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Who doesn’t need_______?
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INTRODUCTION

I wrote my doctoral dissertation about the use of history in 
twentieth-century British novels, a topic that I still find fascinat-
ing. If you love a good work of British historical fiction, you and  
I would be able to sit down together over a cup of tea and have 
a nice long chat. But as most of us with advanced degrees know, 
writing a dissertation or a master’s thesis can feel sometimes like 
trudging through a swamp: you struggle to put each foot forward, 
and the journey seems like it will never end. There were many times 
when, in spite of my love for my subject matter and for writing in 
general, I wanted to abandon the project and get a full-time job in 
a used bookstore, reading quietly at the counter and ignoring the 
customers with a cat purring on my lap. What kept me working 
was an awareness that only with my dissertation complete would 
I earn my Ph.D., and only with that degree in hand did I stand any 
chance of getting a tenure-track teaching position. And what con-
tinually drove me toward that goal was the fact my wife and I had a 
two-year-old daughter, and Anne was teaching at a private school 
in Chicago that paid her barely more than the graduate stipend  
I was making. We were struggling financially, in other words, and 
for years I had been promising my wife that one way or another 
I would get a job when I earned my Ph.D., even if I had to leave 
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academia for it. In the end I completed my dissertation, and in 
retrospect I can see that what got me to the finish line were both 
my own passion for my subject matter and the external motivators 
that nudged me forward when I couldn’t stand the thought of 
reading or writing one more word about British historical fiction.

If you browse the research literature on motivation and 
learning, you will find frequent reference to a contrast between 
two overarching types of motivation: intrinsic or internal motiva-
tion versus extrinsic or instrumental motivation. Extrinsic motivators 
include the rewards that the learner expects to gain from success-
ful learning, such as prizes or accolades or praise or even grades; in 
my case the prospect of a job and the desire for financial stability 
were powerful extrinsic motivators. Intrinsic motivators are the 
ones that stem from our passion for the task or the material, or 
perhaps a recognition of the ultimate value of the work on some 
broader scale (e.g., their personal or spiritual development). My 
interest in my subject matter, and my desire to work through the 
question I had posed for myself in my dissertation, were intrinsic 
motivators. Although there were plenty of times when the writing 
felt like walking through a swamp, there were other times when 
it felt like nothing else in the world, as I would chase down an 
insight or run through a series of paragraphs with a thrill of pleas-
ure and satisfaction.

One theory about student motivation argues that the best 
and deepest learning takes place when it is driven by intrinsic 
motivators—when, in other words (and put simply), the learner 
cares about the learning itself or the matter to be learned rather 
than about some reward she will receive at the end of the learning 
period (Deci 1996). In my view this theory represents a simplifica-
tion of the full body of research on motivation, which suggests 
that what really drives learners are precisely what I experienced in 
writing my dissertation: a mix of extrinsic and intrinsic motiva-
tors. You can see this in all areas of life. Most of us know we should 
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exercise, but what often inspires us to start working out are apps 
like Couch to 5K in which we set goals for ourselves, get rewarded 
with badges and stickers, and share our accomplishments on social 
media. I’m sure you love your job as a teacher, but I’m equally sure 
that you have days on which you would gladly chuck teaching, 
with all of its challenges and complexities, for some job which 
didn’t require working with quite so many humans every day, with 
all of their unpredictable and mysterious behaviors. On those days 
you head back into the classroom, at least in part, because you 
have a job and it earns you the money you need to live. Likewise 
your students will have days when they find your subject matter 
fascinating, and other days on which they would rather do any-
thing other than study and learn in your courses—and on those 
days extrinsic motivators can help nudge them forward until their 
intrinsic motivators kick in again.

Most educational systems are thoroughly soaked in extrinsic 
motivators, which take the form of grades and degrees. A vocal 
group of educational critics has been arguing in recent years that 
educators need to stop using grades for many reasons, one of which 
is the damage they can do to student motivation (Blum  2020).  
I don’t fully agree with this argument; I see a role for grades to 
play in motivating students, in the same way that extrinsic moti-
vators helped me finish my dissertation. An exhausted student on 
Tuesday morning at 8:30 in the morning in week thirteen of the 
semester likewise might need the prospect of a good grade in the 
course to get them through class that day. But I agree wholeheart-
edly with those educational critics that for too long we have relied 
on extrinsic motivators like grades as the primary or even exclusive 
source of motivation in education, and that we need to do a much 
better job of fostering intrinsic motivators in our students. Every 
student is different, and the right motivational recipe for each of 
them will be slightly different, but for most of them we are just 
dumping the same ingredient (grades) in the bowl in course after 
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course. If we really want to inspire students to learn in our courses, 
we need to focus more of our attention on building up intrinsic 
motivators, leading them to learning with the same wellsprings of 
desire and interest that drove us into our disciplines and teach-
ing careers.

Helping light such fires of intrinsic motivation in our stu-
dents might seem like an unbeatable candidate for the Least Likely 
Subject for Small Teaching award. It sounds pretty idealistic to 
expect that 10-minute segments of class can suddenly infuse an 
18-year-old with no interest in literature with a deep and abiding 
love of the British novel. But it’s not as complex or ambitious as 
you might think, because we have a very accessible lever available 
to us in the classroom for priming the pump of human motiva-
tion: emotions.

IN THEORY

Sarah Cavanagh is an Associate Professor of Neuroscience and 
Psychology at Assumption University and the author of The Spark 
of Learning: Energizing the College Classroom with the Science of Emotion, 
a powerful analysis of how emotions impact learning in and out-
side our classrooms, especially in higher education. For her book 
Cavanagh surveyed a large body of research that demonstrates 
the incredibly important role emotions play in every aspect of 
our lives, including in the teaching and learning process. “Emo-
tions are likely guiding your hand in every decision you make,” 
she concludes,

from which three plums to select from a basket of fruit to 
whether to leave your spouse . . . It is not hard, then, to sup-
pose that emotions are similarly guiding our students in 
every stage of their learning, from selecting which courses 
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to take in a given semester to how willing they are to par-
ticipate in the discussion you’re trying to drum up on the 
Tuesday before Thanksgiving. (Cavanagh 2016, p. 5)

You know this already, whether you are drawing on your 
experience as a learner or a teacher. You might know it from an 
experience in which strong emotions interfered with your abil-
ity to concentrate on a learning task or a course or even an entire 
semester’s worth of courses. During the semester in college I met 
my wife, my learning definitely took a hit—there was a lot less 
studying and lot more moon-eyed dreaming. And you likely know 
it in more positive ways as well, such as when you were toiling 
away in the laboratory or reading in the library and had a sudden 
realization and became flush with the excitement and curiosity 
and happiness that sparked your dissertation or an article or book 
project or even an idea for a new course. Or you might know it in a 
more mixed way, when you felt stymied or frustrated or confused 
by something that drove you to resolve those emotions and learn 
something new.

Three key elements of the research on emotions and learning 
seem to me ripe for exploitation by college and university faculty, 
so we’ll focus on those—although they don’t by any means tell the 
whole story of the connections between emotions and learning. 
First, and most generally, emotions can help us capture the attention 
of our students. According to Cavanagh, this connection between 
our emotions and attention stems from the very reasons we have 
emotions in the first place. Emotions originally helped draw our 
attention to experiences that we might want to remember for sur-
vival purposes:

Emotions were selected for because they both influence 
motivation—driving us toward things that are good for 
survival and reproduction (high-calorie foods, attractive 
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sex partners) and away from things that threaten our 
health or well-being (venomous spiders, rotten food)—
and because they influence learning, tagging certain expe-
riences and skills as important and thus critical to both 
attend to and remember. (p. 14)

As our brains were evolving, emotions directed our attention 
to what was important to learn and remember from the range of 
experiences we encountered every day. The terror we felt during an 
encounter with a predator hijacked and held our full attention, and 
as a result we remembered to avoid that particular path through 
the woods; likewise the pleasure experienced while eating some 
new fruit captured our attention and helped us better remem-
ber what that tree looked like and where we might find it again 
tomorrow. Our emotional brains still operate with these basic 
mechanisms in place: when we feel strong emotions, our attention 
and cognitive capacities are heightened. In the classroom, we can 
capture the attention of students and direct it toward learning by 
stirring up emotions like curiosity, wonder, joy, and more.

