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            I would recommend this book to anyone thinking about beginning a teaching career in higher education. It provides a highly engaging and accessible style of writing throughout, as Erik communicates how his pedagogical approach places student engagement at the heart of meaningful thinking and learning through collaboration and critical thinking. The chapters explore pedagogy and teaching in a meaningful way, clearly explaining key terms, while the ‘little nuggets of wisdom’ offer an excellent conduit towards putting these ideas into practice. A great resource to help educators navigate the experiences of working in higher education.

            LISA STEPHENSON, COURSE LEADER - MA DRAMA AND CREATIVE WRITING IN EDUCATION, CARNEGIE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION, LEEDS BECKETT UNIVERSITY

            Independent Thinking on Teaching in Higher Education is an authoritative book that will be of much value to both new and experienced teachers in higher education, sharing theoretically informed and practically rooted advice on how to plan for better student learning. It offers outstanding accessible guidance for good teaching by drawing on ideas and empirical evidence from practice, and provides thoughtful and wide-ranging analysis of the multiple aspects informing good teaching practice.

            Essential reading for anyone concerned with, and committed to, offering high-quality learning experiences to their students.

            DR NAMRATA RAO, PRINCIPAL LECTURER IN EDUCATION, LIVERPOOL HOPE UNIVERSITY B

            This book offers what teachers in higher education want and need: practical support in how to improve their everyday practice. Blair’s ‘little nuggets of wisdom’ give useful tips that can serve as a reminder to those who have been teaching for some time and as a confidence-builder for those who are new to the profession.

            Supported by an easy-to-read narrative style, Independent Thinking on Teaching in Higher Education is a must for those wishing to give more to their students.

            OLIVIA FLEMING, CO-FOUNDER OF OneHE

            Independent Thinking on Teaching in Higher Education is both philosophical and practical and Erik’s voice of experience comes through in a reassuring manner. Also provided is a selection of useful teaching tools for those who are new to teaching in higher education and as well as those who offer training and CPD within higher education institutions.

            The author understands very well that the key to successful encounters in education at any level is engagement: getting students involved and interested. Erik employs many useful analogies and metaphors in this regard that I imagine will be used again and again as the book comes into common usage.

            Ultimately, Independent Thinking on Teaching in Higher Education offers a very reassuring guide to the important things to consider as one develops their craft as a teacher in higher education.

            DR REBECCA PATTERSON, SENIOR LECTURER - EDUCATION (DRAMA), FACULTY OF EDUCATION, MANCHESTER METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY
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            FOREWORD

         

         The schoolteacher who simply lectures is someone we have all experienced in our school careers. It’s easy to chal­lenge – and improve – a teacher who thinks their job starts and ends with the delivery of the facts. As for the subse­quent learning of what they’ve delivered? Well, that’s a job for the students. Fortunately, good teachers know these days that their job isn’t to teach; it’s to ensure that their students learn.

         But what about the lecturer who simply lectures? All those of us who have been to university know what that is like too. A large lecture hall. A chalkboard/whiteboard/screen at the front (depending on how old we are). A mass of young faces, pens or keyboards poised, a sense of hush when the main attraction shuffles in and takes his or her place at the front, and off we go. After around an hour of delivery, the clockwork mechanism powering the aca­demic runs down until there’s barely enough remaining to get out of the lecture hall before the students come back to life. Repeat.

         Now, admittedly, I did go to a traditional Russell Group university in the north-east of England which didn’t really have to try that hard. Not only that, this was before the ‘bums on seats’, free market, pay-as-you-go approach took over the world of higher education, not to mention the transformation of so many old caterpillar colleges into new butterfly universities. Maybe the shift from lecturing to genuine teaching owes its roots to such changes, or maybe it’s because there is a new generation of lecturers, teachers, tutors and educators who genuinely like young people and want to be part of an institution that sees them grow and develop as independent thinking adults? iiWhich is where Independent Thinking on Teaching in Higher Education comes in.

         With so much known these days about the great teaching that makes for great learning, there is no reason why the lecture theatre, tutor room, seminar group or any variation on a theme in the modern higher education pantheon cannot enjoy the best in teaching and learning as well as the best which has been thought or said.

