

*FYI:  For anyone still interested in attending the workshop this Friday in using Classroom Assessment Techniques, please sign up at http://www.tcnj.edu/~writing/faculty/
In June I was fortunate to attend the Ken Bain Summer Institute, “What the Best Teachers Do” at the Teaching and Learning Resource Center at Montclair State University.  It was three days of meeting great colleagues from across the country, sharing ideas, and being introduced to intriguing concepts and methods from a wide range of guest speakers.  It was a wonderful opportunity to think about teaching and student learning in a focused way without also having to conduct placement exams or run assessment scoring sessions! Although the institute sparked many ideas, I want to share just two here for this issue of the Bulletin.
I
The Syllabus as an Invitation & Promise
If you attended Ken Bain’s presentation here at TCNJ in the Spring, you may recall that he emphasized how good teaching is really about understanding the student learning process.  Bain maintains that the best teachers build their courses around provocative questions, framed in a way that will “encourage students to grapple, to investigate, to collect and examine evidence, to puzzle, to question, and to construct.”
  

One of the first ways to build this kind of an environment is the syllabus.  Bain recommends that we re-phrase the elements of the syllabus so that it “makes promises rather than demands and invites students to a deliciously provocative intellectual or artistic feast.”  Here is an outline of what this transformation entails:
Formerly Known as . . .



Now becomes . . . 

























Now, when Ken Bain first introduced this, I admit, I was skeptical.  But his examples were phrased in such positive (and not corny) ways, that I considered giving it a try this Fall in my FSP.  It was hard to tell how students reacted to the syllabus when we reviewed it on the first night of class, but in week two, I had very pleasant surprise.  I was giving a presentation on the history of the terms melancholia and depression, when a student asked:  “Should we be taking notes?”  I turned to the class and asked what they thought.  Another student replied, “Well, it all depends on whether you accept the invitation.”  I almost fell out my chair!  He was serious and everyone agreed!  
If you would like to see the examples provided by Bain or a copy of my syllabus, please email me at goldschm@tcnj.edu.
II
Creating Expectation Failure
Bain promotes a problem-based approach to teaching in which learning is viewed as a “cognitive apprenticeship.” This model represents an “interactional system between expert and novice” in which the student has “legitimate peripheral participation” and whose assumptions are challenged and skills are developed in a sequenced or scaffolded way.  

Students rely on their current paradigms and mental models for understanding new material, and since we are often challenging those very models, Bain recommends doing this carefully (using what he calls a “natural critical learning environment”).  He believes that three conditions must be met to successfully challenge students for new learning:
1. We must put students in a situation where their model (or paradigm) doesn’t work.

2. We must create a situation in which the learner cares that this expectation doesn’t work

3. We must provide both intellectual and emotional support as well as fair and honest feedback.
Creating “expectation failures” is indeed a challenging component in teaching.  I plan to run a workshop in the Spring that will focus on this, as well as some of the other components of the Bain Institute.  If you would be interested in such a workshop, please do let me know so that I can begin planning based on interest level.  I can be reached at goldschm@tcnj.edu or ext. 2864.

Course Description








The Writing Program Bi-Weekly Bulletin  9/27/06





What this Course Promises You


(list the outcomes, or what you want students to be able to do/know by the end of the semester, and then re-phrase these as promises





Requirements and Assignments





Ways to Fulfill These Promises





Grading Policy





Ways to Know Whether the Student is Achieving these Promises 








� All quotes are from the binder from the “What the Best Teachers Do” Summer Institute at Montclair State University (Bain, 2006).