But one emotion in particular may play special role in moti-
vating learning in education: a sense of purpose, and especially self-
transcendent purpose. In 2014 a handful of researchers published 
a long study, wonderfully titled “Boring but Important,” which 
explored what types of purposefulness most inspired learners to 
persist in learning repetitive or challenging yet essential tasks for 
future learning or academic success (Yeager, Henderson, Paunesku, 
Walton, D’Mello, Spitzer, and Duckworth 2014). The surprising 
result of this research was that self-transcendent purpose produced 
the strongest driver for students to persist through challeng-
ing academic tasks. Self-transcendent motivation contrasts with 
self-oriented motivation, which describes a desire to have a great 
career or enhance one’s knowledge or abilities. Self-transcendent 
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motivation describes a desire to help other people, to change the 
world in some positive way, to make a difference. The superior 
power of self-transcendent motivation appeared first in surveys of 
low-income high school seniors who planned to attend college the 
next fall: the ones who had the highest levels of self-transcendent 
purpose were most likely to actually enroll. However, it also 
appeared in experiments in which college students who were faced 
with the prospect of solving or studying difficult review questions 
before a final exam were reminded beforehand about the self-
transcendent power of their learning:

Results showed that a self-transcendent purpose for 
learning increased the tendency to attempt to learn deeply 
from tedious academic tasks.  .  . Students spent twice as 
long on their review questions when they had just writ-
ten about how truly understanding the subject area could 
allow them to contribute to the world beyond the self, 
compared to controls. (p. 571)

As long as we are thinking about how to infuse our student 
learning with purpose, we may be getting the largest possible bang 
for our buck if we can help them recognize the power of their 
learning to make a difference to the world: in doing so we are both 
helping direct their attention and giving them the motivation to 
persist through learning challenges.

Third and finally, emotions are social. Borrowing a phrase 
from Marjorie Keller, Cavanagh calls emotions a contagious fire: 
they can be catching. Again, let personal experience be your best 
example here. How often, when you are home alone watching a 
television sitcom or comedy film, do you find yourself laughing 
out loud? Far less frequently, I would wager, that you find yourself 
laughing out loud when you are watching a comedy with a group 
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of friends or watching a film in a theater. Humans are social ani-
mals, and we feed off each other’s emotions. This is as true in the 
classroom as it is in the movie theater. The most concrete way this 
contagion has been analyzed in the classroom relates to the enthu-
siasm of the teacher and the effect that strong enthusiasm can have 
on student learning. For example, Cavanagh points to a study in 
which researchers measured markers of enthusiasm among teach-
ers of secondary students in a Swiss school and found a startling 
correlation between those markers and the experiences of the stu-
dents in the classroom: “The enthusiasm of the educators statisti-
cally predicted their students’ ratings of enjoyment and perceived 
value in the subject matter” (Cavanagh  2016, p.  64). This latter 
finding represents the one to which we should pay special atten-
tion. The emotions that we demonstrate to students, especially our 
positive emotions connected to the subject matter we are teaching, 
can create a strong positive boost to student motivation.

The social connection between you and your students tells 
only part of the story, though. Of course, your students far out-
number you in the room, and it seems equally to be the case 
that students’ emotions have a powerful potential to boost each 
other’s motivation for learning. Dan Chambliss and Christopher 
Takacs demonstrated in their book How College Works (2014) the 
immense power that personal connections and relationships have 
on the total college experience for students, including the learning 
that takes place in the classroom. Their conclusions stem from a 
long-term study they conducted on students and alumni at their 
institution, based on a variety of measures, including interviews, 
surveys, and analyses of student work. One of the key areas in 
which they saw social relationships and community as playing 
an essential role was motivation: “Motivation is crucial.  .  . and 
emotional connections to others and to a community provide the 
strongest motivation” (p. 106). Students relay their levels of moti-
vation through the amount of effort they put into their studying 
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and assignments, through the ways they talk about their courses, 
through their classroom behaviors such as speaking (or not speak-
ing) in class or participating in group work. As they do so, they 
are conveying emotional signals—this subject matters to me; I am 
enjoying this discussion; this professor is boring me—that their 
fellow students will catch and respond to. I’ve learned from my 
own experience as a teacher that a few engaged and highly moti-
vated students can energize an entire class; a few students openly 
displaying signs of boredom or frustration can likewise derail one. 
Both faculty and students play a crucial role in creating and deter-
mining the motivational power of that social process.

At this point you might be wondering whether I am going to 
recommend hand holding or group sing-alongs to create the best 
emotional climate in your classroom for learning. Don’t worry—
I’m not a group hand holding kind of person, and I won’t recom-
mend here (or anywhere in this book) strategies that I wouldn’t 
be willing to try myself or that I haven’t tried already. The models 
that follow, in fact, might not strike you as connected to emotion 
and motivation in obvious ways; I hope they will strike you as sen-
sible teaching practices that might fit into your classroom even if 
you want to avoid thinking about the emotions of your students. 
These six models are designed to provide the kind of positive, acti-
vating emotional boost your students need to push through the 
daily and weekly challenges of your courses—and they just may 
inspire some of them into the kind of deep and lifelong engage-
ment that all teachers dream about for their students.

MODELS

The following models argue both for emotions that you can acti-
vate in your students, such as curiosity and purpose, and ones that 
you can activate in yourself, such as enthusiasm and compassion. 
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All of them should help provide a motivational push toward bet-
ter learning.

Open with Wonder

Peter Newbury is an astronomer and the author of a wonderful lit-
tle essay entitled “You Don’t Have to Wait for the Clock to Strike 
to Start Teaching,” in which he describes an activity that leverages 
the minutes before class start to evoke wonder and curiosity in his 
students. Drawing inspiration from the “Astronomy Picture of the 
Day,” a NASA website that posts a new and fascinating image from 
the cosmos every day, he suggests that instructors begin classes—
even before class officially begins—by posting an image on the 
screen at the front of the room and asking two questions about it: 
What do you notice? What do you wonder? He lets the image direct 
the informal conversations or reflections of the students prior to 
the start of class, and then uses it to guide a brief discussion during 
the opening minutes of class. Newbury suggests that this strategy 
can help accomplish multiple objectives, many of which have been 
covered in other chapters in this book. For example, such an activ-
ity can activate students’ prior knowledge, thereby helping them 
form connections with what they already know; it also offers won-
derful opportunities for learning activities such as prediction and 
retrieval. Obviously you could substitute anything for the NASA 
picture of the day: a great sentence in a writing class; a newspaper 
headline in a political science class; an audio clip for a music class; 
or a physical object in an archeology class.

What this small teaching technique really strikes me as 
accomplishing is a message from the instructor that hits on sev-
eral of the motivational emotions we have considered already: I 
find this stuff fascinating, and I think you will too. Let’s wonder 
together about it. I can’t think of a better way to begin (or pre-
begin) a learning experience with your students.

