Learning about Learning 

By Debbie MacInnis

A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell, where his influence stops.                                                                                                     ~Henry Brooks Adams, US Historian (1838-1918)

As academics, we are trained to create impact on the discipline through our research, but one might argue that the most immediate influence we have on others is through our role as teachers. 

Isn’t it curious that despite the rigors of our academic research training, we are trained miserably, or not at all, to stand in front of a class and teach? While primary and secondary school teachers must undergo years of training to master the craft of teaching sufficiently well to teach, say 17 year olds, somehow “professors” are viewed as being able to teach people just a few years older with virtually no training. From a personal standpoint, whatever I have learned has been ad hoc, seat of the pants, and is to this very day quite tacit and far from perfect.

In lieu of our lack of training, I suspect that many of us have given little thought to our teaching philosophy or the goals we hope to achieve in teaching a given class, or even stop to consider how these goals translate into specific learning objectives, learning methodologies, or assessments that gauge whether learning has taken place. It might be argued that teaching has been somewhat “standardized” with textbook publishers providing learning objectives, class notes, slides, videos, multiple-choice quizzes and even summary chapters on CD-ROM. We therefore use books/cases and lectures as our primary learning methodologies, and then assess student learning by giving off the shelf cases, projects, or multiple choice tests. 

Notably, I believe the issues of learning goals, objectives, methodologies and assessments may be a bit more complicated. In fact, I wonder if it might be useful to think about teaching goals and more specific learning objectives in terms of the typology described below:
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This typology of broad learning goals and specific objectives raises some interesting issues. First, while we typically think of learning as a cognitive activity, in some cases we are hoping that students learn things that can be described as more affective or behavioral in nature. 

Second, the typology suggests that when teaching, perhaps rather than focusing on what we want to teach students (i.e., what material should our lectures contain), we might focus instead on what we want them to learn. In other words, rather than taking a teacher center perspective to classroom design, we might instead take a student oriented perspective that focuses on learning. Do we want our MBA students to learn a domain (what is marketing)? Do we want them to figure out how to do something (how to develop a marketing plan), do we want them to learn how to think analytically? Do we want them to learn how to behave responsibly or ethically?

Third, the typology makes it clear that teaching (and student learning) can be pretty complex since there are a number of things we might do to help students learn. The typology in Figure 1 isn’t exhaustive of the type of specific learning objectives, but it does provide enough to show that the task is complicated. 

It might be tempting to suggest, “learning how to learn” should be a goal in primary and secondary school; that a college undergraduate curriculum should have as its goal helping students “learn a domain”. Analogously perhaps an MBA curriculum should emphasize “learning to how to think” and “learning how to be”—as working professionals. Finally, one might surmise that a PhD program should focus on “learning how to think”, “learning how to do something” (i.e., academic research) and “learning an appreciation of academic values”. Thus, the learning goals identified in Figure 1 might be conceptualized by some as levels of a hierarchy of learning—with higher order learning associated with learning goals further up on the hierarchy.

But this might be an oversimplification. A good “teacher” or mentor of PhD students would, for example, not only help students learn how to think, learn to appreciate academic values, and learn how to do something (conduct research), s/he would also help students (a) learn a domain (the academic literature in marketing) (b) learn how to learn—(e.g., how to read and how to write in an academic context), and (c) learn how to be (as a good student, a good reviewer, a good researcher). 

Notably though, we can’t do everything. Time is limited. Hence it is prudent to think through exactly what we would like students to learn from our classes and other interactions and be very clear, if not to our students, at least to ourselves, what the learning goals are. 

The explicit identification of learning goals and objectives is critical because it helps us clarify – to ourselves and our students-- why students should take our courses; what value we will provide to them, and what changes they should see in themselves over the course of the semester.

Just as important, explicit specification of these goals and objectives helps us better understand what teaching methodologies (lectures, cases, projects, discussions, field trips, experimentation, observation, student presentations, etc.) and which assessment techniques we should put in place to make sure that the learning objectives are being met.

As it pertains to methodologies, we need to ask ourselves, if, for example, our objective is to help students think analytically, whether the lectures we have chosen, the cases we have selected, the projects we ask students to do, or essays we ask students to write truly assess the extent of learning relevant to that objective. 

Our selection of learning methodologies might also take into account individual differences in learning styles. Psychologist and educator Mel Levine has written eloquently about the ways in which people’s brains are wired differently and how this different wiring affects their learning.
 Some are verbal learners; some kinesthetic learners; some learn visually; some are great at sequential ordering; others have great perceptual skills. 