         Of course, the limits of a university’s teaching are not lim­ited to its walls these days either. Even before the coronavirus pandemic-induced mega-shift to online learning, many of the world’s leading institutions were already making their teaching available everywhere to anyone and for free. Which does tend to rather up the ante when you are competing not just for bums on seats but eyeballs on screens with the very best teaching and the very best universities in the world.

         Such a world was brought home to me recently when a head teacher told me of a working-class student from his school who had made it to a university in London. Bumping into him not long into his first year as an undergraduate, the head asked how the young man’s lectures were.

         ‘I don’t go to them,’ was the surprising reply.

         Fearing the worst (students from poorer backgrounds, although going to university in greater numbers in England in recent years at least, are also the ones more likely to drop out according to the most recent figures1), the head teacher asked why that was the case.

         iii‘Well, I just find out what the lecture is going to be on and then I find the best person in the world who has lectured on that and watch that recording instead. Why would I get out of bed to attend something that wasn’t as good as what I could watch on my laptop?’

         Well, duh, indeed.

         The quality of your teaching counts – whether that’s at school or at university, in a lecture hall of a thousand stu­dents, in a smaller classroom or online – for perpetuity. It can mean all the difference between pass or fail, between a poor grade or a great grade, between a lifelong love of your subject or a grudging hoop-jumping, between set­ting a young person up for life or giving them yet another experience that shouts ‘this world is not for me’.

         With Erik Blair’s book as your guide, you can ensure that your teaching will connect with even more students, influ­ence even more academic careers and transform many, many more young lives.

         But you don’t need me to lecture you on that.

         IAN GILBERT

ROTTERDAMiv

         
            1 E. Busby, Poorer Students Now Even More Likely to Drop Out of University Than Richer Peers, The Independent (7 March 2019). Available at: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/university-dropout-rates-students-rich-poor-education-a8812526.html.
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            FIRST THOUGHTS

         

         QUESTION EVERYTHING

         One of the many mantras in the teaching world is, ‘You shouldn’t have to reinvent the wheel’, but my favourite is, ‘Adopt, adapt, reject’. When reading through this book, feel free to steal ideas that might work for you or tweak things to fit your students – and also feel free to reject anything that doesn’t work for you. Conversely, don’t be so closed-minded that you instantly dismiss new ideas. One of the most common retorts that teachers make when faced with new material is, ‘Yeah, that’s fine in theory but it wouldn’t work with my class.’ Try to open up and give it a go – apply the concept to your group and then make a value assessment.

         This book is structured around five chapters which explore specific aspects of teaching in higher education. Collectively, these chapters conveniently cover the three areas measured in the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF): teaching quality, the learning environment, and the educational and professional outcomes achieved by stu­dents.1 The first chapter investigates the nature of higher education – focusing on what we might consider to be the role and function of higher education and the task of teaching within such an environment. Chapter 2 examines the structure of higher education – particularly the struc­ture of teaching within higher education – and highlights the benefit of having a structured approach to planning and practice. Chapter 3 offers insight into the various ways 2that information flows around the teaching environment and how we can map this flow to better support student engagement and interaction. Chapter 4 focuses on using observation as a tool for teaching enhancement and emphasises that this can be done in a collegial and devel­opmental way. Finally, Chapter 5 highlights the role of reflection and reflective practice – exploring how this is best done in a balanced and structured manner. 

         At the end of each chapter there are some ‘little nuggets of wisdom’. These nuggets cover a wide variety of topics – some are presented as ideas that you can quickly implement in your teaching practice and some are there to stimulate your thinking. There is no one answer pre­sented here; instead, the emphasis is on engagement and reflection. But remember: don’t accept what I say just because I have written it down. Please don’t hesitate to question my suggestions, but also aim to be open to new ideas.

         You may already be asking questions about the word ‘teaching’ itself. In this book, I have been quite deliberate in discussing teaching in higher education rather than the range of higher education activities undertaken by aca­demic staff. There are many student-facing, educational roles in higher education. Some colleagues are employed as professors, some are tutors, some are readers, some are fellows, some have titles as long as their arm and many have titles that don’t really explain what they do at all. This book is aimed at all those who teach in higher education. Recognising that this is a long (and ever growing) list of professionals, and because of the nature of this book, I have preferred to concentrate on what people do rather than their job titles.