Eric Z



Motivating

203

Open with Stories

Once class has started, the simplest way to tap the emotions of 
your students is to use the method that every great orator, come-
dian, emcee, and preacher knows: begin with a story. Human 
beings are storytelling and story-loving animals. As cognitive psy-
chologist Daniel Willingham puts it, “The human mind seems 
exquisitely tuned to understand and remember stories—so much 
so that psychologists sometimes refer to stories as ‘psychologi-
cally privileged,’ meaning that they are treated differently in mem-
ory than other types of material” (Willingham 2014, pp. 66–67). 
Willingham points to the results of experiments demonstrating 
that people seem to find stories as having a special power to cap-
ture and maintain interest: “Reading researchers have conducted 
experiments in which people read lots of different types of materi-
als and rate each for how interesting it is. Stories are consistently 
rated as more interesting than other formats (for example, exposi-
tory prose) even if the same information is presented” (p. 68). Will-
ingham and other researchers posit a number of different possible 
reasons for this, but one clear reason to me seems to be that the 
best stories invoke emotions. Stories have the power to induce 
laughter, sorrow, puzzlement, and anger. Indeed, I would be hard-
pressed to think of a great story that did not produce emotions 
of some kind. We learned from Sarah Cavanagh that when emo-
tions are present, our cognitive capacities can heighten; so if we 
can open class by capturing the attention of our students and acti-
vating their emotions with a story, we are priming them to learn 
whatever comes next.

You probably have plenty of stories you tell during your lec-
tures or discussions. Perhaps you tell the stories of how certain key 
discoveries were made in your discipline; perhaps you tell stories 
about the famous people who have been major thinkers in your 
field; perhaps you tell stories about experiences you have had that 



Small Teaching

204

connect to your course topics; perhaps you tell stories about things 
that you encounter in your daily reading, or in the news, or in mov-
ies or television shows you love. All these stories might appear in 
random points throughout your course, or perhaps you use them 
to illustrate certain key ideas when they crop up throughout the 
class period. The small teaching recommendation here is simply 
to be more deliberate about your use of stories. Take your best 
story and open with it. Ideally, you should use an opening story 
that will help pique the interest of your students in the material 
to come in that class period, in addition to activating an emotion 
or two. For example, on the day that I introduce Romantic litera-
ture in my British literature survey course, I have historically given 
a lecture about the economic disparities that existed during that 
time and that drove many writers to focus their writing on the 
poor and outcast members of society. This lecture went about as 
well as most of my lectures go—meh—until I discovered in my own 
reading a heart-wrenching newspaper story from that time period 
of a child chimney sweep who was beaten to death by his master, 
his cries echoing through the streets of London. My lecture on the 
economics of the Romantic period now opens with two stories: 
the tale of this poor chimney sweep and the tale of the corona-
tion party of the prince regent, which was one of the most lavish 
affairs ever held in England at that time. These two stories, first 
individually and then taken together, help draw the students in 
and set them up for the statistics on wealth and income inequality 
that will follow. At the end of the semester, on the final essay exam 
for the course, I find that students still will remember the story of 
that chimney sweep and the spendthrift prince regent and will use 
them in their answers on the literature of the Romantic period.

Another way of thinking about the use of stories in your class 
would be to follow a suggestion made by Willingham and frame a 
class as a story: “Organizing a lesson plan like a story is an effec-
tive way to help students comprehend and remember” (p. 67). For 
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example, you might open class with the first half of a story, one that 
should leave your students puzzled and wondering what comes 
next. Then launch into the class, explaining that they will now need 
some information or ideas or theories to better understand how to 
resolve that puzzle. At the close of class, finish the story. Another 
way to think about this would be to open the class with a question, 
one that the class period will help the students answer. As Willing-
ham writes, “The material I want students to learn is actually the 
answer to a question. On its own the answer is almost never interesting. 
But if you know the question, the answer may be quite interest-
ing” (p. 75; italics in original). In sum, consider how you can use 
the opening and closing minutes of class to set students up with a 
fascinating question or story opener that gets resolved by the end 
of the class period. The bulk of what you do within the class might 
change very little in this model; what changes is the frame, which 
you tweak in classic small teaching fashion.

Invoke Purpose—Especially  
Self-Transcendent Purpose

Over the course of a semester, students—perhaps like instructors—
are going to occasionally lose sight of the bigger picture. When they 
are dug in and working on a specific and thorny problem-solving 
exercise during the seventh week of the term, they may forget that 
you are ultimately teaching them skills that will help them pass 
the CPA exam or will enable them to become successful entrepre-
neurs, or will provide them with the skills they need to end world 
hunger. Students need regular invocations of the larger purpose of 
individual exercises, class periods, and course units. The authors 
of a large-scale study of motivation among West Point cadets both 
during college and throughout their army careers argue that regu-
lar invocations of purpose are essential to creating a climate that 
fosters and rewards deep, intrinsic motivation. Although they 
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use language appropriate to business organizations, the findings 
translate easily into education:

If organizations do little or nothing to emphasize their 
purposes, aside—for example—from earning profits, 
internal motives may wither while instrumental motives 
become ascendant. Small but regular reminders of organi-
zational purpose can keep internal motives dominant. . . a 
range of meaningful consequences should be highlighted 
(e.g., impact on others, mastery). (Wrzesniewski 2014)

As we saw from the “Boring but Important” study (Yeager, 
Henderson, Paunesku, Walton, D’Mellow, Spitzer, and Duckworth 
2014), the meaningful consequences that may prove most effec-
tive for your students are those that emphasize the power of your 
discipline to help their fellow human beings or to make a posi-
tive impact on the world in some way. You will have to begin the 
process of motivating students in this way by reminding yourself 
of the reasons that your discipline does matter—something we 
can lose sight of after years of teaching or in the long slog of the 
semester. In the middle of a composition course, I’m not always 
thinking about the fact that powerful pieces of writing or oratory 
have turned the tide against slavery, have created new nations, or 
have inspired people to drop everything and dedicate their lives 
to the poor. However, I know these things are true, and they have 
inspired me. They can do the same for my students.

When the authors of the West Point study spoke of small but 
regular reminders that invoke purpose, they were speaking the lan-
guage of small teaching. Such reminders about the larger purpose 
of your course can and should appear in any of the following ways:

●● On your syllabus. Tune the language of your course description 
to the promises that your course makes to them rather than to 
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the subject material that you will be covering. What skills will 
students develop that will enable them to make a difference in 
the world? What purpose will the learning they have done serve 
in their lives, their futures, their careers? Invoke this language 
from the first day of the course.

●● On individual assignments. Draw from that syllabus language in 
every assignment. Use words and phrases that tie each assign-
ment at least one step up toward your course promises: “This 
paper assignment is designed to help you develop your skills 
in crafting a thesis and using evidence to support an argu-
ment. . .These presentations should prepare you to make effec-
tive sales pitches to organizations or groups. . .”

●● On the board, real or virtual. The simplest way to connect indi-
vidual class periods to the course purpose is to keep that con-
nection in front of their face during class, real or virtual. Have a 
simple but overarching course or unit outline that you can write 
on the board each class period, and then note exactly where this 
class falls within that larger picture. This could be done on the 
actual board or on your course website’s individual pages.

●● In the opening and closing minutes of class. Use those coveted time 
periods to remind students where they have been, where you are 
now, where you are going, and—most important—why.

As long as you have made your initial case about the pur-
pose of your course effectively, on your syllabus and in the open-
ing weeks of the semester, you should need only small reminders 
to help students reconnect to that purpose throughout the term.

