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Teaching Meetings: Providing a Forum for Learning How to Teach

The more teaching I do -- the more time I spend in the classroom or involved in course planning, or working with students at the Reference Desk -- the more questions I have about teaching.  What does it mean to be a teacher?  How and when and where do you learn to teach?  Does learning how to teach ever end?  How do you know if you're a good teacher?  What does it mean when we talk about course integrated instruction or active learning?  How do I develop better partnerships with faculty?  What's the best way to teach a class on source evaluation?  Teaching is such an incredibly complex process.  It is also challenging, stimulating, enriching, sometimes painful, but for the most part incredibly rewarding.   Talking about teaching is also a complex process -- sometimes painful but ultimately very rewarding.  With both the pain and the rewards in mind, in 1996 we  -- at the University of Washington Bothell Library -- gathered together our teaching librarians and the Director of the Writing Center and began meeting on a regular basis to discuss issues of teaching and learning. 

I'll be discussing our specific objectives for these teaching meetings and some of the topics or questions we have explored, but I'd first like to speak to some of the larger issues surrounding teaching, specifically how within higher education those individuals, including librarians, who are expected to excel at this most complex task gain the skills and confidence required.  I'll be arguing that developing or improving as a teacher happens not when teachers are working in isolation but when teaching and learning are the subject of serious discussion and inquiry among its practitioners.

The "plight" of the instruction librarian
Much has been written documenting the condition or what I sometimes think of as the "plight" of the instruction librarian (Affleck; Becker; Mandernack) .  This individual often receives little or no formal preparation for the responsibilities of teaching, has few opportunities for continuing education, struggles to balance teaching with his or her other responsibilities (reference, collection development, supervision, etc.) and, to top it off, tends to be very susceptible to burnout.  While this will not apply in every instance, as a practicing instruction librarian I can testify to the accuracy of this profile.  

The standard questions regarding the education (formal and informal) of instruction librarians have changed little over the last ten years.  For example, in 1987 Charles Patterson wrote:

The increased importance of bibliographic instruction in all types of libraries raises a number of critical questions to be addressed and answered by programs of library and information science education and by BI librarians themselves.  Are these librarians qualified to teach?  How and where was instructional preparation acquired?  What efforts have BI librarians made to improve their teaching capabilities through continuing education activities?  How have those who lack formal training adjusted to the BI role?  How have they prepared themselves for it?  Formal teaching is not the usual function of the librarian, and many librarians, although performing this task, have not been educated as teachers.  (3-4) 

Ten years later, Cerise Oberman voices similar concerns in a document entitled "A Vision for NILI [National Information Literacy Institute]."  Oberman describes an ALA session she attended,  "Reinventing the Information Profession: Preparing Librarians for their Teaching Role in the 21st Century" and the conversation that took place:   

In brief, the discussion session directed questions to a library school educator and a library director. Above all else, what struck me was they were the same questions I had asked twenty years ago, when I entered this profession:  "Whose responsibility is it to prepare librarians to teach if graduate schools don't?" "Given staff constraints how do we hope to educate a large number of students to the growing complexities of the information world?" "How can we hope to prepare librarians for teaching positions when many library schools continue to ignore or minimize its importance in the job market?" Most discouraging was the fact that the answers had not changed in the last twenty years!

becoming a teacher

In formulating a response to these questions there are, of course, many issues to be examined.  However, it is my belief that we must first acknowledge that teaching is a very personal endeavor -- an art -- not simply a matter of technique.  Kenneth Elbe, author of The Craft of Teaching: A Guide to Mastering the Professor's Art, writes that "the central lesson in developing as a teacher [is] identifying one's strengths and weaknesses, following one's bent, making the most of what one has" (206).   Focusing too much on technique, or trying to copy the style of a "master" teacher is not the way to develop one's teaching skills, and can, in fact, be counter productive.  Educational consultant  Parker Palmer writes of a professor who tried for years to "ape" the teaching style of his mentor,  "He had spent 15 years trying to be someone he was not, and  both he and his teaching had suffered from the effort" (13).  Observing or working with excellent teachers, considering how you might adapt their techniques to fit with your style is extremely beneficial -- but this is not the same as trying to adopt wholesale the style and technique of another, which is a very static condition.  Real success comes when you learn to trust in your own talents and teaching style.  And certainly a passionate commitment to the teaching and learning process is not something that can be copied or imitated.

