PRESENTING YOUR TEACHING EXPERIENCE

EXERCISE # 2
Writing Reflections on Teaching Materials
Center for Teaching Excellence, Duquesne University
General Guidelines:

· You may have created many good syllabi, assignments and tests, but choose only 1-3 documents and use these to best illustrate your teaching beliefs and practices.  More isn’t better – more may get ignored.

· Use the following general suggestions and questions to guide you in choosing documents and writing portfolio reflections.  Let them guide, but not restrain your creativity.  Let your style shine through.

· Make the pages readable and consistent (titles, margins, fonts, print size…).
· Let the “Three C’s” guide you – your reflections should be:
Clear.  Avoid jargon and wordiness.  Show how the materials are connected to your overall philosophy of teaching.       
Concise.  Reflections should be no more than a page, and often one or two paragraphs will suffice.  
Concrete.  Reflections are meant to give your reader some context for the materials. Provide nuts-and-bolts information such as, what class the material was for, the type of students (majors or non-majors, what grade-level), what sources you looked to for ideas, what was the result for student learning, and what would you change in the future.
The Revision Process:

The following exercises are meant to help you formulate ideas and therefore you will probably write much more than is necessary.  Once you have a draft of your reflection, revise it by keeping only what is necessary to provide a context for your reader.  The type of context you want to provide will depend both on your audience and your own teaching philosophy.  For example, your readers may be very interested in what types of students you have taught, and therefore a description of them will be important to include.  Other readers might be more interested in the format of your teaching, for example, how you conduct a lab session.  Finally, others might be more interested in your grading practices.  
Each of your reflections could touch on one or two aspects of your teaching that you most want to highlight.  Writing two pages on everything you considered when writing your syllabus is too much.  Finally, make sure that the reflections tie into some aspect of your teaching philosophy.  Readers want to know that you “practice what you preach.”  One strategy could be to have each reflection tie into a different aspect of this philosophy.  Another could be to have a continuous thread running throughout (e.g., promoting active learning, fostering an equitable classroom, etc.).  The possibilities are as varied as each teaching philosophy, and therefore there is no correct format.  What should be characteristic of all reflections however, are “the Three C’s”, they should always be Clear, Concise, and Concrete (see above). 
EXERCISE:  QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER WHEN DRAFTING A REFLECTION
Answer the following questions about the different types of instructional materials as an exercise to guide your writing.  

FOR A SYLLABUS:
The syllabus presents your course.  Provide a brief rationale for the decisions you have made for your course.  Consider the following topics:

1. Who are your students?  Are they first-year? Seniors? Majors/non-majors? Working professionals?  Describe how your syllabus is designed to communicate to these students and how it both challenges and offers support for their learning.
2. How have you planned or revised the course to prepare students to fulfill the course learning objectives?  (Approximately 4-6 learning goals or objectives should be explicitly stated on your syllabus.)  What instructional techniques do you plan to use in class?  What kinds of learning do you expect to take place out of class?

3. Briefly discuss the sequence of topics and assignments in your course.  What were your goals for these assignments?  Were they reached?  Why or why not?  How would you change them in the future?  Hint: when formulating learning goals, consider Fink’s five principles of course design.  A CTE newsletter article from Spring 2002  (.pdf) describes these five principles.
4. Give a rationale for your grading scale and assessment techniques.  How do these fit into your course objectives?

Many TAs have never designed their own syllabus.  Here are some other options:

· Create a syllabus for a course you are likely to be teaching.

· Present a syllabus you have used (but not created) and discuss how you implemented it in your particular section of the course.

· Present a syllabus you have adapted from a previous course instructor and point out the revisions you made and why.

· Always give credit where credit is due.
FOR STUDENT ASSIGNMENTS OR TESTS:

Rationale

1. What are the learning objectives this assignment is designed to promote?  Or, what are the learning objectives this test is designed to address?  How do those learning objectives fit with the learning objectives for the course as a whole?

2. Why have you given this assignment the weight (percentage of the grade) it has in this course?

3. Why is the assignment structured as it is?  Do the students have a lot/little/no control in deciding how it will be carried out?  Where would they obtain the information or guidance to complete the assignment (lecture, discussion, text, individual research, etc.)?  Have you minimized the possibility of plagiarism?  How?
4. Have you used the assignment when you taught the course previously? How did it work?  Have you modified it in some way since using it?  Why/why not?
5. How do you judge student work?  Is there a standardized set of answers?  What grading criteria do you use? How do you explain special criteria (e.g., “participation” or “creativity”) to the students?

Feedback to students
1. How did the students’ work let you know how well they have understood the material?  Were there patterns of misunderstanding?
2. What type of feedback did you provide and when?

3. How could you improve the assignment or test?

4. How could you improve the way you teach the material covered in the assignment or test?

5. How could you improve the way you give feedback?  Are there alternative ways of giving feedback that you might use the next time?

Samples of student work
· If you consider it appropriate, include 1-2 samples of student work.

· Include your feedback (e.g., written comments or grading rubric) with the sample work.
· Choose carefully.  You don’t want bulk, but good illustrations of the feedback you provide.
· Please note: Whenever you use student work, be sure you have written permission from students to use their work anonymously and tell them what you’re using it for.  Remove the student’s name and indicate on the student work that you have permission.
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