Share Your Enthusiasm

If you want students to care about the material, you not only have 
to care about it yourself—which I will take for granted that you 
do—but you also have to demonstrate to them that you care about it. 
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You can find lots and lots of research in the educational literature 
on the role that teacher enthusiasm plays in inspiring students to 
learn, and you can find plenty of grumpy responses from instruc-
tors who claim that they should not have to dance around and sing 
the praises of the material to inspire student learning. At one point 
in my career, I remember reading a bunch of the literature on this 
subject and having this same grumpy reaction, which stemmed 
from my more introverted leanings. At that time I was teaching 
an upper-level seminar on British literature, and the students were 
participating very well in our class discussions. They didn’t need 
my enthusiasm or inspiration anymore, I reasoned. So I prepared 
very thoroughly for the next class but decided that I was not going 
to do what I normally did at that time—namely, sweeping into the 
classroom with lots of energy and attempting to spark their dis-
cussions with my own enthusiasm for the book we were reading. I 
came into class that day and sat down in the midst of the students 
at the long table in our seminar room, without any preliminary 
inspirational opening, and spoke very quietly about the book we 
were reading for a few minutes. Then I attempted to start a conver-
sation. In 20 years of teaching, that class was the worst class I have 
ever experienced. Even though I have probably taught thousands 
of individual class sessions, I still remember vividly not only the 
horrible feeling of being in that lifeless classroom, but also the pro-
found sense I felt afterward of being so completely wrong. I realized at 
that moment that no matter how great my students are or how well 
the class is going, I still have to inject some of the energy into the 
room. To put it in the terms of Sarah Cavanagh’s book, for a con-
tagious fire to alight in my classroom, I have to start the process by 
striking the match.

With that said, you still don’t need to dance around and sing 
to demonstrate to your students that you care about this material, 
that it matters to some larger context (their lives, their commu-
nity, the world), and that you want it to matter to them. You can 
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do this with occasional asides in class about the moments in your 
own learning that really sparked your interest or led you toward 
some exciting new discovery. Or you can do it by noting when 
the course arrives at the material that you find most interesting 
or important: Of all the books we are reading this semester, this 
one’s my absolute favorite—I’ve read it 20 times and still find new 
insights in it; this particular problem never fails to fascinate me; I 
have been waiting all semester to get to this point because now we 
are facing the most intriguing challenge that most of you will con-
front in your careers. The small teaching recommendation here 
simply involves allowing the enthusiasm that you felt when you 
were first studying your discipline—or that you show to your peers 
and colleagues when you are talking about your favorite features 
of your discipline—show in your classroom as well. The personal-
ity that appears when I am talking to a colleague in the hallway 
about the most recent book from my favorite novelist should find 
its way into my classroom.

That can happen in lots of small ways; it takes only a delib-
erate decision to open that side of yourself to your students in as 
many class periods as possible. You’ll have your dull and uninspir-
ing days, as we all do. But I once heard a recommendation that 
has helped me tap into that enthusiasm more effectively. I wish I 
could remember and credit the individual who told me this, but it 
occurred at one of the many teaching conferences or workshops I 
have attended, and the details are lost in the recesses of my mem-
ory. What I do remember is this faculty member explaining that 
before every class session, they sat down in their office chair for 
five minutes to gather their thoughts and—more importantly—to 
remind themselves about what they found so fascinating about 
their discipline. They tried to re-capture that sense of wonder they 
felt when they first began learning about whatever subject matter 
was on the agenda for that day. That’s all it took for that person to 
inject energy and enthusiasm into the class. Even if it’s only one or 
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two minutes, experiment for a few weeks with pausing before you 
head over to class each day, disconnecting from your devices and 
just gathering your thoughts. Use those moments to connect with 
whatever you find most fascinating about that day’s material, and 
let it rise to the surface of your mind—allowing it to remain there 
throughout class.

Pay Attention to Every Student

I had the opportunity to attend an event a few years ago on my 
campus in which we discussed how individual relationships with 
students can impact their learning. A colleague in psychology, 
Paula Fitzpatrick, offered the following fascinating contribu-
tion to this discussion. She was an introvert, she said, but she had 
decided that she wanted to make a more deliberate effort to con-
nect with the students in her classroom. In the previous semes-
ter she had shown up to every class session 5–10  minutes early 
and—even though she found it a struggle—spent a few of those 
minutes approaching individuals in the class and engaging in cas-
ual conversation. She did so in a carefully planned way, ensuring 
that she approached every student at least once over the course of 
the semester: “Even that stony-faced kid sitting in the back row—I 
made sure I spoke to him too.” When her student evaluations 
came in after the semester had ended, she was quite surprised to 
find that multiple students noted this simple practice of hers as 
something that contributed to the overall positive atmosphere in 
the classroom. What struck her about this particular experience 
that differed from previous semesters was that in the past she 
might have engaged in occasional patter with the students in the 
front row; this semester she made the effort to speak to each stu-
dent individually at least once.

To help understand why this small gesture might matter so 
much to students and how it connects to their emotions, consider 
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one of the more fascinating findings from Chambliss and Takacs’s 
study reported in How College Works (2014). In collaboration with 
others at their institution, the authors analyzed a massive survey 
of student writing at their college, trying to determine whether 
student writing improved over the course of a student’s four years. 
One surprising result of this analysis was that many students dem-
onstrated very fast gains in writing in their first year of college—
sometimes within weeks or months of arriving at the college. This 
happens less because of any specific instruction, they concluded, 
than it does for the very simple reason that instructors at the col-
lege they studied make a strong commitment to responding to 
student papers, both in their comments and in individual student 
conferences. When the students see that instructors are actually 
reading and critiquing their work, they become motivated to work 
a little harder at their writing—and that harder work pays off in 
some immediate gains in their writing abilities. As Chambliss and 
Takacs explained, “What mattered from professors was the sheer 
fact of paying attention: she took the time; he helped me. Atten-
tion says to the student, ‘Writing matters’; but more, it says, ‘Your 
writing matters’” (p.  112, italics in original). This suggests that 
the sheer fact of paying attention to student work spurs a moti-
vational boost. In the same way, my colleague’s experience sug-
gests that paying attention to students in class made a noticeable 
difference in creating a positive atmosphere in her classroom and 
even—as she explained to us later—increased the number of stu-
dents who participated in classroom discussions.

See if you can find ways to use the periphery of the class 
period—those minutes before class starts, or after class starts, or 
outside of the strict content of your online courses—to pay atten-
tion to the individual learners in your course. Chambliss and 
Takacs’s research suggests that this very simple act can not only 
boost the motivation of your students, but can even improve 
their learning.
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Warm Up Your Language

The pandemic brought a welcome new attention to the fact that 
our students are human beings with vulnerable bodies and com-
plex lives outside of our courses, and that higher education faculty 
in general have to do a much better job of engaging in cura persona-
lis, or the care of the whole person. This Latin phrase comes from 
the spiritual teachings of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, and has long 
been a feature of Jesuit education (as I learned during my years 
as a student at Jesuit institutions). Cura personalis should become 
part of all of our thinking about the education we offer our stu-
dents. Some of the recommendations I made in the previous chap-
ter will contribute to that care of the whole student, but I want 
to finish this chapter with one final strategy that you can use to 
demonstrate better care for your students, creating the kinds of 
social connections that will encourage your students to ask for 
help when they need it.

Over the past few years some researchers have been looking at 
the difference between “warm” and “cold” language in course doc-
uments like syllabi or assignment sheets. Cold language consists of 
neutral descriptions of policies and consequences; warm language 
is empathetic, compassionate, and inviting. It explains the reasons 
for policies, encourages students to seek help when they need it, 
and conveys understanding for the challenges students face. One 
study conducted by Regan Gurung and Noelle Galardi (2021), 
asked more than two hundred students to read syllabi that were 
written in warm and cold tones, and then surveyed them about 
their willingness to reach out for help to that instructor. Students 
reading the warm-toned syllabi reported greater willingness to 
ask for help in several key areas, including when they were hav-
ing problems with a class assignment. Here’s an example of what 
a warm-toned syllabus statement related to missing or late work 
looked like in the experiment: “Such life events are unwelcome 
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and because I understand how difficult these times are, . . . I will be 
happy to give you a make-up exam.” Contrast a sentence like this 
with the kind of cold-toned statement that I have seen on many 
course syllabi: “Late work will not be accepted.” Imagine yourself 
as a student in both of those courses: Which instructor are you 
going to ask for help? In which course will you see the instruc-
tors as someone who cares about you and your learning? In which 
course are you more likely to follow that instructor on a challeng-
ing learning journey?

