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“Because of us or despite us?”

I was reading through a new maga-
zine that came across my desk called
Chief Learning Officer (April, 2013)
and found a quote that really got me
thinking. The editor of the magazine,
Norm Kamikow was highlighting the
work of Albert Bandura who wrote
the book on Social Learning Theory
in 1977. Kamikow states “Bandura
was on to something. People will
learn what they want when they want,
either because of or despite our best
efforts to design and deliver learning”
This really struck me for both its truth
and its simplicity. When people want
to learn it can be a truly amazing pro-
cess to watch. They will put in what-
ever time it takes to gather the mate-
rial, read and process it and turn it
into “learning” Ihave seen it happen
with students and I have experienced
it myself as a learner. But, the second
half of the statement is the important
part for us now: “..because of or
despite our best efforts...” should be
our call to action to make sure that
our students are never forced to learn
“despite our best efforts”

The theme of our spring conference
is “Engaged Learning: Impacts and

Implications” Our keynote speaker,
Dr. John Saltmarsh, will explore what
happens to students when they are
engaged as experiential learners in
their local communities. The keynote
and the breakout sessions will also
examine the implications for faculty
practice and the institutional changes
needed to support this type of
teaching.

As always, we try to coordinate the
theme of our next conference with
the theme of The Exchange. Itisa
challenge, but we usually succeed and
this edition has indeed succeeded
too. Karen St. Clair from Emerson
has a great article: “Service Learning:
An Unexpected Benefit to Teaching
Teamwork” that recalls a serendipi-
tous find during a research project
that she and her partner recently
completed. Dorothy Osterholt’s
article “Changing Needs of Today’s
College Students: Implications for
Teaching Faculty” discusses how we
as teachers need to change what we
do in order to reach today’s students.
“Studio Physics: No Student Left Un-
noticed,” by Bradley Moser and James
Vesenka, introduces us to a different
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way of teaching physics that increases
student engagement in the process.
In the article “The 5 Immutable Laws
of Teaching For Student Retention”
Bill Searle, Heidi Fitzgerald, Joseph
Finckel propose a common sense
foundation for keeping students in
college. And finally in , “Confabs: A
rejoinder to Arum and Roksa’s Aca-
demically Adrift: Limited Learning on
College Campuses” Jessica B. Schwar-
zenbach and Paul M.W. Hackett
propose a solution to the problems
exposed by Josipa Roksa, (the key-
note speaker of our last conference)
and Richard Arum in “Academically
Adrift”.
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and making a terrific impact on what
we have been able to accomplish. Dr.
Gouri Banerjee from Emmanuel College
has edited The Exchange and worked

on several conference committees, Dr.
Mei Shi from UMASS Ambherst has
chaired several conference committees,
Dr. Ken Wade from Champlain College
has worked on both The Exchange and a

few conference committees and Michelle
Barthelemy has managed our website
and worked on conference committees.
Their dedication to the NEFDC will be
missed greatly and their service has been
greatly appreciated. Fortunately, rein-
forcements have arrived. Please check
out the article on our new members in
this issue. I firmly believe that we will all

move forward because of the efforts of
the NEFDC and I look forward to learn-
ing with you at our conferences. Please
keep up all of your great work at your
institutions!

Towm Thibodean

NEFDC President

The 5 Immutable Laws of Teaching For

Student Retention

Bill Searle, Heidi Fitzgerald, Joseph Finckel
Asnuntuck Community College

A great deal has been written about how to keep more students
in college until they graduate. Committees and task forces
have studied the issue, and report after report has been issued.
How are we doing? Must be retaining many more students
than ever, right? Not really.

There may be a simple reason why attrition numbers have
remained stubbornly high. The problem is, despite all the dis-
cussions about retention, not much has changed in the average
classroom. Unfortunately, the classroom is precisely the place
where we lose many of our students.

The task, therefore, becomes helping teachers engage in be-
haviors that we know will tend to encourage students to “stick”
to the college. Unfortunately, college faculty members have

a great many demands on their time, and complex analyses
and detailed behavioral notes simply will not fit in. Worse yet,
many of our colleges use large numbers of part-time faculty
who really do not have the time to study and learn esoteric
instructional research (nor are they paid to do so).

How can we reach the people who interact the most with
students? It is not easy. Nevertheless, to change the dynamic
of students dropping out of college, we must reach the people

most likely to impact retention. How can colleges accomplish
this? We propose that each institution develop its own “Immu-
table Laws of Teaching For Student Retention””

Some guidelines in the development of these “immutable laws”
are in order. From human behavior research, we know that
most people cannot concentrate on many different activities

at one time. Also, the more complex a concept is, the more
people do not study or follow it. We therefore submit that all
laws should share the following essential characteristics:

v’ Easy to understand

V' Few in number (5 seems right!)

v Have an aspect that is observable, that a person can
know she/he is doing or not doing

v’ Easy to implement

V' Have considerable “face validity” - that is,
seems accurate or right to people

v Have potential for immediate impact

v Relatively easy to gather information
concerning success when using
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So, what are the absolute key behaviors for faculty to engage
in, in order to maximize the chance of student retention and
success? How do we fit instructional behaviors into the para-
digm above?

Make Students Deal With You As a Person

Young students entering college today tend to

personalize everything (think Twitter, Facebook,

the constant texting to each other about personal

matters), so make it personal. Make students feel
that if they skip class, don’t do their homework or slack off,
then they are doing that to you. How? Know their names; talk
about them and with them. Make your relationship profes-
sional but personal, like an excellent doctor or lawyer does.

Give Weekly Assignments That Make Students
Produce Something to Hand In
Have a short assignment based upon the week’s
readings due each week. This keeps students
focused and on track with your course weekly,
and gives both of you a quick shot at correction should their
focus wander. A colleague gives “open note quizzes” to reward
students for taking notes on the readings; easy questions to
answer (and grade) provided a student has notes. Instant good
grades are the reward for taking good class notes.

Make an E-mail Connection

Many faculty members are justifiably leery of using

social networks to connect with students, but old

fashioned email works well. Give an early assign-

ment where they must connect with you via email
so you have a preferred email address. Make certain they
know they should email you if they are going to miss class, or
have a problem. Require students to email you when they miss
class, and attach their homework. It is amazing what some
students will share via email, and the more connected they are,
the more likely they are to stick with us.