An auditory learner may do great with lectures. Someone with a well-developed sequential ordering system may do well with outlines contain lists of points. A visual learner with a great spatial ordering system may learn best if verbal information is translated into pictures and diagrams. A kinesthetic learner may learn best by viewing videos that show the basic concepts in practice. A student who excels at motor learning may learn best by actual self-practice. 

The learning objective does not dictate the methodology. Analytical thinking skills, for example, can be encouraged through any number of learning methodologies. But use of multiple methodologies does more than prevent boredom—it ensures that students with different learning styles have the opportunity to learn in a way that works best for them.

As it pertains to learning assessments, we might also think about an expanded view of assessment tools such as the one shown in Figure 2. Several points can be made about this Figure.

The box labeled “Expanded Assessments” suggests that we provide a range of assessments so that students have multiple opportunities to demonstrate learning. There are several reasons for doing so. 
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Figure 2:

Linking Learning Goals-Objectives and Assessments

Summative (Outcome

Oriented) Assessments

Of course the student  must get feedback 

on performance (but  the range of tools

will show both strengths  and 

weaknesses)

Formative (Process

Oriented) Assessments

• not graded

• on-line

• immediate feedback to

teacher/students

•allow for real time 

adjustments


First, as scientists we know that the reliability of any measurement is enhanced by the number of items in the scale. Hence, the more assessments we offer, the more reliable an indicator we will have of true performance. 

Second, multiple assessments allow us to take into account individual differences in learning styles to make sure that our assessments are compatible with those learning styles. Consistent with the multi-trait multi-method notion of measurement, we would ideally try to provide a variety of assessment techniques to rule out assessment method as an explanation for students’ performance on various assessment techniques. Unfortunately, use of a single method (cases, multiple-choice tests) to assess student learning does not allow us to do so. A variety of assessment methods (a) allows us to give all students, regardless of learning style the opportunity to demonstrate competency and (b) provides a better indicator of students’ true learning.

Figure 2 also points to another issue about assessment. The assessments we are most familiar with might be called “summative assessments”. Such assessments are designed to provide students with feedback about how well they have done in the class and to provide us with inputs on which grades are based. These assessments are stated in the syllabus, graded by the instructor and hopefully, given back to students. Ideally, these assessments provide further opportunities for learning because they provide diagnostic information about not only what was wrong or which requires additional improvement but what they did right and where their particular strengths lie.

Less often relied upon in classrooms, but highly diagnostic of student learning and teaching effectiveness are what might be called “formative assessments”. Unlike summative assessments, formative assessments are not graded, and might be administered in each class period. These techniques not only provide students with feedback on how well they are doing, they also provide instructors with information as to whether their learning methodology is having the intended effect.

Angelo and Cross (1993) identify an assortment of formative assessment techniques.
 For example, if your learning objective is to help students learn a domain, and the methodology used in a particular class is a lecture, the instructor might stop class and give students a partially developed outline of the topics discussed and ask them to fill in the blanks of what was learned. By looking at the answers, students get a better understanding of what major points they have missed, and instructors get a better understanding of whether there was something about their discussion of this topic that created learning gaps.

If your learning objective is to help students develop the ability to synthesize material, one might ask students write a 1 minute paper indicating what the major take away from a lecture, discussion, set of articles, field trip, or video was. 

If the learning objective is to encourage analytical thinking, one might ask students who are faced with an issue or problem to develop a pro and con grid. Ideally, you would also ask the students to come up with the specific dimensions on which the pros and cons are to be evaluated (e.g., cost effectiveness, fit with company strengths, etc.).

Maybe you are trying to facilitate creative thinking. One formative assessment technique is a “concept map”, where students develop drawings or diagrams that show the mental connections they have made between concepts and how others might be fruitfully added to the map.

If you want to assess students’ abilities to think conceptually, you can use a technique called “application cards”. After explaining a concept (e.g., categorization, central route to persuasion), stop class and give students index cards. Ask then to write down the implications of this concept for marketing practice or ask them to identify from the real world examples where this concept seems to be implemented by practicing marketers. Go over the applications and explicitly link the applications students have developed to the concept.

Angelo and Cross (1993) identify a set of 50 formative assessment techniques, however, the ones you use are limited only by your imagination.

Undoubtedly teaching is challenging, but it is also an opportunity to make a difference. As teachers we can have a real impact on students’ lives and career choices by virtue of our classroom experiences. It is important to think through just what we want them to learn, the methodologies we use to encourage learning, and how we assess their performance (and ours).











































� Mel Levine (2002), A Mind at a Time, New York, Simon and Schuster; (2003), The Myth of Laziness, New York, Simon and Schuster.


� Thomas Angelo and K. Patricia Cross have developed a very useful set of formative assessments in their book Classroom Assessment Techniques: A Handbook for College Teachers, 1993, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.
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