SUCCESSFUL COLLEGE TEACHING
There are many ways to define “success” as a teacher. In this short amount of time, we’ll look at
two: working on your practice and making that practice visible so that students effectively can
evaluate it.
Seven Principles of Good Practice (Plus One New Principle!)
1. Encourage Contact between Students and Faculty
Frequent student-faculty contact in and out of classes is the most important factor in student
motivation and involvement. Faculty concern helps students get through rough times and keep on
working. Knowing a few faculty members well enhances students’ intellectual commitment and
encourages them to think about their own values and future plans. Put yourself in their shoes: if
you feel disconnected from your colleagues and administrators, how will you sustain your work
and enthusiasm?
Among other practices, you can:
• Ask students to fill out forms with information they choose to share, perhaps about
preparation for the course, where they’re from, what their goals are, etc. Use these to make
connections between course content and student interests and to adjust content or teaching to
better match student preparation. In a large class, give everyone feedback on these. For example:
“25% of you are the first in your family to attend college! That’s wonderful! Difficult, but
wonderful!” In smaller classes with student-teacher conferences, use the information to relax the
student and make a more personal connection.
• Have students make table tents with their names on them or sign in as part of attendance
record-keeping. Welcome them as they sign in!
• Ask students to print out a recent photo of themselves and put it on their information
sheet. (Note: IUP I-Card photos are available to you online through URSA.)
• Schedule regular conferences with students. Be sure to include a little socializing along
with the teaching aspects!
• Move about the room and talk to students. Ask their names when you approach them.
Use their names: “Melissa says the correct answer is B. How many agree with Melissa?
Great, Melissa!”
• Set up methods of electronic communication that keep lines open. Also set parameters:
you may indicate you are not going to respond immediately when they email or text you at 3:00
a.m.!
• Organize a study group for the class and meet once a week to go over tough concepts.
(You can give credit for attending and praise students in class!)

• Share information about yourself. Make yourself a real person: tell them about your
hobbies, why you love your field, what you do for research. (Heck, I love to know these things
about my colleagues!)
• Set aside a few minutes at the beginning or end of class—or in the middle to re-energize
them—for students to make announcements: their band is playing this weekend at a local
bar, the XX Club is looking for members, their Greek Organization is sponsoring a blood
drive. Announce interesting events yourself.

2. Develop Reciprocity and Cooperation Between and Among Students
Learning is enhanced when it is more like a team effort than a solo race. Good learning, like
good work, is collaborative and social, not always competitive and isolated. Working with others
often increases involvement in learning. Sharing one’s own ideas and responding to others’
reactions sharpens thinking and deepens understanding. Limited competition can be helpful, but
use it cautiously.
Among other practices, you can:
•

Take course time to discuss how group work can be done productively.

•

Help students organize study or writing groups with classmates.

•

Provide questions to be answered by teams of students.

• Ask students in teams to participate in informal presentations of material and ask their
classmates for immediate, informal, formative feedback on the material and presentation
structure.
• Use one of many online sites that help students identify their group learning and work
styles, and encourage them to form groups that are diverse (too many “directors” or
“passive” members causes problems).
• Ask students once a week to share praise with another student for some appropriate
activity. (Example: “This week Kalisha gave a really clear explanation of the theory we’ve been
talking about. I remember her example.”) This can be done quickly in writing—two-three
minutes to make a connection!

3. Encourage Active Learning
Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just by sitting in classes listening to
teachers, memorizing prepackaged assignments, and spitting out answers. They must talk about
what they are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences, and apply it to their daily lives
or other coursework. They must make what they learn part of themselves.

Among other practices, you can:
• Design projects that require students to apply material from several chapters. These can
be an alternative to tests.
• Lecture briefly and then move to group work that asks students to immediately use
the material. Check on their application and return to another brief lecture that builds on
previous work.
• Require students to read outside of class and then use class time to apply the reading—
cut out a great deal of lecture and use application—that will ensure they have read!
• Ask students to generate questions for their classmates to answer that apply key concepts
and lecture material.
• Frequently ask students to apply concepts and theories to coursework in other classes.
You can organize groups by major/field in large classes and ask them to do this collaboratively.
Offer time for sharing their application in class.
• Ask students to help you design the tests. What do they want you to ask them and why?
What DON’T they want you to ask them and why?

4. Give Prompt Feedback
Knowing what you know and don’t know focuses learning. Students need appropriate feedback
on performance to benefit from courses. When getting started, students need help in assessing
existing knowledge and competence. In classes, students need frequent opportunities to perform
or demonstrate knowledge or skills and receive suggestions for improvement. At various points
during college, and at the end, students need chances to reflect on what they have learned, what
they still need to know, and how to assess themselves.
Among other practices, you can:
• Tell students your feedback will focus ONLY on “X” this time. If they want more, they
can come to your office hours.
• Ask students to apply a concept or practice in class, and provide them with
feedback immediately. Clickers are a great way to do this, but a show of hands works, too!
• Ask students to answer a few questions at the end of class and provide them with
feedback by the next class in the form of a short lesson focusing on what they had the most
difficulty answering correctly.
• Color-code written or typed comments: blue might be feedback on content knowledge,
green might be critical thinking or application, purple might be on writing strengths and
weaknesses.