Our Students Are Alive, So Our Classes

Should Be Too

A lecture, even a lively lecture/PowerPoint pre-

sentation, basically keeps students in a passive

learning mode. Those students most likely to drop
out do not function well in that mode. Vary what happens in
class, and reconsider delivering any mode of instruction for
more than fifteen or twenty minutes before changing things
up. Develop exercises where students compare ideas, compare
notes, interview each other, develop team responses to issues
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or questions, or even pair up to develop questions on the les-
son. Getting them to physically move never hurts either.

Students Must Feel Like They Belong in Your Class-

room and Can Succeed

During the first few classes of a semester, we often

harp so much on our course expectations in the

hopes of scaring our students into hard work that
we get what we ask for: we scare them off. Read your course
syllabus: is it a sustained brow-beating before the class even
begins? Raise the bar only after they’ve relaxed a little in the
chairs. Make your excitement for your subject palpable, entice
them into your world -- Robert Frost’s line in The Pasture
comes to mind,” I shan’t be gone long. -- You come too” Grab
them first with your empowering belief that they have what
it takes to be successful students in your class, then challenge
them and move them out of their comfort zones. You will have
instilled in them a fledgling belief in themselves and a sense of
belonging in your classroom that will be a life raft here. Self-
efficacy is a powerful belief that leads to harder work.

Be Deliberately Vulnerable

It’s not easy standing in front of a room. We want

to sound smart, we want to communicate clearly

and effectively, we want to have the answers to

every question, we want to maintain control of
the room, and we want respect. We therefore put a great deal
of pressure on ourselves to be invulnerable in our classrooms,
and in doing so we risk building walls of infallibility around
ourselves as teachers that intimidate and alienate our students.
Instead, try projecting a confident and secure vulnerability.
There are things you don’t know. There are things that students
will teach you. You will make mistakes. Model the humil-
ity and openness to growth that we're trying to foster in our
students.

Whoops. If you can count, you've no doubt realized that there
are six immutable laws here, not five. What did you expect
with three faculty authors? Fifteen? No one is perfect. Now,
as you read the laws above, did one or more seem not that sig-
nificant to you? Perhaps you have ideas about other laws that
you feel are more important. Perhaps several of the laws above
do not seem important to your students. Great.

Engage your faculty colleagues in conversation to develop a
short list of “Immutable Laws of Teaching” aimed at retention
that fit your students and your institution. Most importantly,




once done, publish them everywhere. Include the laws with For information on the efficacy of involving students in their learning,

employment packages for everyone who teaches at the insti- review studzefs on cooperative learning” or follabomtwe learning” or
active learning”. Some of the best research is actually not new, although

tution. Review them regularly with pa.rt-t_lme fac.ulty. Tell newer studies are more sophisticated. Also, consider studies that directly
students. Engage the college community in making sure that involve your particular students. For example, some studies are finding

your “laws” remain in focus and significant. that many community college students find it easier to learn in a very active
mode, which may be different from students attending research institutions.

Good luck!

Save the Date!

NEW ENGLAND FACULTY
DEVELOPMENT CONFERENCE

NOVEMBER 15, 2013

The College of the Holy Cross
Worcester, MA

Speaker: Dr. Eric Mazur, the Balkanski Professor of Physics and Applied Physics at Harvard
University and Area Dean of Applied Physics. He is interested in education, science policy,
outreach, and the public perception of science. In 1990 he began developing Peer Instruction a
method for teaching large lecture classes interactively. Dr. Mazur’s teaching method has
developed a large following, both nationally and internationally, and has been adopted

across many science disciplines.
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Changing Needs of Today’s College Students:
Implications for Teaching Faculty

Dorothy A. Osterholt - Associate Professor First Year Studies Department

Landmark College

Although the lecture model still holds important value for
distributing content, particularly to large groups of students,
there are many forces at play in today’s college classroom that
are causing college faculty to re-examine this pedagogical prac-
tice. Time for quiet concentration, needed for the consolida-
tion and construction of new knowledge, and active dialogue,
important for expanding knowledge and building social skills,
is often sacrificed in the face of the traditional lecture delivery
system. With aggressive massification efforts that are bring-
ing more students into higher education, the college classroom
has become more diverse than ever before in history. Given
the wide range of skills and challenges entering the classroom,
we must find additional avenues for creating communities of
learning that offer all students opportunities to think, speak
and listen to what other students have to say in order for them
to grow not only academically, but socially as well. This is par-
ticularly true for students who are in their first semester of col-
lege. Higher education is now broadening its focus from what
students are being taught in terms of content to include how
students are learning. This shift in perspective from teaching
to learning requires the implementation of new approaches
that provide promising positive results.

Selecting the right approaches that meet the needs of the
diverse students attending college today is no easy task. When
thinking about such a selection process, Lisa Delpit’s story
about a Navajo elder comes to my mind. In the 1966 scenario
anthropologists Sol Worth and John Adair approached the
elder and asked if they could conduct research on his reserva-
tion, the elder asked the researcher two important questions.
First, would the study hurt “the sheep”? To this the researchers
answered “No” with great confidence and clarity. Next, the el-
der asked, “Will it do them any good?” This question required
much more consideration, and when the researchers finally
answered “No,” the elder replied by saying, “Then why do it?”
(Delpit, 2012) These important questions can easily apply
when considering new pedagogy.

A growing number of students are being accepted to college,
but fail to demonstrate their academic potential. New pedago-

gies, learning technologies and support programs are being put
in place with the hope to attract more students to college. Even
with such monumental efforts, there is a growing realization
that the array of strategies being implemented may not actually
be doing students, “the sheep’, any substantial good. For many
students, such programing is still falling short. This awareness
is now causing colleges to re-examine their approach in the
classroom.

Recognizing the difference between sound pedagogical
practice and a promising hunch is important when you are
considering student learning. Faculty need to first examine
the challenges that students are facing and then select teaching
practices to address those specific barriers directly.

As faculty, we are always striving to identify the barriers that
students may be struggling with, and we usually focus on the
foundational academic skills that are required to be success-
ful in college. Offering extra help with the comprehension of
reading assignments, the construction of writing assignments,
or the critical analysis of course content, however, this type of
support may not always yield the results we want. Although
many well-intentioned students, for example, continue to
struggle to complete the work required, they may never make
it to office hours to get support. Given the myriad of possible
reasons that cause academic failure, it leaves us wondering how
we could possibly address all of them adequately.