When cell phones first began to make their way onto college 
campuses, and into our classrooms, I added a statement to my syl-
labus that I now recognize was ice-cold:

PUT AWAY AND TURN OFF YOUR CELL PHONES! If 
your phone rings or vibrates in class, or I see you checking 
it or texting, you will be absent for that day.

Brrrr. Not only is there no compassion or empathy here, 
there are also all caps and exclamation points to drive home the 
inflexibility of my attitude. A dozen years later, with the research 
on warm-language syllabi under my belt, my policy on the use of 
technology in the classroom begins like this:

We are all challenged these days by the ways in which our 
digital devices—including laptops, tablets, and phones—
can steal our attention away from our immediate sur-
roundings. In this class we will have a technology policy 
that is designed to support your attention to one another 
and to the course material.

And ends like this:

If anyone has an accommodation that would make any 
of these policy items challenging in any way, please let me 
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know by e-mail prior to Wednesday’s class. I will make 
sure I modify the policy accordingly. I am very happy to do 
this. If you have any other hesitations or concerns about 
the policy, for any reason at all, please let me know that as 
well. I want to ensure that this policy supports our work 
while meeting your needs as a student.

Writing this newer policy made me feel like I was working in 
collaboration with my students on a shared challenge, rather than 
acting like the prison warden laying down the rules and conse-
quences for violators.

As your final act in support of student motivation, then, read 
through your syllabus before the next semester begins, and look 
carefully at the tone of it. Where do you see cold language? And 
how can you warm it up?

PRINCIPLES

Use these three basic principles to guide both your motivational 
strategies and your own reading on this most important of topics 
for teachers at any level.

Acknowledge the Emotions in the Room.  They are there. You 
can’t do anything about that. Rather than see that as a negative, 
instead look at the positive possibilities. You can tell stories, show 
film clips or images, make jokes, or do any number of things that 
will briefly activate the emotions of your students and prepare 
them to learn. You can leverage the power of emotions to heighten 
the cognitive capacities of your students at the opening, midway 
point, or closing of a course or a class period.
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Show Enthusiasm.  First, care about your course material. If you 
are not excited by what you are teaching, and if you do not care 
deeply about it, don’t expect your students to care about it either. 
But they won’t know that you care deeply about it unless you are 
willing to show that to them, however that might seem best to you. 
Second, care about your students’ learning. That means acknowl-
edging that they are full human beings, not cognition machines, 
and the noncognitive parts of them sometimes will distract them 
from learning tasks. Let that awareness hover in your mind as you 
write course materials or interact with students who are not per-
forming as you think they should, and allow it to govern the tone 
of your interactions.

Evoke Purpose.  We all know that the learning students do in our 
courses has the potential to improve their lives. A student who can 
produce great writing that moves audiences will be a better candi-
date for almost any professional career, and could also use their 
writing skills to have a greater impact in their chosen fields. But 
the pathway to that purpose from a grammar lesson on Wednes-
day morning in the seventh week of the semester can be a long and 
invisible one for students (and sometimes, frankly, for me). Think 
continually about the ways in which you can remind students of the 
ultimate purpose of their learning, first to improve their own lives—
but perhaps more importantly, to make the world a better place.

SMALL TEACHING QUICK TIPS: MOTIVATING

Students bring into our courses a complex mix of backgrounds, 
interests, and motivations, and we can’t turn every student into a 
passionate devotee of our discipline. We can, however, help create 
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better learning in our courses with attention to some small, eve-
ryday motivational practices that have the power to boost positive 
emotions and learning.

●● Open individual class or learning sessions (and even readings) 
by eliciting student emotions: give them something to won-
der about, tell them a story, present them with a shocking fact 
or statistic. Capture their attention and prepare their brains 
for learning.

●● Consider how practitioners in your field, or the skills you are 
teaching them, help make a positive difference in the world; 
remind them continually, from the opening of the course, 
about the possibility that their learning can do the same.

●● Show enthusiasm for your discipline, for individual texts or 
problems or units, and for your hope that students will find 
them as fascinating as you do.

●● Get to class early every day and spend a few minutes getting to 
know your students, learning about their lives and their inter-
ests, and creating a positive social atmosphere in the room.

●● Warm up the language of your course documents, starting with 
your syllabi. Envision a student reading the course policies on 
your syllabus: How approachable do you seem to them? How 
willing are you to give them help when they need it?

CONCLUSION

Thinking about the emotions of my students, and the role that 
they play in their learning, is challenging for me. I have worked 
for many years now with Sarah Cavanagh, whose work animated 
the theory section of this chapter, and she once pointed out to 
me that when conversations with colleagues on campus take a 
strong emotional turn, she can see me physically shrinking into 
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myself, as if I want to disappear. That observation is accurate; I 
have always found myself uncomfortable in the presence of strong 
emotions, and in general I am not all that attentive to emotions 
in myself or other people. Whenever I am in a faculty meeting and 
someone begins to show an emotion like anger or frustration, it 
takes me completely by surprise. I thought we were just having 
an interesting exchange of intellectual views, while apparently 
some emotional stew was bubbling under the surface of people’s 
comments—and I had no sense of it whatsoever.

All of this is to say that for a long time I paid little attention 
to the emotions of my students—not because I didn’t care about 
them, but because I don’t pay all that much attention to emo-
tions in general. But it’s impossible to ignore the findings of the 
research on motivation and emotions. If we want to be effective 
teachers (and I do) than I have to pay at least some attention to 
the emotions in the classroom, both mine and my students. I have 
found that doing so has created a stronger sense of connection to 
my students, and I have welcomed that change. The more I get to 
know them and learn about their lives, the more I am amazed by 
their accomplishments, and the more invested I feel in their learn-
ing. Even if you share my discomfort with the idea of working with 
the emotions of your students, I can assure that even small invest-
ments of time and energy into this part of your teaching work can 
pay substantive dividends—both for you and for your students.





219

INTRODUCTION

During my final year of graduate school, I was looking for a part-
time job to supplement my university stipend. I had worked at a 
used bookstore throughout most of graduate school (it turns out 
that working at used bookstores entails more than sitting behind 
a counter with a cat on your lap), but my wife and I had moved to 
a new apartment and it didn’t make much sense for me to com-
mute 30 or 40 minutes a day through Chicago traffic to earn late-
90s used bookstore wages. I saw an advertisement for a graduate 
fellow position at the Center for Teaching Excellence on campus, 
and it seemed like the number of hours was about right for me.  
I had no idea what a Center for Teaching Excellence was, but I sent 
in my application and got an interview. The director of the center 
at that time was Ken Bain, a historian whose powerful and influ-
ential works—still germinating at that time—include What the Best 
College Teachers Do and What the Best College Students Do, two best-
selling accounts of the habits and practices of highly successful 
faculty and their students. Ken and I had a good conversation, and 
he offered me the job. My task would be to assist in the develop-
ment of programs for graduate students, to help him continue the 
research he had been conducting for What the Best College Teachers 
Do, and to serve as a general factotum around the teaching center, 
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assisting with whatever other projects demanded our attention.  
I enjoyed the work so much that when I finished my dissertation 
the next year, I applied for a position as assistant director, and 
served in that position for the next three years.