• Ask students to write about the “muddiest idea” and the “clearest” idea at the end of class
and use it to structure, in part, the next class.
• Use focused reflection questions that students must answer when they turn in any
assignment, or include a reflective question on tests. Offer focused reflection as extra credit.
•

Spend time creating and explaining rubrics or scoring guides with students.

• Have students give mini-lessons on the material to classmates and provide your own and
their classmates’ evaluation and questions about that lesson immediately.

5. Emphasize Time on Task
Time plus energy equals learning. There is no substitute for time on task. Learning to use one’s
time well is critical for students and professionals alike. Students need help in learning effective
time management. Allocating realistic amounts of time means effective learning for students and
effective teaching for faculty. How an institution defines time expectations for students, faculty,
administrators, and other professional staff can establish the basis for high performance for all.
Among other practices, you can:
• Try your own assignment to see how long it takes, then adjust it (often significantly!) for
new learners.
• Give clear directions and an appropriate time frame in which to accomplish a goal, even
if it’s a five-minute exercise. Stick to the time you’ve set—it’s easy to get distracted! You
can bring a kitchen timer if you want.
•

Don’t try to visit every group in class as they work on a task, even in a small class.

• Ask students to explain how they used their time, either as individuals or groups: did
they talk for 3 of 5 minutes as a group to solve a problem? Work individually and then
compare answers and talk? Use these explanations to point out successful strategies linked to
certain goals.
• Ask students to reflect on how they used their out-of-class time. Many will admit that
social media interfered with getting projects done well, or that work-for-pay is sucking up
study time. Ask them to devise strategies for the next large project so that they can work more
efficiently.
• Share what you’ve learned. If you’ve made it through graduate school, you have learned
more than a few strategies to work quickly and effectively!

6. Communicate High Expectations
Expect more and you will get more. High expectations are important for everyone—for the
poorly prepared, for those unwilling to exert themselves, and for the bright and well-motivated.
Expecting students to perform well becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy when teachers and
institutions hold high expectations of themselves and make extra efforts.
Among other practices, you can:
• Offer students opportunities to see how “far from the bar” they are in very low-stakes
ways. Show students at the beginning of the semester examples of what they will be expected to
be able to do in the next course linked to yours or by the end of the semester so they understand
why you are setting high standards. Give them a “test” to see where they are—not to count
against them. Go over the results with them, and have them discuss where they struggled and
why and where they did well and why.
• Explain the “real world” consequences of not meeting high standards. (Yes, it’s true that
the classroom IS your real world, but from a student perspective…) Connect that to classes you
know they will take or tasks you know they will be asked to do in their field.
• If you are teaching a multi-section course, take the time to discuss why your standards
may seem (or may actually be) higher than standards appear to be in some other sections.
(Students always compare these sections!)
• Don’t apologize for having high standards or expectations. Praise students for trying to
meet them! Make sure you tell them that you believe they can meet those standards.
• Do some research about other sections: ask your colleagues for syllabi, have lunch and
talk about what they expect their students to do. Decide where you feel comfortable relative to
their standards.

7. Respect Diverse Talents and Ways of Learning
There are many roads to learning. People bring different talents and styles of learning to college.
Brilliant students in the seminar room may be all thumbs in the lab or art studio. Students rich in
hands-on experience may not do so well with theory. Students need the opportunity to show
their talents and learn in ways that work for them. Then they can be pushed to learning in new
ways that do not come so easily.
Among other practices, you can:
• Ask on an initial information form whether the student has been told s/he is a “visual”
learner or has a particular learning style. Ask him/her for ways in which s/he will work
to adapt to multiple learning styles—put the ball in the student’s court.

• Work backwards from student learning outcomes to offer several ways for students to
demonstrate their knowledge: a project or a test or video on YouTube…
• Practice, prepare, schedule appropriate time for, and regularly use several ways of
presenting ideas, concepts, or practices. For example, you can tell students about an
important concept; you can draw stick figures of people engaged in activities that
demonstrate how a concept may “appear;” you can use a video clip you’ve located or a
film clip; you can ask students to act out or role play. You can link it to music. This
adds time to content presentation, but it also engages more students. It’s a trade-off.
• See the suggestion above. Offer one way of presenting material and ask students to find
additional ways for the next class, as a review!
• Ask students to explain to each other key ideas or concepts. They can often think of
cultural references that you can’t and or ways of presenting material that don’t occur to you.
• Talk with faculty in other disciplines. How would someone in a fine arts field present a
concept differently than someone in biology or chemistry? Learn from them. (Ahh, the
Reflective Practice Project!)