Addressing students in a more holistic way may help the
students develop their emotional, social, self-regulatory, and
academic skills. Identifying what students are most concerned
about and how those concerns may be affecting their learning
is best done by asking the students directly. Steven Brookfield
(2006) recognized the importance of student feedback to get an
accurate understanding of the emotional overtones that may
be present in the classroom. He suggests the frequent use of
student questionnaires to solicit this type of feedback, rather
than waiting for the end of the semester evaluations. What-
ever method faculty use to understand how their students are
experiencing learning, it is important to value this practice as




a means for identifying either individual or collective concerns
that may be preventing students from achieving greater aca-
demic success. Furthermore, having a clear understanding of
the students’ perspective throughout the semester provides
opportunities to validate their concerns and address the issues
as they arise.

Following this suggestion, I have used the following questions
to help students not only think about the content they are
learning, but also think about how they feel about their learn-
ing process.

1. In what way have you felt successful in this class?
2. In what ways have you struggled?

3. Do you feel the instructor has offered and delivered
adequate support to you?

4. What additional support would you like?
5. What part of the curriculum have you enjoyed?

6. When have you felt frustrated or lost?

Addressing curriculum needs by acknowledging emotions will
send an important message to students that they are perceived
as thinking, feeling individuals. If the feedback is collected
periodically throughout the semester, then concerns can be
addressed directly. Emotions shared by many students can

be discussed openly in class and content that students are
struggling to grasp can be the focus in class before students
are asked to display their knowledge on exams or papers.
Other, more individual, concerns can be addressed during
office hours.

Once the barriers are exposed, the process of addressing the
needs becomes intentional. No longer are the pedagogical or
content shifts we choose to make relying on our best guess.

Of course one concern for all college faculty in making changes
in the classroom is to be sure that the academic rigor is not
sacrificed for the sake of increased student engagement. It is,
therefore, critical to find ways to support the concerns of the
students while they are building their understanding of the
course content.

There are specific high impact practices that have shown posi-
tive results for creating supportive learning environments.
Building a classroom climate of inclusion and intellect is at the
forefront of such practices. All of these practices have one aim
in common and that is to engage students directly in the learn-

ing process. If this is the only goal for selecting such practice,
then chances are the goal would be met. If such practices

are not yielding results in terms of improving student per-
formance, then there needs to be a closer look at the practice
being used.

Examination of student needs should be the primary vehicle
for selecting and evaluating teaching practices. In my own
classroom, when students were asked to identify what they felt
were the primary barriers that were having a negative impact
on their academic performance, the majority of students said
that social/emotional issues and motivation were of most
concern to them. Although these domains are often seen as
“off limits” for teachers, there are viable ways to address these
concerns within the academic work students are doing in class.
Carefully designed collaborative activities that increase content
knowledge may also offer opportunities for students to get to
know their peers better, alleviating any social misconceptions
or feelings of intimidation. As the students’ comfort level for
working with other students increases, they are more likely to
seek each other’s help outside of class by forming study groups
or partners. I found that this kind of informal class atmosphere
also offers students the opportunity to connect with me in
ways traditional lectures do not allow. If they have more of an
opportunity to talk to me in class, this increases the likelihood
that they will come to office hours. Both of these outcomes
improve the chances that students will persevere when they
are experiencing difficulty and will apply new strategies that
will result in greater academic success. In terms of motiva-
tion, I have increased students’ motivation to complete work
by making sure they understand why the work that they are
being asked to do is useful within a larger context and how

the course content may relate to their own academic goals. In
addition to helping students understand why they are doing
the work, carefully crafted activities, such as a collaborative
project that asks students to design an original product suitable
for a particular market, with clear objectives and expectations
also increases the students’ ability to set reasonable goals and
plan out their work, individually as well as within

the group.

Students who are challenged by the ability to manage their
time and materials effectively can also be supported if the
instructor has an opportunity to observe their struggle in class.
Modeling strategies like breaking down tasks, prioritizing and
setting long and short term goals is beneficial. During in-class
small group activities peers who are competent with such skills




can also become peer role models for
students who are struggling. Having stu-
dents accountable to their peers in small
group activities can be a great motivator
to complete assignments.

Recognizing and supporting a range

of skills that encompass more than the
attainment of content material distin-
guishes the fact that many students,
especially those just entering college, are
still maturing both socially and academi-
cally. What is different about teaching in
higher education today? Our teaching
practices must bring forth measurable
achievement. Therefore, the teach-

ing practices we choose to use must be
selected not only because they are not
harmful, but they must actually do
them good.

Resources

Brookfield, S.D. (2006). The skillful teacher: on tech-
niques, trust, and responsiveness in the classroom (2nd
ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Delpit, L. (2012) Multiplication is for white people:
Raising Expectations for Other People’s children. New
York: The New Press
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Confabs: A rejoinder to Arum and
Roksa’s Academically Adrift:
Limited Learning on College
Campuses

Jessica B. Schwarzenbach, Ph.D. - Independent Researcher
Paul M.W. Hackett - Professor of Research Methods: & Consumer Behavior
Emerson College, School of Communication

Introduction

In their book, Academically Adrift, Arum and Roksa (2011) forward the idea that
American colleges are failing to help students develop the critical thinking abilities,
complex reasoning and communication skills expected of college graduates. Research
indicates that ninety percent of employers in the U.S. value critical thinking, problem
solving, and appropriate writing skills for job success, yet employers conclude few
college graduates perform well in these areas. Industry has adapted to the lack of
these proficiencies at entry level by hiring from graduate schools and foreign sources
to fill positions needing sophisticated expertise while relegating U.S. college gradu-
ates to less demanding situations (Adelman, 2006). The International Organization
of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has established worldwide
measures of learning quality which reveal the U.S. performance in high school and
higher education are below leading countries with advanced, market-based econo-
mies (Wagner, 2006). Why are students not learning critical and analytical skills in
U.S. colleges?