Developing as a teacher is also a continuing, ongoing, career long process. Palmer, reflecting on his own teaching career writes, "After 25 years of teaching undergraduates, graduates, and older adults, I am still trying to fathom the mystery of how people do and do not learn" (8).  And so, while it is certainly the responsibility of library schools to provide coursework in library instruction, we must be realistic about what can and cannot be accomplished within the limitations of a library school course or courses.  As Robert Brundin writes, "There is a definite role for library schools in the preparation of library educators.  However, library schools cannot produce good teachers any more than can faculties of education.  What the schools can do is provide for students an understanding of the importance and complexity of the teaching function, and a means for developing those teaching skills which they possess" (188).  

So how do we provide practicing instruction librarians opportunities for "developing those teaching skills which they possess"?  Lee Shulman, a professor of education at Stanford, does an excellent job of articulating the basic tension confronting all teachers seeking to improve their practice.  "Learning from experience requires that a teacher be able to look back on his or her teaching and its consequences.  The ordinary school setting does not lend itself to such reflection.  It is characterized by speed, solitude, and amnesia.  Too much is occurring too rapidly" (181).  Shulman goes on to suggest not that teachers engage in solitary reflection, but that making sense of this complex process requires a collective effort.  "The difficulties of learning from experience are characteristic of the limitations of any individual trying to make critical sense of a complex world while working alone.  A strategy of solution must transform individual work to collective activity" (181).   This idea of collective activity is also called for by Palmer, who writes,  "the growth of any skill depends heavily on honest dialogue among those who are doing it" (8).  

This is not to imply that instruction librarians haven't been improving their teaching, or that the practice of library instruction has not been evolving and maturing over the last ten or twenty years.   On the contrary, library instruction is flourishing on many campuses.   However, I think the following quote provides a good summary of the current situation in higher education in general:

The point -- it is important to say -- is not that there is not wonderful teaching going on in many classrooms, or that faculty do not care about their students' learning.  It is rather, that the faculty role in ensuring the quality of teaching is episodic, ad hoc, a matter of individual inclination rather than of larger shared purpose and resolve.   Often, therefore, it is inadequate to the job of educating today's students for the world in which they must live and work.  What's needed are more and better mechanisms, more widely practiced, for learning from each other (Hutchings 22).  

And so, while there is certainly much evidence of innovation and of "collective activity" among librarians -- LOEX is a prime example, as are reports in the literature on peer coaching, mentoring, workshops, and the immersion programs that NILI intends to offer -- programs or processes that address teaching improvement also need to be part of our every day working lives, not something that happens only at the beginning of our teaching careers or when our institutions can afford to send us to a conference or workshop. 

the impact of technology

I also want to note that this is an especially critical time for library instruction.  Given "the growing complexities of the information world" it is essential that instruction librarians assume an even more active role in the classroom and in shaping the curriculum.  The increasing availability of information electronically, accessible via campus networks, raises a number of issues, many of which have a direct impact on instruction librarians.  For example, I am beginning to see in my library a decrease in actual on-site usage of library materials and services.  Those students who believe that their research needs can be met by using the full text databases that we currently have available via the Web (and therefore accessible from home or campus computer labs), can bypass the library, giving reference librarians no opportunity to participate in their learning of the research process.  I am particularly concerned about those students who have not yet developed their search skills, who are overwhelmed by the amount of information available to them, and who tend to select the first five or so sources that seem relevant to their topic.  If these sources are primarily magazines and newspapers, and if the professor is expecting students to be basing their analysis on scholarly sources, this student is destined for failure and frustration. 