What drew me into the work of studying teaching and learn-
ing in higher education were two things that Ken did for me, one 
specific and one more general. The specific thing that Ken did when 
I was first hired was point me to the bookshelves and file cabinets in 
the center, all of which were stuffed with monographs and articles 
on teaching and learning, and say, “Take some time and explore the 
library. Read around a little bit in the subjects that interest you.” 
I was teaching as a graduate student at that time and struggling 
to get students engaged in meaningful discussions of the literature 
they were reading, so I immediately pounced on the articles about 
teaching by discussion. From that moment on, I got into the habit 
of addressing any teaching problem I might have by first digging 
into the literature in search of research and recommendations.

But beneath this specific invitation that Ken issued to me to 
explore the literature, he did something much more substantive. 
In his approach to faculty development, in the books he wrote and 
the talks he gave, in everything he did in this field, he commu-
nicated to me and to his audiences a fundamental idea that has 
animated my career ever since: helping another human being learn 
is a fascinating challenge, one as worthy of our scholarly attention 
as are the questions we pursue in our disciplines. Strange though 
it might seem, this had never occurred to me before. I had always 
walked into the classroom wondering how I was going to teach. It 
never occurred to me that my actual job was to help people learn. 
Of course, once you make this mental shift, an avalanche of ques-
tions follows. How do people learn? What happens in the brain 
when we learn something? Why does learning fail at times and 
succeed at other times? Why do we forget some things we learn 
and remember others? What inspires people to learn, and what 
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turns them away from learning? As in almost every scholarly field, 
questions like these expand and twist and multiply as you pursue 
them, and in my case have never stopped sending me back to the 
scholarship of teaching and learning in higher education, won-
dering how to solve the latest problem I have encountered in my 
classrooms.

In this final chapter, wholly reconceived for the second edi-
tion, our focus will thus turn to learning—your learning, not your 
students. I hope your reading of this book means that you too 
have an interest in the fascinating question of how to help other 
human beings learn, and that you intend to continue your journey 
as a student in this burgeoning scholarly field. And I don’t use 
the word burgeoning lightly—the past few decades have seen an 
absolute explosion of new articles, books, and other resources on 
teaching and learning in higher education. Every author of course 
wants you to believe that their particular topic offers the master 
key for good teaching, and it’s easy for anyone to get overwhelmed 
by the sheer volume of teaching approaches and practical tips you 
find in the scholarship of teaching and learning. The goal of this 
chapter is twofold: to acquaint you with some enduring classics in 
the field, and then to introduce you to some current people and 
resources whose work will repay your attention and produce the 
greatest possible dividends in your studies.

IN THEORY

I hope you don’t require much convincing that you should con-
tinue to learn as a teacher—you wouldn’t be reading this book if 
you didn’t already believe that to a certain extent. Thus, I’ll keep 
the theory section of this chapter brief, and use it to articulate the 
three primary reasons that have made me a lifelong devotee of the 
literature on teaching and learning in higher education.
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First, our students are always changing. This happens at both 
the micro and macro level. Sometimes I am teaching two sections 
of the same course, in back-to-back time slots, and find that my 
carefully prepared teaching plans work amazingly well with one 
of those classes and fail miserably with the other. Each commu-
nity of students has its own personality and requires continuous 
small adjustments to our teaching. But our students are changing 
throughout higher education as well, as our campuses and class-
rooms are opening up to an increasingly diverse student popula-
tion. In addition to the growing numbers of Black and Hispanic 
students in higher education (U.S. Dept. of Education 2019), we 
are seeing more and more first-generation students, students with 
physical and mental health challenges, and students from across 
the socioeconomic spectrum (Center for First-Generation Stu-
dent Success 2020; DeAngelis 2019). These are all fabulous trends 
that enable higher education to become a truly transformative 
enterprise. But these changes to our student populations mean 
that we have to do the work: we have to welcome these students 
to campus, build community with them, help them feel like they 
belong, understand the knowledge and experiences they bring to 
our courses, and identify the teaching strategies that will best help 
them build and grow from where they are now. The recommen-
dations for inclusive teaching that I referenced in Chapter Seven 
represent the kind of thinking that we need to undertake continu-
ously in light of our ever-changing student populations. The ques-
tion that we have to ask ourselves each year is how we are going to 
teach the actual students in our courses, and not the students who 
were in our courses 5 or 10 years ago. That question should inspire 
us to continue learning.

Second, our understanding of the learning brain, like our 
understanding in almost every scholarly field, continues to 
grow and evolve. Some of the new discoveries made about the 
brain by neuroscientists and cognitive psychologists have clear 
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implications for teachers. For a long time brain research and 
educational practice seemed to operate in two separate spheres. 
But especially in the past decade research on learning and the 
brain has been translated into accessible forms for working fac-
ulty both by scholars in the field and by synthesizers like myself. 
Most of the books and websites that I will recommend in the next 
section come from people who either have conducted their own 
research and experiments on learning, or who have taken a deep 
dive into the literature and returned with practical recommenda-
tions for faculty. I do see teaching as both an art and a craft, and 
the humanities part of me sometimes cringes at the seemingly de 
rigueur phrase these days that our teaching methods have to be 
“evidence-based.” Teaching is not a mechanical process; we can’t 
always follow evidence directly into practice in our particular 
contexts. We need creativity and experimentation. But we should 
create and experiment with at least a basic understanding of the 
process of human learning in mind. Since our understanding of 
the learning process continues to evolve—just as our understand-
ing of almost every scholarly field continues to evolve—we should 
do our best to stay on top of the most important developments. 
The websites that I recommend in the next section, especially 
Retrieval Practice and the Learning Scientists, will help you stay 
current with the latest research on learning and its implications 
for teaching.

Finally, maintaining a teaching career over the course of a 
few decades requires regular infusions of new energy and enthu-
siasm for you as a teacher. I have taught English composition and 
Introduction to Literature dozens of times in the last 20 years. 
Usually after a few iterations of a course, I have a solid grasp on 
what works, and could ride out my basic approach for a lifetime. 
But doing that would gradually wear away my passion for those 
courses, and I have no doubt that the erosion of my passion would 
have ripple effects on my students. I would much rather change 

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z



Small Teaching

224

two or three things every semester, even if I know that one of them 
will fail, than continue to teach in the exact same way, because 
such changes keep me engaged. I’m a little more energetic, a little 
more curious, a little more off-balance on the days or semesters 
in which I am trying new things. When those new thing go well, I 
want to try them again; when they fail, I want to understand why. 
In both cases I’m learning new things about teaching, learning, 
and my students—and, as I expect is true for you as well, learn-
ing new things is one of the great pleasures in my life. We should 
therefore not apologize for making small, continuous changes to 
our teaching in service to our own professional satisfaction and 
enthusiasm. The more satisfied and enthusiastic I am as a teacher, 
the more I will bring my best self into the classroom, the one most 
likely to make a difference to the lives of my students.

The resources below are my trusted guides to making the 
kinds of small and ongoing changes to my teaching that have kept 
me energized for the past 20 years, and that I hope will keep me 
inspired for many years to come.

RESOURCES

My goal in providing these resources is to point you to some pro-
ductive pathways for your future learning without overwhelming 
you. I have perhaps erred on the overwhelming side in the books 
category, but in the others I have limited myself to just a few essen-
tial entries. There are many more out there, but these give you 
good starting points.

Books

As you may well imagine from the fact that I am a writer of 
books, I prefer to get new information and ideas from books. The 
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following titles include both enduring classics on higher educa-
tion pedagogy and some newer titles on how people learn.

●● What the Best College Teachers Do (Bain 2004). Ken Bain’s elegantly 
written analysis of highly effective college teachers remains 
for me the first book that all college teachers, new and experi-
enced, should read at some point during their careers. In this 
book you can get a taste of the experience I had in my forma-
tive years working with him at the teaching center, having my 
eyes opened to the fascinating problem of how to help another 
human being learn.