Confabbing is a possible way for students to practice complex reasoning skills, to
engage with the effects of college life on learning and personal growth, and to ad-
dress their feelings of purposelessness associated with being academically adrift. The
term confabbing here is used in place of “tutorial” due to associations of the word
tutorial with Oxford University courses of independent study. Tutorials are regular
courses taken for credit, while confabs are alternatively structured office hours. Since
students rarely take advantage of these scheduled meeting times, confabs would be

a more efficient format for these allotted time slots and would not require further
compensation to faculty. Confabbing connotes regular informal talks or discussions.
A confab includes the development of collaborative approaches between faculty, staff,
and students to advance an integrated and mutually supportive in- and out-of-class
college experience while ameliorating poor academic performance.

Factors contributing to U.S. Students’ Poor Critical/Analytical Skills

Students

Arum and Roksa (2011) found U.S. secondary school education does not pre-
pare students well for college life. Students defined college as social development
rather than academic achievement and though students perceived college to be
important, they considered college a part-time activity (Brint & Cantwell, 2008).




Students reported devoting less time to studying than previ-
ous generations and spending three times longer on social-
izing and recreation than studying. Students stated they had
high expectations of college but these expectations were not
grounded in realistic study habits or sense of values. Students
reported minimal interaction with professors and expressed
feeling unconnected, aimless and without purpose. Students
were found to be burdened with financial debt and to perceive
the attainment of a degree as instrumental to entering the work
force, not as a deepening understanding of themselves and the
world. Students recounted that they spent more time at jobs
than studying in order to pay high tuition costs and practiced
the art of “college management” (choosing classes for conve-
nience and enrolling in low demand courses) in order to gain
their qualifications with the least time and effort (Arum and
Roksa, 2011).

Peer Culture

Although extant literature (Pace, 1979; Kuh, Kinsie, Shuh,
Whitt & Associates, 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005)
supports the positive influence of academically-oriented peer
cultures at colleges, Arum and Rosca (2011) do not report peer
culture to effect a positive change in learning. Students rated
their peers for high expectations of academic outcomes, hard
work and helpfulness but the research does not indicate that
these qualities influence students’ development of complex
thinking and writing skills. In fact, Arum and Rosca find social
activities, including unstructured time spent studying with
peers, are of either no consequence, or have actual negative
effects on student learning.

Institutions

In Academically Adrift (2011) the authors suggest the U.S.
financial aid system empowers students as consumers and en-
courages administrators to compete for applicants by focusing
on student services and organizational goals associated with
college rankings rather than learning. Due to the consumer-
driven character of U.S. higher education, many college admin-
istrators and faculty do not prioritize undergraduate education.
Yet, the rigorous academic demands of high-performance
institutions demonstrate that campus culture does affect
student gains in critical thinking, complex reasoning, and
writing skills. Studies indicate that institutions attended and
college experiences are almost as influential as prior academic
preparation on student outcomes. Too many colleges today are
achieving their social function by conferring credentials to stu-
dents without appropriate skills yet do not recognize academic

learning as a core institutional goal (Arum & Rosca, 2011).
College cultures are often unwilling and difficult to change as
deeply held belief systems are entrenched in well-established
institutional practice and faculty tenets (Kuh, Kinzi, Cruce,
Shoup, & Gonyea, 2007). Revising higher education will take
time and may be best accomplished through small increments
of systemic modification.

Faculty

Data from Arum and Rosca’s study (2011) indicate that the
approachability and high expectations of professors are para-
mount for student engagement and shaping college experience.
However, the authors find professors prioritize students of
high-ability over poorly prepared students and that non-white-
students and/or students with parents with little education are
less likely to seek out professors socially or for academic as-
sistance. Colleges generally assess the quality of undergraduate
teaching through student course evaluations, yet institutions
are inclined to reward research productivity of faculty through
salary raises and decreased workloads. When professors
require more rigorous assignments of students, they create a
greater workload for themselves with less time for research and
career development, as well as, risk greater student dissatisfac-
tion. Demanding more work of students has been found to
have a direct relationship with poorer course evaluations.

In Summary

Improving the poor academic performance of U.S. students

is the responsibility of secondary school preparation, college
administrations, college faculty, and the students themselves.
Studies show greater college workloads along with higher fac-
ulty expectations of students are associated with improved stu-
dent reasoning skills and learning: when students study more,
they learn more. If faculty invest more time with students, take
more responsibility for them, infuse meaning and purpose
into their exercises, and provide and receive feedback, students
do better. When institutions develop organizational climates
that encourage student academic engagement and effort, these
structured socializing environments are able to foster specific
skills, attitudes, and values.

A Possible Solution: Confabs

The above student outcome deficiencies may be addressed
through the initiation of a confab system in which students
would be required to gather for weekly meetings in an interac-
tive peer group of approximately 6-8 students under faculty
guidance. These gatherings might be in faculty offices or in less




formal everyday settings and serve as an interchange for ques-
tions, reflections, and ideas pertaining to academic studies,
personal philosophy, and social life. Students enrolled in con-
fabs may be asked to sign a contract to ensure all participants
understand the purpose and benefits of working together with
the professor. Students would be graded and receive credit for
their work. This practice of structured, relaxed student gath-
erings aims to integrate in-class and out-of-class experiences
to support peer learning while enabling professors to better
understand and shape student goals.

As the structures of educational institutions differ, matching
students with professors for confabs may vary from college

to college. Freshman students may have a specified duration
within which to choose professors based upon their profiles of
interest but if a student is unable to decide, or if the preferred
faculty’s confab list is full, student advisors will assist students
to choose from the remaining pool of faculty. Whilst the
faculty skills associated with running a confab are similar to
those involved in more general teaching, in-service training to
become confab leaders could be provided as part of the facul-
ties’ professional development. Oxford University argues that
professors ought to offer confabs (which they call tutorials),
not only in subjects they know, but in areas also out of their
disciplines of interest: Professional scholars challenged by new
subject areas would model the critical thinking, reflection and
methods of inquiry expected of students. Students and profes-
sors could develop greater bonds when working together as
learners (Palfryman, 2008).

Confabs will be organized as small structured group interactions
that engage all student members. In these intimate settings, par-
ticipation becomes unavoidable as students are required to take
risks through a supportive exchange of ideas. Professors will

be able to design confab activities that cultivate their students’
intellectual creativity, autonomy, and resilience. Students would
be exposed to a community interested in the comprehension
and tolerance of diverse ideas encompassing intellectual breadth
as well as specialized knowledge (Axelrod, 2002).