What also concerns me in this scenario is the frustration experienced by the faculty.  A term paper assignment that functioned well five or ten years ago is potentially problematic given the explosion of materials available to undergraduate researchers. I have had several faculty tell me that they intend to reduce or eliminate the library research component of a given assignment, or an entire course, because they are dissatisfied with the quality of their students' research.  I actually consider myself fortunate when this occurs, as I then have the opportunity to work with the faculty member to re-design an assignment or course to make explicit the expectation that scholarly sources be used, and to build in opportunities to provide support and guidance for students in locating and understanding these more complex sources.  I wonder however, about those faculty who wouldn't think to approach me, who may also decide that including library research is too problematic, and too time and labor intensive, given the variable quality of the sources students are using.   

Faculty and teaching improvement

Another reason for instruction librarians to become more actively involved in the classroom and curriculum is the attention that the issue of teaching improvement is receiving on many campuses.  A quick survey of the literature on teaching improvement in higher education indicates that, just as there are numerous articles and books written on the "plight" of the instruction librarian, faculty are dealing with similar, often identical issues, such as the preparation teaching assistants receive, and opportunities for faculty for continuing education (Boyer; Enerson; Hutchings; Palmer)   Pat Hutchings, director of the American Association for Higher Education Teaching Initiative, writes of a perception among faculty that teaching is more difficult today, due in part to the fact that students at many institutions are "increasingly diverse as a group -- in  age, race, ethnic background, level of preparation, goals, 'learning styles,' and other ways",  and that  "the challenge posed by a more diverse student body is exacerbated on many campuses by other circumstances, such as larger classes, increased teaching loads, pressure from outside the institution for 'productivity,' an aging faculty, and reduced resources.  Add it all up, and you have a powerful formula for fatigue and frustration" (19-20).   This same literature describes a variety of strategies for dealing with these issues.  Many campuses now have "teaching and learning centers",  new faculty are being encouraged to attend teaching workshops and orientations, and experienced teaching faculty are experimenting with alternatives to the traditional lecture approach to teaching.  

The problem

What this literature does not appear to include are many examples of librarians participating in these campus wide conversations about teaching.  This is unfortunate, given librarians' expertise in working with information, particularly information in electronic formats.  I'm sure there are many reasons for this, but I keep returning to the image of the instruction librarian -- especially one relatively new to the profession -- of an individual perhaps painfully aware of his or her underpreparedness  for teaching, perhaps lacking confidence therefore in their teaching abilities, and perhaps also in the early stages of burnout as a result of teaching too many fifty minute "one shot" sessions.   How likely is it that this individual will be actively pursuing peer relationships with faculty?  How likely is it that this individual will be meeting with faculty to brainstorm ways to improve a term paper assignment, much less to discuss ideas of pedagogy?  This is where I see the Catch-22.  If it's true that many instruction librarians feel underprepared as teachers, and that continuing education opportunities for teaching improvement are limited, and if, as a result, this person lacks confidence in his or her abilities, why would he or she seek out an even more active role in the classroom and in shaping the curriculum?

As I mentioned earlier, there are certainly many examples in the literature of classes, workshops, conferences, professional organizations, peer coaching, mentoring, etc.,  to support teaching improvement.  I 'd like to add to this a description of what we are doing to address these issues, which is to meet on a regular basis to discuss issues of teaching and learning.  I'll be the first to admit that this is not a novel idea, but I think our program is unusual, and highly successful, in several respects.

