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»W%% arnegie Mellon recognizes that first-year undergraduate students’ experience includes
tremendous intellectual, social, emotional and cultural adapration and development,
and that faculty and TAs play an important role in these processes. Because each of
¥ these dimensions impacts the others, members of the university community need to
work closely with each other and recognize that our collected expertise and wisdom is necessary
to improve the acculturation of our first-year students.

In the first section of this booklet, we describe who first-year students are and why they have
special needs. These students often show tremendous excitement about learning, but most
faculty—unlike many of our colleagues in Student Affairs—have not been formally prepared to
deal with the complexities of working with 18-year-olds who have many challenges to face in
becoming mature, accomplished college students. Also, generalizing from their own past
experience as students may be misleading for faculty members, who often were not typical
students themselves,

In the middle section, we have compiled many faculty strategies for teaching that have been
successful with first-year undergraduates at Carnegie Mellon. These strategies are also supported
by research on learning and motivation. Whether or not you are new to teaching first-year
students, we believe that you will find this compilation useful as you prepare your next course.
Some of the best practices from experienced Carnegie Mellon faculty may fit well with your
current course plans, while others may provide interesting launching points for planning or
updating your courses.

In the last section, we list indicators to help you identify students who may be having
difficulties and where you and they can turn for help. However, you will-also find ideas
throughout this booklet to strengthen the working relationship among faculty, TAs and students
and to help students begin to develop the skills for academic success.

When faculty members and TAs discuss teaching first-year undergraduates, they often discover
common goals and concerns across disciplines. Many report the realization that they are
“teaching students, not statistics, biology or architecture.” This shift from content-centered to
student-centered thinking can have a broad impact on teaching strategies and interactions with
individual students.

We are grateful to the many Carnegie Mellon faculty members who have taken part in the
cross-disciplinary discussions regarding first-year students and those faculty who have shared
their successful strategies with us over the years. Their ideas and suggestions form the core of this
set of best practices. Please contact us or the many experienced faculty who have contributed to
this booklet if you would like to explore any of these strategies further.

cran. %K/MJA«M/

Susan Ambrose
Director, Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence
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aculty and TAs experienced in
w% teaching first-year undergraduates
agree that a number of things are
going on in these students’ lives
during their first year. First-year students are
not only developing academically and
intellectually, they are also establishing and
maintaining personal relationships,
developing an identity, deciding about career
and lifestyle, maintaining personal health and
wellness, and developing an integrated
philosophy of life. What this means, in
concrete terms, is that many of the students
are doing things that may scem minor many
years later, but can be quite daunting when

they are new. For example, many students are:

» sharing a room for the first time

* finding their way around a new place

* learning a new set of rules and procedures

* adapting to living away from home

* feeling homesick

» learning to manage their own time

s interacting with people with diverse
backgrounds and values

a deciding whether to drink at their first
college party

» adapting to different classroom norms

* learning how to learn

* making new friends

» altering or developing study habits

e exploring their sexuality

» thinking about their future

@ feeling like a small fish in a big pond

s redefining their view of learning

What these students bring with them to
college is a whole set of assumptions and
strategies about life and learning based on
their prior experience. Unfortunately, prior
experience rarely prepares them for academic
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and social life at Carnegie Mellon. For
example, in high school:

¢ students’ days were rigidly controlled,

¢ they often had a personal relationship with a
teacher that helped to motivate them,

° assigned reading was discussed thoroughly
in class, '

e students were tested frequently on short
spans of material,

o their view of learning was often memorizing
a collection of facts,

s their view of teaching was transmission of
knowledge from teacher to student, and

» many had strong support systems of family
and friends to turn to for advice, help or
comfort.

Some of our students handle this transition
with ease. But many others face adjustment
difficulties, especially during the first few
weeks of the first semester (and even longer,
for some) not only because of the new
challenges, but because their old strategies
don’t work and new support systems are
unfamiliar. (These challenges can be even
more difficult for international students, who
constitute mote than 10% of the
undergraduate student population.) Sadly, too
many of these students are reluctant to ask for
help, or simply do not know where to seek it.
Students in large lecture courses are
particularly at risk because they often feel
anonymous in a learning environment that
they are unaccustomed to.

The remainder of this booklet provides proven
faculty strategies that are supported by
research as well as key contacts so that we can
facilitate a smoother transition for these
students and enhance their {earning.



