	The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 

A Dialogue with Professor Wendy L. Ostroff

Hutchins School of Liberal Studies at SSU

Q: I know about your interest in studying teaching and learning. Would you share with me your perspectives on this topic?

A: At the heart of my interest in the scholarship of teaching and learning is my belief that students have to be invested and enthusiastic in order to learn well. Learning starts with something intrinsic. Students have to feel that what they are doing is not separate from what they would like to be doing; that the topics they deal with at school are no different from what they think and care about during their free time. I would like to create a space for learning that excites students and motivates them to take ownership of their learning experience.

Q: Do you mean that the university has a role in assisting students in this transition between formal and informal settings?

A: Yes, I think so. In particular, the Hutchins experience has demonstrated to me the importance of building communities of learners. Students come to class because they can’t wait to hear their peers’ view on the text or because they can’t stop thinking about the topics from the previous week. They begin creating meaning together.

Q: Can you elaborate more on how to create community of learners?

A: One way to facilitate community is to discourage competitiveness. Students come from high school with the attitude that they have to beat out their peers by trying to increase their grades--this currency does not work well for learning because the goal of a good grade is an external goal. When their motivation becomes intrinsic, the difference is unbelievable. It takes a while for students to realize that they are not engaging to impress the professor or to get ahead, but because they want to do it. Once that happens their creative energy cannot be stopped.

Q: How do you acculturate students into learning for the sake of learning?

A: I try to expose student to ways of thinking that they have never experienced before in terms of both process and content. On the process side, I encourage them to hold one another accountable for their contribution to the group learning process. I let them decide the criteria on which they will evaluate each other and be evaluated by me. As a group, we try to break down some boundaries and challenge ourselves. Then we reflect about our assumptions. We form a safe space where each participant can say anything and not have to worry about judgment, just try on and play with ideas. Many students have not trusted their peers in this way before. In terms of content I try to choose texts or experiences that will take students by surprise or make them question in ways they haven’t. Many times I also leave space in my courses for students to design and implement the curriculum themselves. They come to realize that there is no hierarchy in the classroom—their voices, interests and perspectives are respected and heard.

Q: It looks to me that you are trying to teach students how to expand their ways of thinking. You begin at the intellectual level, and intellectual change then moves into expansion of their ways of feeling and acting. Do you think that your method of teaching (and examining teaching) translates into active citizenry and engagement in civic affairs?

A: Yes, I do think so, and the greatest inspiration for me as a teacher is witnessing real change in the way students engage outside of the classroom.  There is something powerful about the seminar and about collaborative learning that seems to transcend the classroom and filter into ways of living. I think that the collaborative learning in the seminar lends itself particularly well to applied pursuits because it is really about learning to ask difficult questions, to challenge oneself, and to take multiple perspectives. These processes don’t require additional steps to be translated into daily lives—they are habits of mind that stay with people.

Q: How do you make a transition from being the classical instructor into being facilitator?

A: The transition is sometimes difficult. You have to completely relinquish control. Unlike teaching in a lecture format (where the more preparation you put in, the better the class session goes) a seminar is completely dynamic—anything can happen and there is not way to plan it in advance. For example, the points in a text that the facilitator has in mind as being the most important may not even come up. You have to let go of the idea of being an expert that has the right to impart information. Many times when I am facilitating an interdisciplinary seminar, I know no more about the topic at hand than the students; I have just the same book that they have read. For instance, in our lower division course, The Human Enigma we do a unit on relativity theory. I have no background in Physics and yet my students and I are able to co-learn the material and put it into a context together.  I just have to let go of all of my old hierarchical and control-based models of teaching. 

Q: If you are not teaching content, what are you doing in the classroom? You said that you are facilitating the learning process. Do you mean that just learning by itself is a good substitute for content?

A: It is an interesting question. In our teaching cadres, we have members with different ideas. For example, some of them may consider a specific reading to be important to the topic at hand. But there are others who think that it does not matter at all what the particular text is. The students will have the experience of learning anyway. For example, I come from the discipline of Psychology where there are seminal texts and content areas that are agreed upon in the discipline. However, when I think about my undergraduate education, there is very little content that I can remember. I think that students take away the ability and enthusiasm to learn, and that that is for more important than any particular content area. 

Q: How can we, instructors of specific discipline content, introduce some elements of the learning process that you refer about?

A: These processes are not discipline-specific. I think that engaging students is really about letting students take ownership of their education. That might mean shifting the pedagogy of the course to include students’ own voices; it might mean re-structuring grading schemes or allowing students to explore a variety of perspectives without having to find one right answer. One technique that I have found quite successful for relinquishing control in the classroom is to teach topics that are not in my area of expertise, but that I am passionate about learning about myself. I have found that learning along with the students is a very powerful classroom tool. It can be a bit scary at first, but the genuine excitement that I have for exploring the topic seems to be contagious. 

Q: I have lead with my own questions. Is there something that you want to bring up regardless of my questions?

A: This year I have been conducting a research project on the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning with the support of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. My project sprung out of my interest in enhancing students’ sense of ownership for the seminar. I had also noticed that students don’t automatically have a sense of what they themselves contribute to the learning situation. So the research project involves students anonymously critiquing their peers over the course of the semester and then critiquing themselves periodically based on the feedback that they have received from others. So far I have discovered that giving students a window into their contribution to class greatly enhances their ability to self-critique, which seems to lead to greater sense of responsibility for what happens in the classroom. This sense of responsibility, I hope, will lead to increasing engagement with, motivation and enthusiasm for learning in general.
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