Each week confab faculty and/or students would select a topic
for discussion or a short essay for the coming week’s gather-
ing. These sessions might also be used to consider student
assignments from regular classes prompting detailed face-to-
face feedback and group debate. Therefore, confabs could be

a means to assure faculty/student contact and inculcate high
expectations and proficient study habits. Through creating,
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presenting and defending arguments, students would expand
their understanding and practice of complex reasoning skills.
Confabs are expected to positively impact learning by provid-
ing a structured peer environment, which emphasizes aca-
demic learning under the guidance of involved faculty. These
regular gatherings will support students who are at high-risk
both academically and emotionally; students who have had
little exposure to college culture; academically unprepared stu-
dents; international students with poor English skills (through
emphasizing clear and precise speaking, writing and reading);
and the unengaged and under-engaged high-ability student (by
tailoring challenges to keep high ability students involved and
lowering dropout rate due to boredom). A strength of the pro-
posed confab system is that it enables tutors and both high and
low ability students to participate in a dialogue that insists on
deeper levels of understanding. Both students’ and professors’
conceptions of learning will be enhanced through the creation
of new structures of meaning, the expansion of interpretations
of reality and an increase in personal growth (Shale, 2008).

Confab gatherings might also be a way to reorganize insti-
tutional structures and students’ college experiences by only
requiring moderate increments of change. Since students
infrequently make use of professor’s office hours, a part of
these scheduled hours might be allocated to confab sessions.
Providing an enhanced academic environment through the use
of confabs may also be less taxing in terms of administrative
organizational modifications or faculty responsibilities. Federal
grants might be made available to support faculty and student
participation in these confabs for research purposes. Data
gathered in these discussions could supply information about
students’ ways of learning and help to develop teaching strate-
gies to enhance student success.
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Service Learning: An Unexpected Benefit
to Teaching Teamwork

Karen L. St.Clair - Director, Center for Innovation in Teaching and Learning

Emerson College

There are some workplace tasks that
demand only one person’s knowledge
and skills. But, when you combine
work’s complex nature with what cur-
rently seems like continuous information
expansion, teamwork becomes necessary
for effective and efficient task comple-
tion (Wheelan, 2010). When teamwork
is incorporated into higher education
courses, students’ future teamwork skills
can be enhanced. There are millions

of resources on teamwork in higher
education (a Google search for team-
work in higher education yields over
four million hits) that could be useful as
faculty prepare students for future team-
work. Nevertheless, sometimes teams
work well in higher education courses;
sometimes they do not (Hansen, 2006;
Vik, 2001). When they do not work well,
faculty and students complain about
uncooperative team members, conflicts,
unequal participation, poor quality of
team products, and more. The reasons
behind the complaints are also found in
the workplace.

There are, however, pedagogical in-
terventions that can promote produc-
tive teamwork, thereby reducing the
frequency of team-related complaints.
Learning goals (often referred to as
learning outcomes) related to teamwork
can guide appropriate pedagogical selec-
tion (Fink, 2003). A learning goal might
be that students will acquire knowledge
about teamwork by studying the litera-
ture. Another might be that students
will acquire teamwork skills by practic-
ing teamwork.

Providing students with information on
effective teams and teamwork, i.e. team
member roles, team development stages,
and team functioning, will help prepare
students to work in teams. But, if faculty
want students to also practice teamwork
to acquire certain skills, there may not
be enough time during class sessions for
both. DiCarlo (2009) recommended
that faculty forego attempting to “cover”
all the content. Instead, faculty can
incorporate active learning pedagogies,
rather than lectures, in order to increase

the chances that students will be able to
transfer useful processes to life after col-
lege. The recommendation can transfer
to teamwork. If students read the liter-
ature on teamwork outside of class,
more time could be devoted to practic-
ing teamwork through active learning
pedagogies. This is often called flipping
the classroom; a term attributed to
Baker (2000).

Fishbowl is an active learning pedagogy
that can be used during class sessions to
enhance learning. White (1974) traced
the introduction of fishbowl to various
group dynamics formations developed
in the 1940s. Kurt Lewin is frequently
credited with developing the formations,
in which group members contemplated
and spoke about their experiences and
received feedback from the group
members (Kayes, Kayes, & Kolb, 2005).
Within the classroom, approximately six
students form a circle and discuss a topic
or work on a task, while another six
students surround the circled group and
silently observe the discussion or work.
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Thus, the configuration resembles a fish-
bowl. Following the discussion or work,
the student observers switch places with
the students who discussed or worked on
the task. Now the observers discuss and
analyze their reflections about what they
observed. The feedback is received by
the original circled group, even though
the groups do not directly interact. The
roles for these groups can be exchanged
during other fishbowl sessions.

The fishbowl exercise can be a mecha-
nism for team members to contemplate
and speak about their teamwork experi-
ences, as well as receive feedback from
others. Fishbowl pedagogy variations
have been used in college courses to
teach about group process and leader-
ship (Hensley, 2002), encourage peer
collaboration (Miller & Benz, 2008),
facilitate communication skills (Smart,
2006), train group counselors (Cox,
Bariez, Hawley, & Mostade, 2003; Kane,
1995), and motivate students to partici-
pate in class (Dutt, 1997).

At my institution, two visual art gradu-
ate students and I explored how reading
about teamwork outside the classroom,
and how incorporating fishbowl peda-
gogy during class sessions, would affect
students’ knowledge about teamwork
and the students’ perceptions about their
own teamwork experiences. These
pedagogical interventions were applied
in a target course. Several other courses
that required teamwork served as
controls, which did not incorporate the
interventions.

It would not be possible to determine
if the pedagogical interventions in the
target course would affect the students’
teamwork in the future. But, the ex-
pectation was that the students’ written
responses before and after the readings

would refer to their knowledge about
teamwork. Also, because of the assigned
readings, students might report that they
contributed to resolving any conflicts
related to their teamwork. From their
teamwork experiences and the feedback
from fishbowl sessions, adjustments in
students’ perceptions of several team-
work aspects were expected to emerge
from the data: teamwork development,
team functioning, member contribution,
and team task completion. Changes were
not expected for the control courses.