         For example, many people employed in higher education are employed as a lecturer and this can lead to some 3confusion, especially for novice lecturers. The word suggests that what you will be doing is lecturing, but that is a rather old-fashioned perspective because to deliver a lecture is a rather specific activity. You may be employed as a lecturer, but try to think about that as your job title rather than as a description of what you do. Individuals who are employed as lecturers undertake many different tasks (as discussed in Chapter 1), but I have focused on one particular task – teaching. Consequently, ‘lecturer’ is a description of what someone is employed to be, but ‘teaching’ is what they are employed to do.

         For this reason, in this book I refer to the individual doing this teaching as a ‘teacher’, in order to place the concept of teaching front and centre where I feel it belongs. Some colleagues might be irked by this and regard the term a slight to their academic status; however, that is not my intention. I recognise that all those who teach in higher education have to juggle many different responsibilities. I am simply drawing out one of those roles, teaching, in an effort to shine a light on something that is central to the student learning experience.

         It is this emphasis on teaching as an act of doing that is at the heart of this book. The focus is on how we take compli­cated ideas, theories and concepts and organise them in such a way that they are accessible (and useful) to stu­dents – that is, teaching in higher education as a fundamentally person-centred activity. 4

         
            1 See https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/student-advice/where-to-study/teaching-excellence-framework-tef.

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER 1

            OPENING THE BEETLE BOX

         

         Before we examine teaching in higher education, we need to think about who it is that does the teaching. By and large, this person is employed as a lecturer, but lecturers are not the only people who teach in higher education – there are also tutors, graduate teaching assistants, fellows, readers and professors, as well as other colleagues who work with students to develop specific skills (both techni­cal and academic). Becoming someone who teaches in higher education (whatever your role or job title might be) ‘is not a simple matter, with almost a decade required to prepare an individual for even an entry-level role’.1 With so much effort involved, it might be worthwhile to find out just what is expected of those who teach in higher educa­tion. A quick internet search using terms such as ‘lecturer’, ‘reader’ or ‘academic support tutor’ will provide a surface definition, but this description is likely to be limited in scope – focusing on the duties and responsibilities of someone working in higher education.

         In this chapter, I will dig below surface definitions and start to explore the interaction of various personal and profes­sional demarcations. In doing so, I hope to move the conversation beyond a discussion of what someone who teaches in higher education is employed to do and focus on what they actually do.

         6

         DISCIPLINARY ROOTS

         Say the word ‘learning’ and you might get a mental pic­ture. Most people can come up with their own definition of learning, although this is often narrow and prejudiced by personal experience. However, language can change its meaning according to context, therefore the meaning of the word ‘learning’ is likely to depend on who is using it and the specific conditions in which they find themselves. In his analysis of private and public language, Wittgenstein tells a story of two boys, each with a matchbox containing what he calls a ‘beetle’.2 They agree never to look inside each other’s matchbox and also agree that they both con­tain a beetle. In this analogy, we see that the thing that is ‘beetle’ is private to each boy and that the term only has meaning on account of its public use. It does not actually matter what is in the box – the word ‘beetle’ now means ‘the thing inside the box’. In a similar way, individuals (lec­turers, students and the public at large) discuss the thing inside their head that they call ‘teaching’.

         Language is also context-bound: the setting for Wittgenstein’s example was a game played by two boys, but two zoologists working in the tropical rainforests of Trinidad and Tobago would have a different understanding of ‘beetle’. Likewise, the word ‘teaching’ also has a private meaning, but we can only communicate with others when they share a similar understanding of the word. In this way, language is private-shared – no one person can decide on the ‘true’ meaning of any term. However, while we might all have our own meanings, in practice they are often not so different and can overlap with the meanings of others. This vast Venn diagram of meaning holds a 7practical truth about what ‘teaching’ actually is (even if this agreed definition is hard to conceptualise or verbalise). 