Adjusting
Students’ Expectations

Even though out first-year undergraduates
4have been very successful in high school,
many faculty and TAs report thar students in
introductory courses often have little prior
knowledge about the topic or field, and what
they do know is poorly organized, incomplete
or simply inaccurate. Many students report
that they have previously succeeded
academically without exerting themselves very
much, and are surprised to find how rigorous
and demanding Carnegie Mellon 1s. Even
when facing their first low grades, some
students remain confident and are slow to
adjust their study strategies. Some faculty use
the approaches below to help students
understand the expectations early enough to
adapt quickly and develop the new study
skills and time management habits they will
need to succeed at Carnegie Mellon.

Be explicit about your expectations in
order ro counteract naive or inappropriave
presumptions students may have, For
example, explain to first-year students how
many hours of work they should plan for a
nine-unit course. Especially in large classes,
be very clear about course policies (e.g., when
assignments are due, to what extent
collaboration is encouraged, how missed
exams will be handled) both in your syllabus
and in class.

Be explicit about the type of learning
expected in yowr course because some
students’ high school teachers may have
defined learning as memorizing, not

analysis, synihesis or evaluation. You might

explain to students that problems won’t
always map directly from the ones they’ve
seen before because one of the goals of
learning is to be able to use concepts and
principles in new situations. When you
design assignments that include complex
problems or questions, you can tell scudents
how it prepares them for similar challenges on
exams and later in life. Similatly, if you ask
students to work in groups, tell students why
you value teamwork and how teamwork skills
are valued in the professional world.

Ghve an early nngraded quiz or exam based
on what scadents sheuld know from prior
vewrses, Feedback on their performance can
help them quickly identify areas where they
need to review old course material or seek
turoring,

Teach students how to prepare for college
assignmnents and exams, Besides teaching
content, we need to provide suggestions on
how to master material and help our students
to develop the general learning skills they
need now and in the rest of their careers. For
example, faculty members might make
available prior exams so students can see what
to expect and test themselves as they study.
Or, faculty might explicitly discuss and model
the various stages in the writing process.
Many faculty put sample exams and papers
on the web.

Encourage students to ask questions or
seck assistance as a normal part of the
learning process. Let them know that many
students spend a great deal of time “spinning
their wheels” needlessly and that challenging
assignments may requite both advance
planning and willingness to ask questions.

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University




Faculty and TAs can point out the advantages
of starting assignments early enough to be
able to seek assistance with major obstacles
students may encounter. Also, reminders
about office hours and other resources can
make it easier for reluctant students to seek

help early.

Help students to acquire better self-
monitoring skills to change study and time
managenient behaviors that aren’t working.
For example, periodically ask students to
track how much time they are spending on
their assignments and advise students whose
strategies may need some improvement. If
taking notes is important in your lecture, you
might want to demonstrate effective note-
taking by providing copies of notes from the
first two or three lectures taken by an “expert
note taker” (e.g., one of your TAs). Students
can then compare their notes to the “expert
notes” and adjust their approach.

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University

Calibrating

Your Expectations

any Carnegie Mellon faculty claim

I that it takes more time to teach first-
year undergraduate courses than any other
type or level of course. With students coming
from a variety of academic backgrounds, you
can expect a broad range of knowledge and
skills that may require adaptation on your
part. Since the students are new to college
workloads, they often need more explicit
instruction than you are accustomed to giving
in other courses. Experienced faculty stress
the importance of patience and
understanding of the unique difficulties these
students may encounter. The practices here
provide some ways of adapting to make your
expectations explicit and guiding students’
learning strategies in order to help them
develop the habits of mature learners more
quickly.

Check your assumptions about what these
students know or can do. An ungraded
dssignment or diagnostic quiz can show you if
a majority of students are weak in the same
area so that you can adapt, for example, by
holding a review session or asking TAs to

hold one.

Remember that most of these students are
18-year-olds. They are excited about and
overwhelmed by their new environment,
They are bright and ambitious, but may lack
the self-discipline of more experienced
students. Some are naive and some are
immature, but almost all are very enthusiastic
about learning.




If you are teaching a small class with a lot
of contact hours, such as a stadio course,
students may come to lean on you very
heavily, Be prepared to set clear boundaries
with students who may want you to give of
yourself as generously as a parent.