Method

Participants

The target course was an undergradu-
ate visual and media art course. Sixteen
students were enrolled, but complete
data was available on 12 students. There
were five courses enlisted as controls.
Data was available on approximately

11 students from each of those courses,
totaling 58. Four of the five control
courses were visual and media art
courses; one was a marketing communi-
cation course. All courses incorporated
teamwork which lasted at least several
weeks. Students gave informed consent
to participate, as required by the Institu-
tional Review Board.

Procedure and Measures

During the first week of the fall 2010 se-
mester, students in all courses completed
a four-item, open-ended questionnaire
on their knowledge of and experiences
with teamwork: team development over
time, characteristics of high perform-
ing teams, ways to be an effective team
member, and the number of times the
student had participated in teamwork
while in college. Instructors in the
control courses established student
teams according to their own course
designs. Five teams were established

in the target course.
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Students in the target course were as-
signed selected chapters from Wheelan’s
(2010) book, Creating Effective Teams:

A Guide for Members and Leaders. The
selected chapters summarize the devel-
opmental stages that teams undergo,
present the characteristics of high
functioning teams, provide advice for
effective team membership, and discuss
conflicts and conflict resolution. In ad-
dition, each of the five teams in the target
course held three team meetings in the
fishbowl format. Those fishbowl sessions
were scheduled across the semester.
Students wrote brief reflections about the
fishbowl sessions, and teams conducted
additional meetings, as needed, outside
of class sessions.

Near the end of the semester, students
in all courses responded to a four-item,
open-ended questionnaire that was
similar to the one administered at the
beginning of the semester. The topics
focused on the students’ experiences in
their own teams: changes in their team’s
functioning over time, their perceptions
of the team’s performance, how they con-
tributed to the success of the team, and
conflict instances and how they contrib-
uted to conflict resolution.

Results

Although rich in language and poten-
tially meaningful, open-ended responses
are not easily condensed into results that
can be subjected to tests of significant
differences. Nevertheless, trends and
key phrases were extracted, sorted, and
examined for relevance. There were no
obvious differences between the target
responses and the control responses,
and no obvious differences between

the responses early in the semester and
those late in the semester. The responses
suggested that students believe that
unequal workloads, relationships, and
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team members’ roles are teamwork functions that change over
time. Equal workloads and working together contribute to
high performing teamwork; unequal workloads and not work-
ing together contribute to poor performing teamwork. Team
members’ contributions for success include being responsible,
doing one’s share, and taking the lead.

The questionnaire item about conflict and conflict resolution
was asked only late in the semester. There were 48 reports

of conflict. Those conflicts included disagreements over
schedules, personalities, team products, communication, and
unequal workloads. The prompt for reporting contributions
to conflict resolution yielded a wide range of responses. For
example, students made light of a personality problem, tried to
compromise on the team product, used a variety of communi-
cation strategies to reach team members, or asked the instruc-
tor to mediate. In one control section there was no mention
of conflict among team members. That course was a service
learning course; the others were not.

Discussion

For the target course, the students’ responses to the open-end-
ed questionnaire items before and after the readings did not
suggest any changes in their knowledge about teamwork, or in
their ways of resolving teamwork-related conflicts. Students’
perceptions did not change with respect to teamwork develop-
ment, team functioning, member contribution, and team task
completion. Although the specific expectations did not bear
out, the advantage of using an open-ended questionnaire is
that meaningful findings can be revealed through a close and
broad inspection of the data.

The most interesting finding from inspection of the data was
that the control course with the service learning component
reported no conflicts among the team members or about team
functioning. Teams in the service learning course developed
promotional films for external clients. External community
agencies wrote proposals to be accepted as clients in order to
receive the students’ film-making services. At my institution,
service learning refers to pedagogy and learning experiences
that involve students engaging with community partners in
order to promote mutual learning. Students then relate their
experiences to the academic course. For these partnerships,
students often provide their expertise to solve problems or
otherwise support the community partner. This definition
and model are not unlike many found in the service learning
literature (Dallimore, Rochefort, & Simonelli, 2010; Eyler &

Giles, 1999; Falk, 2012; Moore, 2010). The unexpected benefit
of no conflicts prompted a literature search for an explanation
related to service learning.

Like the literature on teamwork in higher education, the litera-
ture on service learning is robust. A Google search for service
learning in higher education yields about 126,000,000 hits. An
article by Vaughn (2010) provided insight into the surpris-

ing finding in the study reported here. Vaughn reported that
service learning projects increased students’ affect for team-
work. In particular, Vaughn found that “because the projects
were connected to a community agency, group members
tended to take their roles more seriously, and their effort was
more evenly distributed” (p. 8). Students’ reflections supported
Vaughn’s notion. One student wrote, “Having the goal being

a presentation for young students gives me so much more
motivation and excitement than for just a class” (p. 9). An-
other student wrote that the project allowed for “accountability
unlike preparing a ‘ghost’ project” (p. 9).

Thus, several aspects of service learning contribute to en-
hanced teamwork. A real-life project, rather than a ‘ghost’
project, motivates students to contribute responsibly to team-
work. Working directly with people who have needs, rather
than indirectly suggesting ways people can be helped, moti-
vates students to ensure productive teamwork. And, I propose
that having an external audience of people who depend on
the teamwork product, rather than production for only fellow
students, motivates students to engage in teamwork efficiently
and effectively. Perhaps when student teams are preparing
materials for audiences outside the institution, they perceive
their teamwork as having higher stakes when compared to
teamwork for an imaginary client or a course-based topic.

Although the data did not support the original expectations,
the unexpected difference in conflict incidences between the
service learning course and the others prompted consider-
ation of the study’s methodological shortcomings. The two
interventions were one too many. If only the reading was an
intervention, more time could have been spent discussing it in
class and assessing students’ knowledge along the way. If only
the fishbowl pedagogy were used, that intervention could have
been expanded to include longer or more frequent sessions,
which might have prompted more elaborate responses about
the benefits of feedback. There were too many variables of
interest, as well. The collected responses to several aspects of
teams and teamwork suggested that our questionnaire items
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may have been too broadly posed, thus prompting broad
responses that were not specific enough to provide meaning-
ful information. Furthermore, if the target course had four
times the number of students enrolled, perhaps any effects

of the interventions could have been evident. Many uncon-
trolled variables also contributed to the inconclusive nature of
this study. For example, the courses were not the same, each
instructor had different learning goals, and the way teams were
formed was different from one course to another. This study
prompts future exploration into teams and teamwork differ-
ences between courses that involve service learning and those
that do not.
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Studio Physics: No Student Left Unnoticed

Bradley Moser, Ph. D. and James Vesenka, Ph. D - Department of Chemistry and Physics

University of New England

Introduction

Teaching styles such as “studio physics” (NCSU, 2007) and
“Modeling Physics Instruction” (American Modeling Teachers
Association, 2013) have been around for decades. While the
number of universities that have adopted the studio approach
has grown to nearly 100 U.S. institutions (Beichner, 2013),
many more are needed. Almost none have implemented
Modeling Physics Instruction, a style predominantly used in
high school. At the University of New England (UNE), we
feel that the combination of the studio and modeling instruc-
tion makes a powerful pedagogy. Drawing on the example of
our physics classrooms at UNE, we demonstrate the benefit of
these methods to student retention and academic success. We
also suggest that these methods can and must be adapted for
courses beyond physics.