The university of washington bothell

I should begin however, with a brief description of my institution, and my background in instruction.  The University of Washington Bothell (UWB) is a branch campus of the University of Washington.  We opened in 1990, and offer upper division undergraduate courses in Liberal Studies, Nursing, Business, Computing and Software Systems, a graduate degree in Education, and Certification in teaching K-8.   We have, at present approximately 1000 students, many of whom are older and have jobs and families.  Most of our classes are small, are writing intensive, and very interdisciplinary.   We are a growing campus, adding new programs and faculty every year.  Currently we have a staff of six full time librarians.  Our library instruction program is extremely active --  many of us teach between 20 and 30 class sessions per academic term.  My experience is perhaps fairly typical in that I had no formal training in teaching.  Initially, I wasn't very interested in classroom teaching -- it wasn't what had attracted me to librarianship, and I had very little confidence in my abilities to teach.  My first year was an "immersion" experience.  I worked very closely with my supervisor, who became my mentor for library instruction.  I sat in on her planning sessions with faculty, occasionally participating, but mostly listening.  I taught some of the more "tools" based classes (which gave me the opportunity to practice my classroom skills), and observed or team taught with my colleague and faculty some of the more course integrated sessions.  I learned a tremendous amount.  As I observed many excellent teachers in the classroom I realized that I too had ideas about what constitutes good teaching, and I got excited about teaching. 

Teaching meetings

As our campus grew, and we added more librarians, faculty, and students, this very time intensive peer mentoring model became more difficult to maintain.  None of us had the time for this kind of intensive partnering.  Wanting to preserve some aspects of this model, and to extend what was a conversation largely taking place between two people to a larger group, we decided that we needed to formally, officially make time to share ideas about teaching.  Our objectives were as follows:

· To encourage collaboration among librarians.

· To foster communication and collaboration among librarians, Writing Center staff, and faculty.

· To provide a place for librarians new to teaching to develop as teachers.

· To provide a place for experienced teaching librarians to improve their teaching.

Procedurally, we decided that the "governance" of these meetings would be a rotating position.  Each term a different person is responsible for convening and moderating the discussions.  We did this very deliberately, wanting to avoid creating any kind of hierarchy, particularly one in which experienced instruction librarians function as "experts" -- providing the answers about what to teach and how to teach it.  To borrow again from the literature of teaching improvement for faculty, "… faculty development too often makes faculty the objects of activities conducted by others, so that faculty themselves are limited to roles of trainee, recipient, and client" (Menges 410).   We wanted to avoid the passivity this can generate, instead recognizing that everyone, even those new to teaching, has ideas about what it means to teach and to teach well. 

Examples

Our first meetings focused on the integration of writing and research.  Our Public Services Librarian and Writing Center Director were preparing to teach a five credit Liberal Studies course called "Interdisciplinary Research and Writing," a class they had team taught twice previously.  We focused on a document they had developed, and were revising, entitled "The Parallel Processes of Research, Reading, and Writing."  This document is an attempt to illustrate for students the interconnectedness of these activities within the context of writing a research based paper.  Every week for two terms we gathered to discuss the various stages of this process: topic selection, formulating a research question, writing a paper with a thesis and support, etc.  We worked together on ideas for workshops and assignments that would make this integration explicit  (for example, free-writing exercises based on abstracts from library database searches, or combining source evaluation and writing annotations).


Periodically we invite a faculty member to attend one of our meetings.  For example, our art historian has spoken with us about research methods in her discipline, and the application of these methods within a specific assignment.  One of our historians has worked with us in this forum on the revision of a major research project for one of his courses.  Two nursing faculty attended a meeting in which we discussed the first two "core" courses our nursing students take and how to incorporate writing and research instruction.  A faculty member who specializes in human rights research discussed with us some of the problems students have when researching such difficult, often highly emotional issues. 

Other types of teaching meetings have included an extremely successful discussion on public speaking, and we have held sessions in the computer lab to review and revise our hands-on Web and Lexis-Nexis classes.  In future, we hope to include staff from Media Services and Information Systems in our discussions of computer based training classes (creating web pages, using presentation software, etc.).