If you will be teaching a first-year
undergraduate conrse for the first tine, it
may be helpful wo observe someane eise
doing it the previous seraester so that, for
example, you can begin to calibrate to the
appropriate pace and level of these students
and the types of issues that arise in these
classes, particularly the large lectures. Some
departments have used team-teaching or
“buddy systems” effectively to assist faculty in
preparing to teach large introductory courses.
If it is not possible to observe a colleague,
borrowing their notes and assignments can
also be useful.

Being Approachable

reicularly in the fall semester, first-year
undergraduates are adjusting to many
changes in their environment—making new
friends, handling increased responsibility and
exploring new personal freedom. Many are
less certain of themselves than they were in
high school. The formality of large classes may
exacerbate the sense of isolation and
anonymity that troubles a number of students.
Faculty and TAs can demonstrate their interest
in students through small but important
symbolic gestures.

Learaing the names of fivst-year
undergraduates is important. Since these

students are unaccustomed to and often

turned off by the depersonalized nature of
large courses, TAs should be strongly
encouraged to know all of the students in their
sections within two weeks. Faculty members
may want to enlist the aid of photographs,
mnetnonics or seating charts to improve their
name-learning in larger classes. (Further tips
are available on the Eberly Center website.)

Since fivst-year stndents often perceive
faculty as “woo important to bother,” it can
help to come to class early and talk wo
students, By targeting three or four students
in each class session to “meet” and talk with
informally before class begins, you can
establish good working relationships with
many individual students as well as
demonstrate your accessibility. A faculey
member who teaches large lectures
recommends announcing to students that a
group of three or more of them can invite you
to lunch or coffee (youw'll pay your own way) so
that you can get a chance to know students
individually.

Take time to mingle with students any time
you assign group work in class. This
informal interaction provides an environment
in which students can immediately ask
questions, and fosters a connection for future
exchange after class or in your office.

Ask stadents about themselves. For example,
many faculty ask scudents for information
about related courses they have taken or their
interests in the course. At the same time, you
might also ask students where they are from,
their majors, their hobbies or other personal
information to help you relate examples to
their experiences and interests and to facilitate
small talk both in and out of class.

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University




Getting Students
to Office Hours

”%i"? ven after announcing your office hours at
-sthe beginning of the course, you may

likely find that only the most assertive or
problematic students take you up on them.
Faculty have found the following techniques
useful in getting students to take advantage of
the time you offer to help them outside of
class.

Tell students why office hours are
important. Explain in the syllabus, in class,
in lab, recitation and even via e-mail that you
really want to meet with the students
individually and what the benefits will be for
them.

Counsider required appointments as an
“icebrealer.” This helps students understand
that seeing their professors isn’t like going to
the dentist, explains one professor.

Come to class, lab or recitation eatly and
stay late to chat with students informally.
Being approachable and showing students
you are interested in them as individuals is
likely to increase office hours attendance.

Return students’ work with a “Please see
me during office hours” note. This
invitation on a homework, paper or exam will
motivate pootly performing students to show
up. Research shows that such notes can yield
a75% tesponse rate when attached to a
specific problem.

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University

Choose your office hours strategically. We
know that students won'’t attend office hours
on the day after homework is assigned.
Students prioritize their assignments and will
only work on yours after their more pressing
deadlines are met. On the other hand, some
faculty do not want to encourage the habit of
starting homework the day before it's due,
and will therefore not schedule office hours
on that day. Instead, holding office hours two
or three days before the assignment is due
appears to be the preferred choice.

Consider holding individual conferences
by appointment or having an open-door
policy in addition to regularly scheduled
office hours. Such a policy can become a
burden on your time—especially if some
students take advantage of it—but some
students’ classes or extracurricular activities
may prevent even the well-intentioned from
attending regularly scheduled office hours.

Adjust to the rhythm of the semestes
Students are more likely to come in before a
midterm (to review concepts), after a
midterm (to debate grades), before a major
assignment or project is due and before the
final. You may want to schedule extra office
hours to accommodate all the students at
those times.

Always strive to conduct exemplary office
hours. Word of mouth is very powerful
among college students. If they find you
unprepared, unapproachable or disrespectful
at office hours, they won't come again—and
they will tell their friends.



Enhancing Large Lectures

E‘éeaming in large lectures requires skills
that many students have not yet
developed, such as active listening and note-
taking. Because the lecture setting can often
be passive, it is especially important for
students to have good cues so they can better
organize, retain and use what they learn,
Many faculty use strategies like those
described here to emphasize the structure of
ideas in each lecture. This emphasis is
particularly helpful to the many students who
have difficulty seeing the organization on
their own.