Studio Physics

Studio Physics is the generic name given to an instructional
format in which lecture and lab activities are merged into a
single room and a single curriculum. This integrated learning
environment couples hands-on lab measurements with active
student problem-solving. The goal is to lecture less and have
more guided student participation; taking to heart the well-
known fact (Hake, 1997) that learning by discovery is better
than passive listening.

Studio instruction has shown (Beichner et al., 1999) that
students learn more in classes when they:
1. Interact often with a familiar faculty guide,
2. Collaborate with peers on interesting tasks, and
3. Areactively involved with the material.

The traditional science classroom at the university level in-
volves three 1-hour lectures and an associated 2 to 3-hour lab.
The lab is typically out-of-sync with lecture and is often taught
by a different instructor. Additionally, lecture spaces are usu-
ally not conducive to group work. Studio classes replace the
lecture/laboratory format. At UNE, students have six hours of
activity-based instruction per week, either in two 3-hour

blocks or three 2-hour blocks. Each classroom holds up to 24
students and there are eight workstations each with a group of
three students. We have five full-time physics instructors, all
of whom instruct using the Modeling style (described shortly)
within 13 studio classrooms totaling around 300 students per
semester.

The distinction between lecture and lab is removed, and

the studio class may flow as each physical concept or model
requires according to the students’ needs. One instructor over-
sees the entire course providing consistent instruction. Studio
Physics provides an environment for guided inquiry, but is not
a curriculum in itself. In 1999 we adapted and implemented
the use of Modeling Physics Instruction, a high school cur-
riculum, to the introductory college classroom (Vesenka et. al.,
2002). The labs were taught separately using a studio model
and the lecture infused with guided inquiry in a traditional
large class format.

Modeling Instruction

In Modeling, students are actively engaged in understanding
the physical world by constructing and using scientific mod-
els to describe, explain, and predict phenomena. There are
multiple ways for students to convert a physical observation
into a mental picture. The students are then asked to commu-
nicate their results through multiple representations: graphical,
mathematical, diagrammatic and verbal. The Modeling Cycle
guides students to learn science by DOING science using the
following approach:

Observation of a paradigm demonstration.
Identification of measurable quantities.
Identification of a problem statement.

Planning and performing experiment(s).
Linearization of data into a form of y = mx + b.
Multiple representations

Discussion, consensus and model deployment.

NSO R L~
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Emphasis is placed on procedural knowledge above factual
knowledge. Physics is not done by recalling the right equation
and plugging in the proper numbers. Physics is about com-
municating observed phenomena with relevant models. Only
once the proper model has been identified and the surrounding
concepts understood would numbers and equations have value.

The most challenging part of the course for most students is
that there is no textbook. Students build their physics founda-
tion from the ground up. Instead of a textbook, the students
are given a workbook with outlines of in-class experiments,
workbook problems and deployment activities. Each unit
begins with a paradigm experiment that is fully dissected
before having students undertake an associated lab experi-
ment. Utilizing the modeling cycle, students effectively build

a physics textbook based on evidence collected and analyzed.
Incredibly important in the modeling process is building
student confidence in the evidence they have gathered through
successful problem solving and deployment activities that are
analyzed during “whiteboard discussions” Whiteboards are a
common feature in Modeling Instruction classrooms. These
are used to help generate discussion around presentation of lab
results and workbook problems. Whiteboarding is a teaching
tool that provides formative assessment of students’ physics
comprehension. It facilitates free exchange of ideas, not criti-
cism. The process aims to be as stress-free as possible, since the
best learning takes place in a nurturing environment.

Research Findings

The Force Concept Inventory (FCI) is one of many tools devel-
oped to evaluate the effectiveness of physics instruction (Heste-
nes, Wells, & Swackhamer, 1992). In a study performed in the
mid-90’s (Jackson, Kukerich & Hestenes, 2008), a nationwide
sample of 7500 high school students was selected and assessed.
Pre- and post-test scores were recorded for students who took
traditional lecture (non-guided inquiry) and compared against
students who took interactive engagement Modeling Instruc-
tion. The results were impressive (Figure 1).

“After their first year of teaching with the Modeling method,
post test scores for 3394 students of 66 novice modelers were
about 10 percentage points higher. Students of expert mod-
elers do much better. For 11 teachers identified as expert
modelers after two years in the program, post test scores for
647 students averaged 69%. This corresponds to a normalized
gain of 56%, considerably more than double the gain under
traditional instruction”
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Figure 1

David Hestenes compiled data on 20,000 students over six
years and confirmed these results in a follow-up study (Heste-
nes, 2000). The evidence is quite compelling: Modeling
instruction is extremely effective. Not only does it encourage
students to think like scientists and help the instructor see
where students are struggling, but it also improves conceptual
physics understanding.

Results at UNE

The medical, pharmaceutical, and dental programs at UNE
have experienced significant growth in the past seven years.
For this reason, student enrollment in required physics courses
has nearly doubled and as a result we now have four full-time
and one half-time physics instructors. Prior to 2006, all stu-
dents were taught in two sections of lecture physics (Vesenka).
In the interim from 2006-2009, two instructors taught three
sections of lecture. Data collected from UNE’s Institutional
Research and Assessment Office highlighted in Table 1 refers
to first semester physics, the course that typically has the great-
est challenge in retaining students, measured by grades of D, F
(D/F) or withdrawals. Also found are outcomes from the FCI,
before and after the studio model was deployed. The final col-
umn of Table 1, “gain” = (Post test-Pre test)/(100% - Pre test),
enables meaningful comparison against the national metric for
traditional instruction (gain = 20%) and accounts for differ-
ent initial understanding of students as measured by pre-test
scores.