8. Regularly Assess, Reflect on, and Adjust your Teaching
It’s difficult to make effective changes to your teaching if you aren’t gathering data, noting what
was successful and what wasn’t, reflecting on why, and trying to improve. This is time
consuming but part of doing anything well.
Among other practices, you can:
• Create a course syllabus/schedule with a blank column for your own use, where you jot
down notes and ideas during or immediately following each class, while fresh in your mind.
How often have you altered your teaching mid-class and then forgotten about that when you
were assigned to teach that course again?
• Become a teacher-scholar: regularly read research on the TEACHING of content and on
best practices in your field. A frequent student complaint is that “The professor knows so much
but can’t really TEACH me it!” This is valid, and every field offers journals or other resources
for teaching in the discipline.
• Meet regularly with others in your field or outside it to discuss teaching. IUP has the
Reflective Practice Teaching Project (RP) to provide support across campus.
• Ask students for feedback, both during the semester and at the end. For good measure,
do a follow-up survey a year or two later. (You might watch Father Guido Sarducci in the
“Fifteen Minute University” on YouTube. What key concepts do your students remember just
two years later?)

• Ask students to do an informal evaluation, covering aspects of your teaching that aren’t
fully addressed on institutionally standardized evaluation forms. Ask about their skills, your
skills, the content: you can be very specific.
• Don’t focus on the negative comments on course evaluations, but make a list of the good
and bad to gain perspective.

Helping Students Effectively Evaluate Your Teaching
At many institutions, student evaluations of teaching are a crucial aspect of the tenure and
promotion process. However, first-year students have little experience with college-level
teaching and may make unfair comparisons to high school; students in multi-section courses may
be comparing you to their roommate’s stories of his or her section; non-majors may have life
goals at odds with what they are being “forced” to learn in your liberal studies class (that they
put off taking until they were seniors); and the “chemistry” of a single section may be totally
different from another. Research on course evaluations indicates that students may need
assistance focusing objectively on the questions and understanding their meaning. True, the
student may not have LIKED you, but you DID teach them a lot about a subject. Can they
communicate those separate issues effectively? In some cases, the form of the evaluation makes
that possible, but in others, the two issues become jumbled together.
Recommendations for helping students understand what you are doing and how it connects to the
evaluation instrument include the following:
• Carefully read the evaluation instrument before structuring your course. In what
areas will students be evaluating you—which means, in what areas will your university
be evaluating you?
• Use the language of the evaluation instrument in the course syllabus, the course
schedule, and in your interactions with students. For example, if “development of critical
thinking” is a key area for assessment of your teaching, look at your course materials and
structure. Where can you appropriately identify, in writing and speech, an activity as “developing
critical thinking skills” for students? Label it as such, announce it as such, and be sure students
are aware that this is what is happening.
• Create a page in your syllabus or color code your schedule of work to SHOW students
what skills they are gaining. You could list each assignment and the skills it develops;
you can use color-coded symbols with each class meeting.
• In your feedback to students, use the language of the evaluation instrument so that they
can more readily identify where you did or did not meet expectations. If a student has
demonstrated critical thinking skills or it’s apparent that your structuring of an assignment has
helped the student apply a concept well, let the student know: “Good critical thinking here as
you…” and “The structure of this assignment seems to have worked well in letting you
demonstrate your firm grasp of the concept.”

• Explain how the course evaluation instruments will be used. Early on, indicate that you
will be asking for feedback and assessment throughout the semester, with one or more larger,
more summative evaluations at the end. Explain formative versus summative evaluation. If
students understand that you WILL use their feedback to alter a course to make it more effective,
they are more likely to offer constructive comments and to effectively use the portion of the
evaluation instrument that permits narrative feedback.
• If the evaluation instrument doesn’t offer you much more than numbers, create your
own, informal evaluation, asking, for example, which books or readings or parts of readings were
most effective and why and what should be changed or deleted, or which activity was best and
why. Such an evaluation jogs the student’s memory and forces him/her to reflect on the course.
Ask them what skills and knowledge they gained. Schedule this for class time before the formal
evaluation, so that students come to the formal evaluation with a clear sense of what it does and
does not do for you as a teacher and for them as students.
• If it is not your first semester at an institution, explain to students how you used the
previous semester’s evaluation to alter your course. You can even include this in the syllabus,
explaining why you changed a policy from the year before. When you present material in class,
tell them that last year’s (last semester’s) students felt this was a crucial concept and so you are
spending an extra day on it.
• After receiving your student evaluations, write a reflection that may/may not
(depending upon departmental culture) be included in your evaluation file. Respond to
praise from students as well as complaints, and outline, for yourself and a reader, what will
happen in the next incarnation of this course and in your teaching overall. Be specific: help
yourself and your colleague/evaluators by doing this reflection.
The paragraphs describing the first seven principles were reproduced by permission from the
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