Highlight major points at the beginning of
the lecture. A skeletal outline of the day’s
agenda reveals the structure of the topic and
prepares students to listen effectively. Ideally,
this outline will have three or four segments
that reflect the three or four major concepts
you will cover.

Explicitly distinguish between
generalization and examples, conclusions
and evidence or trends and isolated events
because students often don’t easily
differentiate type of information when the
pace and density of information are greater
than they have been used to.

Summarize periodically during each class
and at the end of a lecture. These
summaries reinforce main points and, in
addition, enable students to monitor their
comprehension and create natural points for
asking questions.

Consider incorporating some interaction
and discussion. Even in large classes, you can
paraphrase the comments of each student so
that everyone in the room can hear and
benefit from the interaction.

Improving Attendance

j%j first-year students learn to handle the

. Bnew-found freedom of college life, many
experiment with skipping classes. Some may
inaccurately view the lecture as a repetition of
the text and perceive attendance as optional.
Others may sleep through class or work on
other assignments during that time because
poor study and time management habits
cause them to fall behind. Faculty members
who report concerns about drops in
attendance, particularly in the large lectures,
offer the following strategies to keep students
in class regularly.

Be explicit abous the importance of
attending class. If you introduce information
in lecture that is not in the book, be sure to
tell students. If you provide alternative
examples to the ones in the text or other ways
of approaching the material, tell them. If your
exam draws on both the book and lectures,
tell them. By presenting novel information
thart is not in the book and highlighting when
you do, students can more directly see the
role of attending class in their learning.

Structure your course in a way that malkes
students accountable for attendance. Some
faculty give regular assignments to turn in
and/or short quizzes to ensure attendance
(some as short as one multiple choice
question).

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University




Start class on time so that students
understand the importance of
promptness. End class on time as well to
show that you understand and respect their
time constraints. It is easy to forget how
much time students need to get to class in
another part of campus.

Engaging Students in
Meaningful Learning

27 ¥hile all students benefit from

2

¥ increased active engagement in class,

first-year undergraduates particularly have a
great deal to gain, For students who are still
learning how to learn in college, frequent
opportunities to test their understanding can
help them recognize and correct
misconceptions and other potential
problems more quickly. Since a number of
important first-year courses include large
lectures, students in these courses spend
much of their time learning in what can
casily become passive settings. Regardless of
class size, faculty and TAs can take advantage
of a variety of strategies to enhance students’
active engagement and promote more
meaningful learning,

In lectures

Ask students lots of questions during
class, In addition to increasing active
engagement in learning, the answers provide
you with vital information about the range
of student knowledge and ongoing
comptrehension.

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University

If students have difficulty with note-
taking, do an example where you ask
students ot to take notes while you work
through the example step-by-step on the
board, Instead, give them five minutes to
take down notes after the example has been
discussed. Students are often so busy taking
notes that they don’t process the information
and don't realize what they don’t understand
until they sit down to do a homework
assignment—when it’s too late to ask you
questions.

In discussions and vecitations
Require students to write brief discussion
questions of gists as preparation for classes
where reading and participation are
important, Draw on their written work to
show the value of their preparation in
determining the direction of the class, or
select examples that are based on common
areas of confusion.

ncourage students to collaborate on
assignments, then give regular individnal
quizzes to assure individual accountability.
Quizzes can help students who are not
experienced with group work and who may
have the illusion that they have mastered
more of the material than they actually have.
Be sure to clearly note the distinction
between productive collaboration and
cheating for the types of assignments where
group work is helpful. The Office of Student
Affairs and the Eberly Center can provide
written materials to assist you in discussing
academic integrity issues with your students.

Consider making some exercises inte
contests or games to engage students’
competitive spirit. Group competitions can



be an alternative to individual ones to get the
benefits of both within-group collaboration
and between-group competition. To ensure a
collaborative environment is fostered, don’t
make individuals compete for grades on a
standard curve.

Assign more group work in class early on
so the students get to know cach other
better. The quicker they're comfortable with
each other, the better the class will run,
explains one professor. “When they feed off
each other as opposed to trying to one-up
each other, it creates a great energy in the
classtoom.”

In any course

Encourage students to make material
meaningful by relating it to prior
knowledge and experience. For example, ask
students to paraphrase key concepts in their
own words or genetate their own examples.