In the decade before 2010, withdraw rates from physics were
10.4% and D/F rates were 5.3%. In 2010, the physics pro-
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Table 1: General Physics I results at UNE

Grade Distribution FCI Results
<A>% <B>% [ <C>% <D/F>% <W>% pre-test % post test % gain %
Prior to 2010: 14.0 30.5 39.7 53 10.4 26.5 53.7 37.4
2012-2012 27.5 40.0 21.0 3.7 7.8 25.3 49.3 31.7

gram made sweeping changes: four instructors would now
offer small studio classes, exclusively using Modeling Physics
Instruction. In 2011, an additional instructor was added to ac-
count for continued enrollment growth. The net result: physics
withdrawal rates in the past three years dropped to 7.79% (a
25% decrease) and D/F rates dipped to 3.7% (a 29% decrease).
This decrease in D/F rates is more notable in conjunction with
the decline in withdraws; we kept students in the class AND
they passed with a C or better. These results did not happen

all at once.

Challenges

Now in our third year of studio physics there is evidence that
our experience is leading to promising results. In the first

year of studio physics format 7.3% of students withdrew while
8.8% received a D/F in the fall semester. These results were no
better than the previous lecture and lab format, indicating we
had not yet learned out how to assist struggling students. The
following year, 10.9% of students were identified as withdraw
candidates, and only 2% remained to receive a D/E. This past
fall, withdrawals dropped to 5.2%, and only one student in 271
received a D/E. We are slowly learning to identify students
who are at-risk and either provide them with appropriate
academic interventions or guide them to withdraw if neces-
sary. We also note that final grades of A (33.2%) and B (42%)
were the highest in the past 13 years. This leads to further
questions. Is grade inflation at play? Are we lowering our
expectations? Or have we made a real difference in physics
comprehension and raised the bar leading to improved student
outcomes? The latter can be addressed by examining outcomes
from research-based assessments.

Our FCI scores, one of three ways we assess effectiveness of our
courses, have slipped a little compared to ten years of lecture
and lab format (Table 1). In the six years prior to the studio
era, post-test scores were 54%, with an average gain of 37+20%.
In the three years since FCI post-tests are at 49%, with a gain of
32422%. The large standard deviations reflect the wide

ranging physics capabilities of our students. Two other assess-
ments used with both forms of instruction (no data presented)
include the Test for Understanding Graphs in Kinematics
(Beichner, 1994) and Mechanics Baseline Test (Hestenes and
Wells, 1992). Gains and post-test scores from these assess-
ments remain constant and appear unaffected by the transition
to studio physics. We have not yet been able to tease out what
the slippage in FCI scores is the result of. Several factors could
be at play such as student ability, instructor ability, or teaching
to different norms. As with most dilemmas, it will likely be a
combination of those factors and others. However, it is clear
that student retention and in-class success have improved with
only a small loss in assessment results.

At-Risk Students

In a lecture room filled with 30 or 300 students, where an
instructor rarely interacts one-on-one with students, how does
the instructor gauge student ability or class understanding?
Strategies such as Peer Instruction (Mazur, 1997) with the use
of clickers and Just-in-Time teaching (Novak, 1999) are power-
ful. But a barrier between student and instructor persists. In
addition, few strategies address the significant issue that dif-
ferent instructors often lead lecture and lab, and that labs may
be ahead of or behind the lecture. The standard instructional
environment has many disadvantages.

Studio physics and Modeling instruction set up a dynamic
classroom where at-risk students can be identified and helped
to stay on course through college. Students are engaged and
on-task with frequent labs and activities. Class size is small
and attendance is nearly 100%. Due to many interactions be-
tween students and instructors, weaker students cannot hide.
Increased course flexibility and block scheduling (2 and 3-hour
sessions) gives the opportunity to assess more often, increasing
the likelihood of identifying at-risk students early, rather than
mid-semester after poor performance on one or more exams.

Once at-risk students have been identified instructors can work
with students one-on-one in class. The brightest students help
their lower achieving colleagues via peer instruction, freeing
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the instructor to help the weakest students. At-risk students
are incentivized to attend office hours. No longer a sea of un-
known faces as with lecture, each student is known and can be
easily approached. In the case of severely struggling students,
they can address challenging decisions earlier. Not all students
are cut out for majors with heavy science pre-requisites. Early
detection helps students make better career decisions without
the consequence of low grades. Again, we point to our 95%
retention in the fall of 2012. We recognize the many compli-
cated interpretations are buried within our results, such as the
possibilities of grade inflation and changing norms. However,
these issues are present in all institutions of higher education,
regardless of instructional technique. We cannot help but look
favorably at our new ability to meet students where they are
struggling, i.e. leaving no student left unnoticed.
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Upcoming Conferences

JUNE

Friday, June 14, 2013
NEFDC Spring 2013 Conference

NEFDC Conferenc®

2013

Engaged Learning: Impacts and
Implications

The New England Faculty Development Consortium holds
its Spring Conference on Friday, June 14, 2013. It will be held
at the Westford Conference Center, Westford, Massachusetts
from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.

Our keynote speaker, Dr. John Saltmarsh, the Co-Director

of the New England Resource Center for Higher Education
(NERCHE) at the University of Massachusetts, will explore
what happens to students when they are engaged in learning,
particularly when they are engaged as experiential learners and
participate in experiences in local communities. He will also
explore the implications for faculty practice to create engaged
teaching and learning environments and the institutional
changes needed to support engaged teaching and learning.

Please register at www.NEFDC.org

Friday, November 15, 2013
NEFDC Fall 2013 Conference

Peer Instruction and Collaborative

Learning

Speaker: Dr. Eric Mazur, the Balkanski Professor of Physics
and Applied Physics at Harvard University and Area Dean of
Applied Physics. He is interested in education, science policy,
outreach, and the public perception of science. In 1990 he
began developing Peer Instruction a method for teaching large
lecture classes interactively. Dr. Mazur’s teaching method has
developed a large following, both nationally and internation-
ally, and has been adopted across many science disciplines.

Please register at www.NEFDC.org
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