Connecting With Students

For the past two summers I have had the privilege of speaking at the 26th and 27th Annual Conferences on Improving University Teaching and Learning.   Centered around rigorous research on pedagogy and learning theory, these conferences attract directors of teaching and learning centers from around the world, as well as many faculty,  and are, in my opinion, among the best I attend.


Last year Nelson Mandela welcomed to Johannesburg delegates from 31 countries.  This summer we were greeted in Vilnius by Lithuania’s president, Valdas Adamkus.  More information about the conference is available at www.iutconference.org.  

At one of the conference plenary sessions Marcel Lucien Goldschmid (Professor at the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne in Switzerland), Daphne Pan (Director of the Centre for Development of Teaching and Learning at the National University of Singapore), and I facilitated a “town meeting” where delegates from 20 countries shared ideas about the following five teaching strategies:

1)  Communication: Increase your communication with your students and among 

them, create more collaboration, foster feelings of a community of scholars;

(2) Connections: Consolidate the connections between the concepts you are 

teaching and the real world, involve consultants and practitioners, enhance 

career connections for your students;

(3) Contacts: Increase contacts with individual students, customize 

assignments by taking into account individual interests and learning styles, 

convey a sense of caring to each student, make learning more convenient by 

considering your students' circumstances and study conditions;

(4) Concepts: Allow for more practice using the concepts, assign more problem sets, use surveys and test questions, employ dynamic exercises;

(5) Cinema: Include more pictures, movies, and simulations, expect students publicly to share what they have learned, record in-class experiments for later replay, encourage students with role playing assignments. 


The delegates, working in groups of 5 or 6, offered over 100 specific ideas about how, with and without technology, to implement these five strategies.   Below are listed twenty of these ideas:
· Create an atmosphere of trust

· Build and sustain the learning community via e-mail (teacher-student, student-student, student-teacher-expert)

· Provide fast feedback to students, even if some messages must promise a fuller response later

· Let students know when and how you prefer to be contacted, including how often you intend to access e-mails

· Create on line forums (e.g., threaded discussions, chats)

· Use the Internet to access experts and ideas from “beyond the classroom”

· Form student study groups with specific intent (e.g., group by similar interests, group by different skill sets, group by diversity of cultural backgrounds)

· Keep groups small (suggested optimal size no larger than 8)

· Assign teams to work together on projects 

· Link each student with a mentor (a specialist in the field)

· Develop cross cultural contacts (e.g., two way video conferences, mentors from other cultures, teams including members from other cultures)

· Link current students with former students

· Have students introduce themselves and their personal goals to the group

· Bring in (face-to-face or virtually) outside speakers with opposing points of view

· Don’t be afraid to contact a celebrity and establish email contact between her/him and the students

· Ask students to generate meaningful exam questions

· Have students search out URL addresses for the appropriate and the bogus application of a concept under study

· Videotape all classroom demonstrations and post them on the Internet in order to allow students to review them, as many times as they need to do so

· Use visuals to describe key concepts

· Remember that the greatest opportunities enabled by the computer are for contact between class sessions, not during class
· Use humor


A constructive exercise for any group concerned with quality teaching is, like the IUT delegates, to share specific ideas about the five teaching strategies.  Conversation can be catalyzed by using the “five c’s” as a worksheet.  

Also I strongly recommend readers to consider attending the 28th IUT Conference in Vaxjo, Sweden, on June 15-19 (immediately prior to Mid-summer night festivals).   Email me at brown@wfu.edu and I’ll inform you as soon as the 2003 webpage is available.  See you in Sweden!