Ask more questions that require students
to probe deeply into the significance or
implications of the course material. For
example, comparisons and analogies can help
students to see connections among related
problems, concepts, situation or arguments,
Or asking students to complete a statement
like “This information might explain why ...”
can encourage students to think more deeply
about the material.

Carefully select a mixture of realistic and
familiar examples to demonstrate the
relevance of course material, Students are
often more engaged and motivated to learn
when they see how course material relates to
their personal and/or future professional lives.

Combine and vary the types of
representations you use, and ask students
to do the same. Utilizing multiple types of
representations (e.g., diagrams, graphs,
mathematics and text) can provide
complementary information, reinforce
understanding of key concepts, enable
students to expand their repertoire of
reasoning tools and reach out to students
who have a variety of learning styles.

Have students solve problems or analyze
examples in groups during class so that
they can discuss the material and ask
questions, This approach can be effective
with pairs in large lectures or with groups of
three or four in smaller classes. In larger
classes you can call on a small sample of
groups to report their responses or questions.
In smaller classes, you or a TA can observe
students’ work-in-progress and offer
appropriate feedback or questions to guide
their work, then elaborate on common
concerns to the whole class. In either case, in-
class practice gives students a chance to test
their understanding and ask questions before
they begin to attempt the homework on their
own.

Explicitly tell students when you are
modeling a valuable learning strategy like
those mentioned above, so they can learn
to use these strategies on their own.

A physics professor shares two methods he
and his colleagues use to increase active
participation in large lectures:

As students come into a large lecture, they
pick up half-sized sheets of yellow paper,
with a space for name and section. Several
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times during lecture a question or short
problem is posed for the students to work out
on the sheet, to keep them engaged. Students
drop them off on their way out. They aren’t
graded, but one looks through them to see
whether there is 2 common difficulty that
should be commented on at the next meeting.
The sheets are also used to take attendance
and make attendance count.

Have the students work problems on
whiteboards in class. In the past it was
common in science and math recitation
sections for a graduate student TA to stand at
the board and work problems. In some
physics classes the students instead now work
in groups of two or three on problems on
whiteboatds—typically unassigned homeworlk
problems. The TA and a TAA (an
undergraduate who did well in the course in a
previous semester) wander around looking at
the work, asking and answering questions.
The use of blunt markers on whiteboards
ensures that everyone can see the work clearly
and makes the problem-solving much more
public, The effect of this innovation is to
nearly double the amount of serious
homework practice the students get, and to
have students practice in a monitored and
supportive environment,

The professor warns that “it can be initially
frustrating seeing the students fumble around
in such a recitation class after your ‘brilliant’
lecrure of yesterday, but the issue is that
usually these confusions are hidden, private,
in the student’s dorm room. Here you're
seeing the process as students struggle to
apply the new knowledge.”

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University

Helping Students Manage
and Monitor Their Learning

mong the noticeable differences berween

high school and college is that students
need to take much more responsibility for
managing their time and monitoring their
own learning. With a challenging workload
and numerous diversions in their new
environment, first-year undergraduates often
need a lot of structure and ongoing feedback
to help them stay focused, practice new skills
appropriately and assess their progress
continually. Since frequent assignments can
be time-consuming for faculty to prepare, for
students to complete and for TAs to grade,
expetienced faculty offer strategies that can be
both efficient and effective for all members of
our community.

Establish a coutine for due dates,
distribution of solution sets and reminders
to help students better plan their time. A
weekly or biweekly routine makes it easier for
inexperienced students to set aside regular
blocks of time for completing homework,
papers or projects. When such a routine isn’t
practical for a course, in-class reminders help
students handle their workloads while they
begin to develop better planning and time-
management skills.

Male assignments that require students to
identify patterns or strategies within or
across problems, papers or projects and
discuss these common patterns in class, All
too often students are so concerned with just
getting assignments completed that they don't
look back on their work to consolidate what
they learned from it.



Allow students to “redo” problems with
documentation that indicates “what I did
wrong last time” and “what I learned from
reworking the problem,” or encourage
students o visit the TA to have these types

of conversations.

Advise students o reworl problems in
preparation for exams becanse many think
that simply re-reading their solutions is
sufficient. If you or your TAs conduct review
sessions, incorporating practice on sample
problems during the session can alert students
who have overestimated what they know.

Meet individually with any student who is
performing poorly in the course, along,
with his/hec TA, and give the student an
exam from a previous semester to complere
as homework and discuss with che TA.
Remind both the student and TA that the
process will alert them to where the student is
weak and that they should schedule extra
sessions to work on those areas. This strategy
can help the student follow through on a
recommendation to seek help and also help
the TA become more proactive in assisting
students who are having trouble.

