaching and learn-
ing. You'd be surprised at the shared concerns,
new friendships, and useful advice you'll find
there.
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Where They're Coming From
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i Understanding students helps improve teaching.

) : Why do students place. Recently, in a course

| experience such important that requires participation in

~ social, emotional, class discussion, a student
cognitive, and intellectual who rarely offered comments
developmental processes dropped the course because
in college? | he was earning a B rather

.Smence and. Desfgn Edu _
;Asse_ssmf_ant._.W@sh ngton, DC: National
Academy Press.

Pascarella, E.T, and PT. Terenzini.
1991. How College Affects Students,
San fFrancisco: Jossey-Bass,

Perry, W.G., Ir. 1999: Forms of
Intellectual and Ethical Development
in the College Years: A Scheme. San
Francisco; Jossey-Bass.

Schor, J.B. 2004. Born to Buy: The
Commercialized Child and the New
Consumer Culture. New York: Scribner.
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Demographic data indicate -
that most high schools in the |

United States serve students
from relatively homogeneous
racial, socioeconomic, and §
cultural backgrounds, For Y 4
many students, college represems me first exposure to
people, ideas, attitudes, value systems, and experi-
ences that differ significantly from their own. This expo-
sure can challenge a student’s sense of personal iden-
fity and also act as a catalyst for growth and maturity.

How do these processes manifest themselves
in behaviors related to my course?
There are limitless ways in which these processes
influence students’ behaviors. Here are just a few.
Students tend to see the world in a predominantly
dualistic manner. They frequently fail to recognize plu-
ralistic viewpoints or contextualized perspectives. As
suich, many of our students demonstrate substantial
discomfort with the ambiguity that is inherent in com-
plex domains. They show a great deal of frustration
with answers to their questions that are qualified by
context. Put differently, they want an answer, a single
answer, and an answer that applies in all contexts.
Students: often focus on product rather than
process. This may manifest itself as an obsession
with grades and a failure to reflect on learning or the
important processes through which learning takes

| than an A, He seemed unable
to recognize the growth in his
learning or the value of the
class discussions in which he
was required to take part,
Rather, he focused on the fact
he wasn't getting an A,

As we've pointed out, students are engaged in a
host of important social, emotional, Intellectual, and
cognitive developmental processes. Consequently,
they are faced with multiple demands, not only on
their time, but also on their attention, effort, and
energy. As a result, they sometimes appear unfo-
cused and distracted. They miss deadlines. They fail
to turn in work. This does not necessarily mean stu-
dents lack motivation; it may simply be that they are
overwhelmed by the demands of growing up.

What can | do to respond to these processes?
We must educate ourselves about the complex
aspects of development our students face. This will
allow us to see beneath the surface of individual
behavior and identify markers of important develop-
ment. With this knowledge, we can then talk with our
students, in an informed way, about their lives and
learn how certain issues may aid or interfere with valu-
able learning. We will be better equipped to improve
our teaching styles and be able to respond, change,
and adapt as our students continue fo evolve.

Thriving in Academe is a joint project of the National Education Association and the Professional and
Organizational Development (POD) Network in Higher Education. This section is intended to promote ever
more effective teaching and learning in higher education through dialogue among colleagues, The opinions
of this feature are solely the authors’ and do not reflect the views of either organization. For more
infarmation, contact podnet@nova.cdu or clehane@nea.org.
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