Several types of sessions have not been as successful.  We twice tried to "assign" outside reading, which most of us did not have time to complete.  Also, not adequately preparing faculty guests -- especially those less accustomed to working with librarians and the Writing Center -- can be problematic.  In retrospect, for these individuals it would have been helpful to have a "pre-meeting" to discuss and clarify our expectations for the discussion.   

benefits

Based on informal feedback from members of the group, as well as my own experience, I believe that our discussions have been very successful in meeting our objectives. They have proven to be a powerful mechanism for supporting teaching improvement and increasing communication and collaboration among librarians, faculty, and Writing Center staff.  Personally, I have found that this process has contributed significantly to my development (and confidence) as a teacher.   I have learned a tremendous amount from my teaching colleagues.  I should add that this approach works well in conjunction with others, such as mentoring, attending workshops, and reading the professional literature.  We can then bring these other experiences to our teaching meetings -- and together make sense of them within the context of the specific needs of our campus community.   

The inclusion of faculty and Writing Center staff has been critical to the success of this process. Learning about the teaching of writing has enriched my understanding of the research process, and contributed greatly to my ability to work with students on their research projects, both in the classroom and at the reference desk.  I also have a much better sense of what our writing tutors do -- and am therefore much better at describing or "selling" this service to students.  I am also much more confident in my course planning sessions with faculty.  I am more able to discuss with them ways in which writing and research together can be used to support their objectives for a course. 

Bringing faculty into the library, spending a couple of hours with them in a discussion of teaching methods and objectives, communicates to faculty that librarians and Writing Center staff are as deeply committed and interested in teaching as they are.  These discussions have also been very revealing in terms of faculty perceptions of the library and librarians.  It sometimes emerges that a faculty member was not aware of some of the services we provide, particularly in the area of instruction.  Some faculty have been surprised to find that we are so eager to work with them in their courses.   And finally, we have many excellent teachers on our faculty and having the opportunity to discuss with them issues of teaching and learning has deepened my understanding of, and interest in, this incredibly complex and engaging process.  

Also critical to the success of these conversations are continuity and flexibility.   Meeting at first every week, and now every other week, we have had time over the course of two years to establish trust between members of the group.  Being honest about one's teaching can be difficult, and it takes time and experience to be able to talk openly about questions or problems one may be having in teaching a particular concept or process.  We can also be very flexible.  If, during the busy time of the term, someone needs immediate assistance with a class we can easily dedicate a meeting or two to helping design, and then review a presentation or assignment. For example, one of our librarians needed immediate help designing a series of sessions for a nursing class focusing on topic selection.  We brainstormed ideas for small group activities, most of which combined library research and writing.  Several weeks later we revisited this topic, and discussed ways in which the class sessions could be improved.

As we begin our third year of teaching meetings, we will be experimenting with substituting a "Writing Group" meeting for one of our teaching meetings.   The Writing Group meetings will provide an opportunity for those of us working on papers for publication to receive feedback on content and presentation.  I was hesitant at first to give up a teaching meeting time, but since many of us are writing about teaching issues I anticipate that this will actually move us all forward in our thinking about teaching. 

conclusion

Teaching is a complex process, requiring a deep understanding of, and enthusiasm for, the content to be communicated.  Good teachers must have a genuine interest in how people learn.  Good teachers must be flexible, able to "read" a class and modify a lecture or activity based on the amount and quality of learning that is actually taking place.  Good teachers must be adept at clearly communicating complex ideas or processes.  Good teachers must have the confidence to take intellectual risks.  How strange then, that in higher education those individuals expected to engage in this complex process are provided so few opportunities to develop their teaching skills, either in graduate programs or through continuing education.   

Meeting once or twice a month to discuss issues of teaching and learning is certainly not the only answer to this problem. But it is a way to make thinking about teaching a part of our daily working lives. I'd like to conclude with one final quote, again from Parker Palmer:

Every faculty I have ever visited contains a wealth of wisdom about teaching that waits to be tapped.  If we would practice these modest graces of conversation, encouraged by leaders who invite us and by topics that engage us, good talk about teaching will flourish -- and good teaching will have a better chance to flourish as well. (13)
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