●● Make It Stick: The Science of Successful Learning (Brown, Roediger, 
and McDaniel 2014). An expertly researched, and well-written 
book on how people learn and what it means for us as teach-
ers (and learners). Two cognitive psychologists (Roediger and 
McDaniel) teamed up with a novelist (Brown) to make this book 
an especially readable entry in the field. The book is addressed 
to a general audience, not just teachers, but the implications for 
teachers shine through pretty clearly.

●● How Learning Works: Seven Research-Based Principles for Smart Teach-
ing (Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, and Norman  2010). 
The title says it all. Aimed at college and university instructors, 
a clear and well-researched overview of what college teachers 
should know about topics like learning, motivation, feedback, 
and student intellectual development.

●● Why Don’t Students Like School? (Willingham  2009). Although 
Willingham’s book articulates its audience as K–12 teachers, 
this college instructor found in it enough useful and fasci-
nating information about learning and teaching to merit my 
highly recommending it to college and university instructors as 
well. A new edition of this book was published in April of 2021.

●● Teach Students How to Learn: Strategies You Can Incorporate Into Any 
Course to Improve Student Metacognition, Study Skills, and Motivation 

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z

Eric Z



Small Teaching

226

(McGuire 2015). In some future edition of this book, I’m going 
to get around to writing a chapter about metacognition—helping 
students become more aware of their own learning processes and 
improve them. When I write that chapter, I will most certainly 
draw from Saundra McGuire’s excellent book, which provides 
plenty of concrete recommendations for helping your students 
become better managers of their own learning and education.

●● For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood . . . and the Rest of Y’All Too 
(Emdin  2016). As with Daniel Willingham’s book above, the 
primary audience for this book is K–12 educators, but as with 
Willingham, I think the analyses and recommendations of 
Christopher Emdin translate easily to higher education. If you 
want a better understanding of the life experiences and cultural 
backgrounds of your increasingly diverse student bodies, and 
new approaches for teaching them effectively, Emdin provides 
an excellent starting point for your learning.

●● Discussion in the College Classroom: Getting Your Students Engaged 
and Participating in Person and Online (Howard 2015). Sociologist 
Jay Howard’s book analyzes the social norms that can support 
of interfere with student participation in your courses. I’m not 
sure any book on education has more radically upended my 
thinking about student engagement, and given me new ways to 
understand the classroom, than this one.

●● Minds Online: Teaching Effectively with Technology (Miller  2014). 
Although the research in this area moves quickly, cognitive psy-
chologist Michelle Miller focuses on principles and practices 
that are still essential reading for anyone who teaches online 
or uses technology in their teaching (i.e., pretty much all of us). 
You’ll find here recommendations on everything from the use 
of images in your presentation slides to the design principles 
that should animate your online teaching.

●● Distracted: Why Students Can’t Focus and What You Can Do About 
It (Lang 2020). During the years following the publication of 
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Small Teaching, I found myself increasingly interested in the 
literature on attention and the role it plays in learning—and 
upon the ways in which digital devices in the classroom were 
sometimes helping and sometimes hurting the learning of my 
students. In this book, I argue that instructors need to recog-
nize the challenges to attention that our students face in their 
learning—and that all of us face in the digital era—and I offer 
my perspective on the ways in which we can best support stu-
dent attention in our courses.

●● Small Teaching Online: Applying Learning Science in Online Classes 
(Darby, Lang 2019). When I first started giving presentations 
on the material in this book, people always asked me about how 
to apply them online. I used to joke that I was happily accepting 
applications for co-authors. Flower Darby approached me after 
one of those presentations and offered her service. Small Teach-
ing Online, largely authored by Flower with some support from 
me, expertly applies the concept of small teaching to the online 
and hybrid courses that so many of us are teaching now.

Book Series

Give someone a fish, the saying goes, and you feed that person for 
a day; teach them to fish and you have fed them for a lifetime. The 
above books are all fish that should keep you sated for at least a 
year’s worth of reading, but eventually you’ll want to catch your 
own dinner. The publishers below are the places to search for 
more titles in your areas of interest.

●● West Virginia University Press. For the past five years I have been 
working with WVUP’s director, Derek Krissoff, to build a new 
list of titles on teaching and learning in higher education. We 
now have ten titles published and another dozen in the pipe-
line. You can find in our series books from higher education 
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heavyweights like Kevin Gannon, Sarah Cavanagh, Josh Eyler, 
Derek Bruff, Susan Blum, Tom Tobin, Michelle Miller, and 
Jessamyn Neuhaus.

●● Princeton University Press. Former press director Peter Dougherty 
has been building a new list of titles called Skills for Scholars, 
and this series of compact books represents an impressive new 
entry to the field. Just a handful of titles have appeared thus far, 
but the books are all very high quality—and typically very con-
cise, making for manageable reading during a busy semester.

●● Jossey-Bass. You are holding a Jossey-Bass book in your hand, 
and this division of the larger publisher Wiley has long pub-
lished great books for teachers. Four of the ten books in the 
list recommended above are Jossey-Bass titles, and you can 
find many more well-researched volumes in their Professional 
Learning series.

●● Stylus. With the largest catalogue of books on higher education 
teaching and learning that I know of, Stylus has a book on just 
about every subject you can imagine in the field. Their enor-
mous output means the quality can occasionally be mixed, but 
you can find reliably good titles in the Excellent Teacher series 
edited by Todd Zakrajsek.

Web Resources

When you have a teaching problem or a specific topic you want 
to learn more about, you probably begin with your generic search 
engine. You will be more likely to find resources that have been pro-
duced and vetted by leading experts in the field if you instead visit 
any one of the following websites and conduct your search there.

●● Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching. The Center has done a 
remarkable and heroic job of creating guides to almost every 
imaginable aspect of teaching and learning in higher education. 
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The guides provide theoretical background, practical recom-
mendations, and sources for further consideration. Simply out-
standing work by director Derek Bruff and his team.

●● Carnegie Mellon University Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence and 
Educational Innovation. Marsha Lovett and her colleagues at the 
Eberly Center have done similarly excellent and generous work 
in preparing an extensive set of freely available resources on 
teaching and learning in higher education. You can both browse 
through their guides or visit their “Solve a Teaching Problem” 
site to get immediate, directed help.

●● The Learning Scientists. If this book has sparked your interest in 
the mechanics of learning, and you found yourself fascinated 
by the many studies I describe in the theory sections of each 
chapter, visit this excellent website to stay current in this area. 
The four women hosting the website are all early-career cogni-
tive psychologists who highlight new research coming from 
the learning sciences and provide overviews and implications 
for teaching. On the website you can find essays, teaching 
guides, and a podcast. Everything is free, but they welcome (and 
deserve) support through Patreon.

●● RetrievalPractice.org. Pooja Agarwal, whom you met in Chapter 
Two, is a cognitive psychologist whose research focuses on the 
powerful learning effects of retrieval practice; along with sixth-
grade teacher Patrice Bain, she is the author of a book called  
Powerful Teaching: Unleash the Science of Learning, which is aimed 
at K–12 teachers. On this website Pooja covers much more than 
retrieval, and offers—in addition to overviews of research and links 
to other sources—teaching guides that you can download for free. 
As with the Learning Scientists, it’s an excellent site for discover-
ing new research on learning and its implications for teaching.

●● Inclusified. Viji Sathy and Kelly Hogan are the authors of a 
forthcoming book on inclusive teaching, and their research-
supported recommendations for how to make every student 

http://retrievalpractice.org
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feel included in your courses are eminently practical—just the 
kind of thing that this small teacher loves. Until their work is 
available in book form, visit their website to learn more about 
their approach to inclusive teaching (or read their outstanding 
guide to inclusive teaching in the Chronicle of Higher Education: 
Sathy and Hogan 2019). If you have the resources, bring them 
to campus to offer one of their popular workshops for faculty 
and staff.