         Teaching in higher education is a personally negotiated experience. Individuals will have taken different journeys to arrive at their present situation and will be uniquely shaped by those experiences. However, working within a shared institutional system tends to have a normative effect. Foucault suggests that ‘we live inside a set of rela­tions’,3 so any discussion of meaning or interpretation also needs to consider communicated norms within the con­text of higher education. These norms are the result of, among other things, governmental and institutional directives, student expectations, graduate outcomes, departmental and disciplinary cultures and the assorted needs of various stakeholders. Teaching in the ‘supercom­plexity’ of modern higher education is therefore about much more than simply being an expert within a certain field.4

         Understanding what it means to teach in this environ­ment involves problematising how we conceptualise learning, examining what we think education is for, ques­tioning our own identity as conduits to knowledge and reflecting on our individual biases. In so doing, we allow the significance of everyday academic roles and regular teaching/learning activities to be examined afresh. Everyone who teaches in higher education has their own approach to teaching, and because everyone who teaches in higher education has had a personal experience of being taught, almost everyone has their own understand­ing of what it means to teach in this environment (and almost everyone has something to say about teaching).

         8However, teaching in higher education is not just one eas­ily defined activity. Many individuals develop their conception of their role by engaging with pre-formed ideas about how their subject should be taught and learned – an understanding rooted in their experience of disciplinary learning. These discipline-specific thoughts can be both conscious and unconscious but they tend to be limited in their scope – focusing on the story of how one individual became an expert in one particular aspect of one particular discipline. Furthermore, the philosophi­cal underpinnings of our pedagogy are often individual and disciplinary rather than institutional or universal.

         As well as engaging with the knowledge base, those teaching in higher education may have learned the meth­ods, modes and practices of their subject in various ways. For some, their pedagogical approach has been carefully constructed through the scrutiny of educational theory, the critical reading of educational literature and reflective practice. Many develop their practice by studying towards formal higher education qualifications. But there are also a great many people in higher education who developed their teaching practice tacitly and built their understand­ing of their role through direct on-the-job experience. No matter which route an individual has taken, it is their des­tination (the higher education institution that employs them) that defines the requirements of their role. These requirements are often outlined in job descriptions, but the tasks actually undertaken when teaching in higher education can also be rather nebulous and difficult to cap­ture. Once we begin to examine the everyday routines of the role, we can begin to capture what it means to be a teacher and from there we can start to scrutinise the rationale behind our activities.

         As we have already discussed, an individual’s educational journey and experiences will have coloured how they see 9their teaching role. For some this will mean that they find themselves teaching as they were taught, while others may want to rebel and try new approaches. Those who teach in higher education tend to have studied a particu­lar topic (whether that is physics, economics, film-making or academic writing skills) and their studies are likely to have been embedded in a particular teaching format or ‘signature pedagogy’. (A signature pedagogy is the typical way that a specific discipline is taught.) These stereotypi­cal approaches relate to the pedagogy of the subject and to the resources used. For example, it is customary for law to be taught using rote learning and the Socratic approach (where carefully constructed questions lead to logical answers); it is typical for basketball to be taught on the court rather than in a classroom; and if we were to take up parachute jumping, then we would almost certainly expect to get in an aeroplane at some point. Before we even arrive in a higher education learning environment, we need to think about how we have been conditioned by our previous learning.

         TEACHER-LED VS. STUDENT-LED PEDAGOGY

         Broadly, there are two things we can do in response to our educational conditioning: we can comply or we can rebel. The first is easy and probably doesn’t take too much think­ing; however, we will simply perpetuate the system. If you were not happy with the way you were taught when you attended higher education, then you need to start rebelling now! Realistically, this might not be the right time to start a revolution, so our rebellion may need to be smaller and more aligned to academic norms. We can begin by being more reflective and more critical – not simply reproducing 10the established ways but questioning their validity and pur­pose. Whenever I meet someone who has memorised a poem by heart I am generally unimpressed – remembering lengthy stanzas of poetry is clearly not easy, but it is the application of this learning that is important to me. So, our first reflective acts of rebellion should involve examining the utility of some of the ways our subjects are taught – whether they are taught in a certain way because that is the only possible way to teach them or because of convention. If you can see alternative ways of teaching your topic, then explore these further.