When you review and grade students’
work, analyze error patterns and discuss
cominon errors and their pessible origins.
Discussion of common misconceptions and
errors can help students to detect them on
their own more quickly and avoid similar
problems in future work.

Help students develop a greater awaveness
of their thinking steategies and ways to
enlance them. These strategies are rarely
explicitly taught but are an important step

toward developing more complex learning
skills. For example, faculty and TAs can
model how to verbalize steps in thinking
through a problem or issue and then ask
students to do the same in small groups or by
writing explanations of their solutions. You
can also encourage reflection about readings
via short writing assignments, or teach
diagramming and clustering to help students
organize their thinking visually.

Challenging
Talented Students

i any students choose Carnegie

Mellon because they are seeking
intellectual and creative challenges to stretch
themselves. Even when faculty carefully
structure the learning experiences for first-
year students, it may be difficult to pitch the
class at a level appropriate for all students. For
the students who may feel the need for
greater intellectual stimulation than the
majority, expetienced faculty offer ideas that
address the full range of talents and needs.

Challenge top students by helping them
find opportanitics to get involved in
cesearch. The Undergraduate Research
Initiative provides information and resources
for students, including many first-year
students. (See p. 17 for details.)

Consider creating optioual “challenge”
problems or projects that allow metivated
students to explore their interests and test
their abilities, If you do not view a
comprehensive final as essential for the type
of course you teach, giving students the
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alternative of completing a modest project
can provide a natural context in which they
may explore their interests and discuss their
work with faculty members.

If you use group activities in class, vary the
way in which students form groups so that
talented students are sometimes working
with others at their own level and other
times in mixed-ability groups. Talented
students benefit from both challenging one
another and also explaining concepts to peers.

Assuring Quality in Teaching

feaching is often viewed as a one-way
street: the teacher teaches and the

student learns. But faculty and TAs can often
learn a great deal from their students; in
particular, what teaching techniques are or are
not working. Below are some ideas on
encouraging feedback from your students.

Administer an early course evaluation three
or four weeks into your course in which
you ask students to identify things that help
them to learn in the course as well as things
that hinder their learning, and ask for
suggestions about ways to improve the course.
Make sure you report to students the results
of the evaluation and how you will act on the
recommendations or why it is not possible to
make particular changes. The Eberly Center
can provide sample evaluation forms.

Ask students to write down unanswered
questions at the end of class. You can
respond to these questions via e-mail to the
class or during the next class.

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University

Find 1-3 students in the course to act as
ombudspersons or a quality circle who will
give you regular feedback about how the
course is going. The students should be
selected by their classmates so everyone will
rely on them as representatives. In a very brief
weekly meeting, these students can carry back
to you concerns ot problems about the course
reported to them by other students.

Be sure TAs receive student feedback on
their work with students in recitation, labs,
review sessions and office hours. The Eberly
Center and many departments can provide
you with early course evaluations designed
specifically for TAs.

Strongly encourage TAs to scel feedback
on their teaching from experienced peers
through the Center for Teaching’s
Classroom Observation and Feedback
Program. The feedback from these individual
observations can be very useful in clarifying
how to respond to feedback from early course
evaluations.

Maintaining Cohesiveness
Across Multisection Courses

Tcaching first-year undergraduates in first-
year courses offers many challenges.
Many first-year courses are large, multi-
section endeavors where consistency across
instructors and TAs can be difficult to
manage. Experienced faculty offer the

following tips on maintaining high quality in

courses for first-year undergraduates.



Menitor the quality of the sections in a
large course, Some faculty find it useful to
visit their TAs classes themselves for short,
regular visits to see how the overall course is
going and also to provide helpful feedback to
the TAs. If you have a head TA for your
course, classroom visits and feedback to [ess
experienced TAs might be part of his/her

responsibilities.

Have weekly meetings with TAs to inform
them about what you are doing in lecture
and to leara about how students are doing
in recitations and on assignments. In
addition, you can use this opportunity to
advance the development of the TA as a
teacher. For example, you can discuss possible
responses to catly course evaluations or use
group discussion to help a TA decide how to
handle a challenging situation in his/her
section,

Have your TAs take turns sitting in on
lectures. For the relatively small amount of
time invested, they can more easily build on
the lecture in recitation, better address any
areas of student confusion they see, and give
you and the other TAs feedback on any areas
of the lecture that students found difficult.
Also, they can be available to respond to
students’ questions immediately after lecture.