Podcasts

Sometimes my life feels like a continuous battle against all of the 
amazing podcasts I have lined up in the queue and yet can’t seem 
to find time to listen to. I can only run so many errands in the car 
or take so many walks before my wife starts to wonder whether I 
am leading a secret double life (I am not). Still, you’ll find plenty 
of fodder for your own podcast battles with these three excel-
lent sources.

●● Teaching in Higher Ed. Bonni Stachowiak has been hosting 
thought leaders, authors, and innovative faculty members on 
her podcast for many years now; at the time of this writing; 
she had aired more than 350 episodes in her weekly show. I am 
always assured of learning something new from one of Bonni’s 
guests, a highly diverse group of writers and educators.

●● Tea for Teaching. I am a passionate devotee of tea in all of its 
many forms, so I have a soft spot for this podcast, which begins 
with a discussion of what tea the hosts (and guests) are drink-
ing. The hosts are John Kane and Rebecca Mushtare, who run 
the Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching at SUNY 
Oswego. Show times for both Teaching in Higher Ed and Tea 
for Teaching run in the 30–40 minute length, perfect for learn-
ing while you exercise.
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●● Leading Lines. The newest entry in this list, the Leading Lines 
podcast is focused on educational technology and higher edu-
cation. Your host is Derek Bruff, the director of the Vanderbilt 
University Center for Teaching, and the author of two excellent 
books on teaching and technology. As with the two podcasts 
above, most episodes feature interviews with authors of recently 
published books, thought leaders in education, and creators of 
innovative approaches to teaching and technology.

OneHE

One of the bright spots for me in the accursed year of 2020 
occurred when I was contacted by an educational start-up from 
the United Kingdom that was intending to build a complete 
resource and community site for higher education teachers based 
on the idea of small teaching. Their goal was to establish a place 
on the web which would provide not only research and resources 
for faculty, but also short online courses and the opportunity for 
faculty to engage in conversation and share with one another their 
problems, questions, and ideas. In all of these areas they keep their 
focus trained on the practical questions that I have tried to keep in 
front of you throughout this book: What am I doing in the class-
room tomorrow? What small change could I implement to my 
teaching this week that would benefit my students? What design 
tweak could I make to the course I am teaching next semester that 
would re-energize both me and my students?

OneHE has done an excellent job of tapping experts from 
various areas of teaching and learning in higher education around 
the globe. A diverse range of contributors from many different 
disciplines is responsible for adding resources and curating the 
site. OneHE has been especially strong in providing resources on 
community building and the promotion of equity and inclusion 
in higher education, drawing in part on the expertise of Maha Bali 
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from the American University of Cairo. But as the list of contribu-
tors and curators continues to expand, the scope of the site has 
filled out to many other areas of teaching and learning in higher 
education.

Both individuals and institutions can subscribe to OneHE, 
and I hope it will become one of the primary sources online for the 
ongoing development of small teaching strategies, as well as a site 
for like-minded enthusiasts of small teaching to form community 
and share ideas with one another.

SMALL TEACHING QUICK TIPS: LEARNING

My experience speaking with faculty audiences for the past dozen 
years has been that most of us like our work, believe in what we do, 
and want to improve. As in every field, though, the sheer number 
of resources available to us can be overwhelming. Don’t imagine 
you need to master this body of research; just aim to keep your-
self thinking.

●● Commit to reading one or two new books on teaching and 
learning every year.

●● Add one teaching-related podcast to your regular roster.
●● Sign up for the regular updates from Retrieval Practice, the 

Learning Scientists, or OneHE. All of them send out e-mails 
with new updates, but none of them at an overwhelming pace; 
you will not find yourself inundated with new e-mails even if 
you subscribe to all three.

●● Attend a conference on teaching and learning in higher educa-
tion to expand your vision even further. Most disciplines have 
dedicated teaching conferences in their fields; if your discipline 
does not, try one of the major general conferences such as the 
Lilly Conferences on College and University Teaching.
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●● Most easily and probably most importantly, start attending 
events on your campus sponsored by your local faculty devel-
opment center (which might go under the name of Center for 
Teaching Excellence, or Center for Teaching and Learning, or 
some other variation). You’ll find both expert help and like-
minded colleagues there.

CONCLUSION

Over the past six years of promoting the gospel of small teaching, 
I have encountered plenty of faculty members who object to the 
premise of this book. Small teaching, they charge, isn’t enough 
right now. With all of the challenges facing higher education, 
and all of the problems we have in our societies, we need bigger 
change. We need revolution. I hope they are surprised to hear me 
respond that I agree—I am all in favor of faculty members pushing 
the boundaries of higher education pedagogy, experimenting with 
radical new approaches, and questioning traditional structures 
of the academy. Ken Bain, the teacher who inspired me to start 
researching and writing about education, has been one of these 
advocates for fundamental change. His most recent book, Super 
Courses: The Future of Teaching and Learning, consists of profiles of 
faculty members who are creating highly innovative courses that 
blaze new pedagogical trails. He praises these teachers for the “pro-
found revolution” they are fomenting, the “dramatic changes” 
that their work can inspire, the “new breed” of courses they are 
developing (Bain 2021). This language of deep change is palpable 
throughout the book, and I find his profiles of these transforma-
tional courses and faculty members deeply inspiring. Some of the 
resources I have recommended above will point you toward big-
teaching pathways like the one Ken Bain invites you to walk in his 
important works.
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By no means should you take the arguments in this book, 
then, as advocating for the status quo. Small teaching changes 
can serve as a way to keep you and your students engaged within 
traditional courses and structures—but they can also serve as the 
first steps on a journey toward more revolutionary changes. For a 
few years I experimented with having students in my composition 
courses write essays to different hypothetical audiences—a small 
teaching strategy I recommended in Chapter Six—explaining to 
them that attention to audience was a fundamental feature of 
good writing. But one year I realized that I could best drive home 
this lesson by having them write to an actual, public audience. 
This realization was precipitated by an event in another part of my 
life. For many years I have served on the advisory board of a local 
homeless shelter, and that year our website got hacked and needed 
to be completely rebuilt. As I was preparing my composition 
course that summer, I decided that I would change my composi-
tion course assignments from hypothetical audiences to real ones. 
I had my students take a field trip to the homeless shelter, meet 
the staff and guests, interview and write profiles of them, conduct 
research on homelessness and poverty, and produce materials for 
the website. Just like that, I was doing community service learning, 
an approach that has totally reenergized my teaching. Community 
service learning is big teaching on a significant order: it requires 
working with a partner in the local community, planning field 
trips, devising completely new and different kinds of assessments, 
and letting go of a certain amount of control of your course. It’s 
both profoundly satisfying and profoundly exhausting.

Small teaching led me there—and it can ultimately lead you 
to such places as well. The small changes you make to your teach-
ing as a result of reading this book could translate into a regular 
habit of making small changes, or they may yet seed the ground 
for greater transformations. You might take up community ser-
vice learning (Jacoby and Howard  2014), consider alternative 



Learning

235

approaches to grading (Blum  2020), or use game-based strate-
gies like Reacting the Past (Carnes 2014). Or perhaps you will be 
like me, using big teaching strategies in some of your courses and 
more conventional small teaching strategies in others. In any given 
semester my composition students might be working together on 
a community service project, and at the same time I am teaching 
my British literature survey course in a much more conventional 
manner, sitting in a classroom and engaging in discussions about 
the meaning of nineteenth-century British poetry. I believe in the 
value of both of these approaches.

But whether you keep your teaching small and conventional 
or expand it into radical new territories, rest assured that there are 
resources out there to guide you in your journey. If you are ready 
to keep learning, you’ll find plenty of excellent teachers out there 
to help you along the way.
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