Question:  To what extent does teaching really influence learning?  

(The WSU Critical Thinking Rubric will be used to guide review of your response.)

Mechanics to Teachers & Cars to Students

We could judge our mechanics by how well our car runs, but it might not make as much sense as it seems.  If the car keeps breaking and the mechanic keeps it running it makes sense to credit the mechanic.  But if every night for a year we left our brand new, perfectly running car with the mechanic, and every morning picked it back up--still running perfectly--how much of our perfectly running car would we be willing to credit to the mechanic?

If we had two mechanics to whom to take our car, we would, wisely I think, take it to the one with the most experience as a mechanic.  We would expect that those years of experience would translate into a more accurate and speedier diagnosis of the problem, less time in the shop, lower costs, and longer lasting repairs.  But even good mechanics (however determined) make mistakes, and even bad ones (however determined) will keep most cars running most of the time, so how well our car runs might not be the best measure of a good mechanic.  Better, I think, to consider years of experience working on cars, how soon it gets worked on, time spent in the shop, and the cost of repairs!  

But students are not cars, and teachers are not mechanics.  We cannot diagnose why the student is not learning, turn a few screws, replace a few parts and solve the problem.  We can tell the students what they missed, but not why: except to suggest that they should have spent more time studying.

Most of how we test students (measure learning) is their ability to repeat back to us what they've memorized: vocabulary, equations, facts, dates, concepts, theories, events, etc.  How much of a role can we play in that scenario?   To my way of thinking, using student learning as a major, if not the only, measure of teaching is more like attributing plant growth to air quality than cars to mechanics.  Two plants, otherwise identical, will grow at different rates according to the quality of the air, but not enough, I think, to be worth the effort of measurement.  There are just too many other and more influential factors that matter more.   That the "age of assessment" has dawned on academia does not change that.  Perhaps after 16 years of college teaching I've become uncertain as to what my role as a teacher really is, and I'm moving closer and closer to believing it's being a role model for the desire to learning and the process of learning--of which I do little I think--as opposed to the delivery device of facts and figures--of which I think I do a lot more.

I have had classrooms of students who've scored from A to F on any assessment instrument I've used, and they were all subject to the same teaching.  The average scores from class to class and semester to semester has not changed in 16 years which could suggest that I'm not getting any better-or no worse-but would more likely suggest that I don't matter much. If all my students got Fs from me and as in all their other classes perhaps that might be an indication that I'm the problem.  But that, so far as I know, has never been the case.  There are exceptions, but A students get As in my class as well as all their other classes, and ditto for C and D students (and I sincerely apologize for labeling students in this way).    I could probably tell within a week or two what most of the final grades in my class will be.  How important can teaching be if that's true?

After 16 years of experience, dedication to teaching effectiveness (as Berliner uses the term), and knowledge of the subject, I would expect that the average score in my classes would have gone up-or at least I'd be giving a lot more As and Bs to students who from others get Cs and Ds (not attributable to lowering the bar, grade inflation, getting softer, etc.). I just don't see that in me or my colleagues.  It seems to me that if teaching were that essential to learning, then distance-learning students would not do nearly as well as traditional students, and adult students would not do that much better than traditional students-but they do.  If teaching were really that essential then you'd expect that the same ½ of the teachers would have consistently lower average grades than the other half-but they don't.  And you'd likely expect that the same ½ of the students would not do consistently worse than the other half-but they do.

I suspect that one of the reasons we're having difficulty measuring effective teaching is because there is not that much difference-in-teaching-that-matters-to-learning in the first place.  There are better and worse teachers, but the difference is likely small, and the good and bad labels more likely refer to "bedside manner:" motivating, humorous, entertaining, and encouraging, as opposed to knowledge of the subject or its presentation to students-and could not be measured via student learning.  So, while those classes will be more enjoyable to most, there will still be the same mix of grades.

One final point.  Beware the law of diminishing marginal returns: at the margin, a term endeared by economists, adding more of only one input, even an essential one, while holding the others constant, cannot add to output: adding only flour to a cookie recipe will not make more eatable cookies and will eventually ruin the whole batch.  Improving only teaching--even if it's possible--just cannot improve learning by any significant degree.  And unless we include factors such as time spent studying, levels of concentration, student ability, interest, motivation, background, age, gender, year in school, major versus gen ed versus elective course, etc. we will never get an accurate or valid measure of effective teaching from student learning.  Just as we could not get an accurate measure of our mechanic's contribution to our perfectly running car just by the fact that it's running perfectly.

Rater: _______________________                      Assignment: Mechanics to Teachers
	Assessment of Critical Thinking
	Score


	1. 
	Identifies, summarizes (and reformulates) the problem, question, or issue.  
	

	2. 
	Identifies and considers the influence of context and assumptions.
	

	3. 
	Develops, and communicates OWN perspective, hypothesis or position.
	

	4. 
	Presents, assesses, and analyzes appropriate supporting data/evidence. 
	

	5. 
	Integrates issue using OTHER (disciplinary) perspectives and positions.
	

	6. 
	Identifies and assesses conclusions, implications, and consequences.
	

	7. 
	Communicates effectively.  
	

	TOTAL
	

	AVERAGE 
	

	Notes
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	Emerging
	Developing
	Mastering