Provide solution keys to all graders so that
grading can be kept consistent across

sections.

Addressing Academic
Integrity lssues

tudents beginning college are facing

increased workloads, but dwindling
amounts of time to do it in. This stress,
combined with the pressure to do well in
school, can make plagiarizing or cheating
ireesistible. On the other hand, some students
may pot realize what they’re doing is wrong.
No matter the cause, the end result is the
same: a compromise of the student’s
academic integrity.

Faculty agree that an early and proactive
approach to academic integrity issues is best.
A few general tips follow; for more in-depth
discussion and suggestions, see Promoting
Academic Integrity: A Discussion Guide for the
Carnegie Mellon Community (available at the
Eberly Center and Student Affairs).

Cleatly explain on the first day of class
and/or on the syllabus collaboration
boundaries, citation rules and how you
define cheating. Defining any “gray areas”
early on can deter problems before they
become habits.

Bewase the iuternet. The internet provides
students useful information, but it can also
provide a shorteut to producing what should
be original work. Make students aware that
you know that such temptations exist.

Remind stedents that you are
approachable. If they know there are
alternatives to cheating or plagiarizing (a
project extension for example) they’ll be less
likely to take a “shortcut.”
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Helping Students Who
Are Experiencing Difficulty

4 *ince Carnegie Mellon's first-year students

have been academically successful in high
school, they often assume that they will
continue to be successful in college. Since
academic success is often a major part of
students’ developing identities, early
encounters with “failute” (sometimes defined
as a B or C grade) can throw them into
emotional turmoil, Early in a course,
inexperienced students may honestly believe
that they can handle any difficultics on their
own, but may find that the difficulties grow
progressively worse, especially when the
material later in the course depends heavily
on the earlier concepts. Some students may
be too embarrassed or too proud to seck help.
Intervening early in the course to offer
support and assistance can be a key strategy
for promoting students’ success.

Remind students that struggling does not
indicate lack of talent or intelligence, but
often reflects a need to acclimate to the
university environment (e.g., amount and
level of work, type of intellectual demands,
different study strategies). Otherwise, too
often students internalize thoughts and
feelings such as “I'm just not smart enough or

creative enough to make it at Carnegie
Mellon.”

Contact every student who does poorly on
the first exam or major assignment for a
five minute appointment to determine
what kind of help the student may need
(such as assistance from a TA, Student Affairs,
a learning specialist, the Intercultural
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Communication Center or others listed on
pages 16-17). When possible, engage your
TAS” help in following up with the students.

Remember that it is impossible to deal
with first-year students on an intellectual
basis only; they are also social-emotional
beings. Often they simply need reassurance
or someone to just listen. Some will need a
push in the right direction because they are
not used to asking for help. Help may involve
the TA, study groups, tutoring or other
referrals. The Associate Dean in your college
ot the Dean and Associate Dean of Student
Affairs can guide you when you are uncertain
of either how hard to “push” or what type of
assistance a particular student may need.

As a regualar part of your weekly TA
meetings, discuss any students who are
having problems, the types of problems
they are experiencing and how you and the
TAs should respond. If you find many
students across sections experiencing
difficulty with the same concept, you could
adjust the next class session to address the
problem or work with TAs to develop an
appropriate help session.

Be proactive in reaching out io students
because they often won't seek help on their
own. Some faculty members and TAs invite
students (alone or in groups of 2-3) to their
offices for just a 5-10 minute “introduction”
conversation that can pave the way for tatking
about difficulties if they arise later. Others use
e-mail or notes on returned assignments/
exams to set up a time to talk with students
who seem to have difficulties.



Run some extra, opti(m;ll class sessions far
a targered gronp of studeats who are
having troable (e.g., the lower 20% of the
class). Use this time to offer interactive help
and “get inside their heads.”

After an exam, ask stwdents who did well
for a description of thelr study strategies
and post it to the course b-boaid so that
other stadents can learn from them, Or, do
a simple written questionnaire about study
strategies and report back to the class what
the most successful students did.

Present information about course-specitic
peer tutoring if it is available for your
course. (Schedules can be obtained through
the Office of Academic Development.) You
can assist the peer tutors by identifying a TA
to act as liaison. The TA can provide tutors
with a syllabus and access to assignments for
your course and also inform you about
student difficulties che turors are seeing.