         Imagine we were teaching an introductory class on bas­ketball and the focus of the class is how to get the ball into the hoop. There are two main teaching methods we could apply: a deductive pedagogy or an inductive pedagogy. The deductive approach tends to be teacher-led. It starts with definitions, descriptions and demonstrations. (The way I remember this is that the word ‘deductive’ starts with the letters ‘d’ and ‘e’, as do define, describe and demonstrate.) We would gather the class around and carefully talk them through the various stages of standing, aiming, throwing and scoring a basket. After this struc­tured demonstration, the group would go and practise these skills, and then we would bring them all together in a final plenary during which we would review what they have done and what they have learned.

         If we were to adopt an inductive approach, we would start by giving the students two things: (1) the problem we want them to solve and (2) the criteria for success. We would explain that we want them to get the ball in the hoop and that they should find the most consistent method for doing so. We would then send them off to experiment. Our role would be to oversee and take notes, but to be ready to act or to be on hand for any questions that may arise. After experimenting, we would draw the group 11together and review their success/failure. We would then ask the students to relate what the literature (or coaching manual) suggests to what we, as a class, found to be the most successful approach. Where there are discrepancies we would explore these, and where there are consisten­cies we would examine why we think that certain approaches worked best. (I remember what ‘inductive pedagogy’ is because it starts with the word ‘in’ – and this method usually involves students getting stuck in.)

         Both deductive and inductive methods have their strengths and weaknesses, and it is more than likely that our teaching will use a blend of the two. The point is that there is usually at least one other way to teach a topic. If we were to apply deductive and inductive pedagogical meth­ods to the teaching of academic writing – something that most of us in higher education have to teach to some degree – then we might decide to show students what to do (deductive) or we might get them to look at instances of good and bad academic writing and work out some key rules for themselves (inductive). In medicine, we might explain the skeletal features of the human body or we might give each student a bone and ask them to work as a team to recreate the entire skeleton. When teaching film-making, we might talk students through the shots of famous directors, explaining their significance, structure and staging, or we might give each student a five-minute clip and ask them to analyse the narrative structure and share five key points with their peers.

         Ultimately, these shouldn’t be either/or approaches – the most appropriate learning techniques will probably require you to use a mixture of both inductive and deduc­tive pedagogies. But the decisions behind choosing one approach over another at any given point should not be based on what is ‘normally’ done, but what you think is the 12best way of teaching a topic alongside what you think is the best way for your students to learn it.

         REMEMBERING INFORMATION IS NOT THE SAME AS USING INFORMATION

         Our personal learning experiences often guide how we see our teaching role. Our own teachers may have had a preference for deductive over inductive pedagogy. They may have been inspirational individuals who could cap­ture the attention of their students. They may have been firm but fair. They may have been quiet as a mouse and let the class run riot. Our teachers’ pedagogy may have been very obvious to us at the time, such that we might now wish to replicate their teaching style. Or it may be that we were never really aware of their approach to teaching, but we have been immersed in it and now feel that is just the way it is done.

         Once we have started to understand why we might be conditioned to teach in a particular way, and considered the different ways we each conceptualise learning, we can begin to do something about it. Through understanding our various pedagogical and personal biases we can start to identify our own previous blind spots. These might include the inability to see the difference between teach­ing and telling. This can come about through misremembering our own learning – focusing on the facts, figures and formulas that we now know rather than focusing on how our teachers helped us to learn this information. 13

         Another related blind spot is recognising the difference between knowledge and understanding. When begin­ning a teaching career in higher education, many people take a content-led approach. They ask questions such as, ‘What do the students need to know?’ or ‘What is the best order in which to organise the materials?’ The reason we ask these questions is because we want to make sure we have fully informed the students, which is terrific. However, by focusing on knowledge retention, rather than on how the students make sense of this new knowledge, we can become overly focused on telling rather than teaching. The trouble with simply seeing learning as a list of infor­mation to be remembered is that effective learning involves understanding, and to support this teachers need to make sure that their students are involved in active learning so that they might assimilate this information. Abstract information that is merely ‘passed on’ to students might not make sense, and if it does not make sense then they are likely to ignore it and move on to other matters. The content-led approach might be time efficient – in that teachers can ensure that everything on the curriculum has been transferred to the students – but unless they are guided to understand this new information, there is a chance that everyone’s time has, in fact, been wasted. It is important to think about what we want our students to know, but we also need to consider the processes of learn­ing and of making sense of new material.
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