ﬁEﬁhc signs of student difficulty are
not always easy to detect. As a

group, first-year undergraduates
have a wide variety of problems
adjusting to the responsibilities and
opportunities Carnegie Mellon presents.
Underlying difficulties, such as poor
organizational skills, depression, substance
abuse, stress-related illness, conflicts with
roommates or family, or personal loss are not
uncommon. While faculty and TAs do not
need to be able to “diagnose” the underlying
difficulties, it is useful to recognize some of
the indicators that may suggest that a student
could benefit from a conversation with you,
his/her academic advisor, your Associate
Dean, the Coordinator of Academic
Development or a member of the Student
Affairs staff. Some signs of potential difficulty
to watch for are:

» Sleeping in class

> Disruptive behaviors

» Withdrawal or avoidance

» Inappropriate humor

» Cheating

o Frustration with workload and/or grades
o Absence (especially for an extended period)
» Marked drop in performance

» Confrontations with peers

« Isolation from peers

» Poor testing

» Wearing sunglasses in class

Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence, Carnegie Mellon University




Academic Advisors, Assistant Deans and

Associate Deans in your college are available

to:

¢ help students to deal with course work and
personal circumstances that may affect their
academic success and

# help faculty to understand individual
students who appear to be under unusual
stress.

The Dean and Associate Dean of Student

Affairs (x8-2075), along with the staff

members in the Office of Student Life

(x8-2142) and Counseling and

Psychological Services (x8-2922), are

available to:

» counsel students having trouble with
academic or personal stress,

# help students to find peer tutoring and

= conduct academic success programs for
groups of students on issues such as time
management or study skills.

The Office of Academic Development

(acad-dev.mac.cc.cmu.edu/, x8-6878) can:

» conduct workshops and tutoring on
learning strategies,

» organize Supplemental Instruction to help
students in first-year undergraduate courses
acquire and enhance the learning strategies
relevant to particular disciplines and

» provide support and advocacy for students
with learning disabilities.
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The Carnegie Mellon Action Program
(www.cmu.edu/enrollment/admission/
diversity/cmap.html, x8-2150) focuses on:

@ the retention of undergraduate African
American, Hispanic and Native American
students and

@« academic, personal and career development
services to monitor and enhance success for
these students.

The Equal Opportunity Office
(hr.web.cmu.edu, x8-2012) provides
university customers with processes and
consultative services that help them to:

¢ safeguard fair treatment of employees and
students;

» comply with government regulations
covering employment activity and civil
rights, including linked program
implementation and monitoring and
reporting responsibilities; and

* manage diversity in the campus
community.

The Undergraduate Research Initiative
(www.cmu.edu/adm/uri/, x8-5702) is
available to:

# help students locate appropriate
opporttunities in independent research and
creative projects in all fields at Carnegie
Mellon (their Research Directory is a key
resource),

» provide funding for both student-initiated
and faculty-sponsored research projects
through the Small Undergraduate Research
Grant (SURG) program as well as funding
for students presenting their work at
conferences and

¢ assist faculty who are looking for students
interested in working on a project.



The Eberly Ceunter for Teaching Excellence

(www.cmu.edu/teaching/eberlycenter/,
%8-2896) is available to:

%

@

consult with faculty and graduate student
instructors on planning and teaching
courses that provide a variety of types of
support to facilitate student learning,
observe classroom teaching and provide
feedback and recommendations to faculty
and TAs,

facilitate ongoing discussions for faculty
and TAs on special issues for teaching first-
year undergraduates,

offer one-on-one help to faculty interested
in incorporating writing into their courses
in new ways and

conduct seminats on teaching-learning
topics such as providing effective feedback,
creating assignments and exams, and
strategies for increasing active learning.

The Intercaliural Communication Center
(www.cmu.edu/adm/apaa/icc/, x8-4979)
provides:

@

individual appointments in their Writing
Clinic for students who are non-native
speakers of English and need to improve
the writing skills required for their
academic work,

individual diagnostic language interviews,
when requested by either the student or a
faculty member, to determine what kind of
language development work, if any, would
be appropriate for a student,

testing of international TAs who are non-
native speakers of English to ensure
compliance with Pennsylvania laws,
training in language and classroom skills
for international TAs who are non-native
speakers of English so that they can teach
effectively in the American classroom and
assistance for international faculty
members with language and cultural issues
that may interfere with successful work
with students.
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