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INTRODUCTION

FROM IDEA TO PROTOTYPE:
THREE EXERCISES IN THE PEER
REVIEW OF TEACHING (1995)

IN 1994 LEE SHULMAN joined forces with the American As-
sociation for Higher Education {AAHE) in 2 national project
designed to pursue a theme appearing in many campus re-
ports on faculty roles and rewards at the time: that teaching
should be subject to the same processes of peer review that
characterize other scholarly work by faculty. To launch the
project, faculty teams from participating pilot departments
on twelve campuses came together for a week in June 1994
to explore a vision of peer review predicated on Shulman’s vi-
sion of teaching as intellectual work that must be reconnected
to the disciplines. The three exercises, co-authored by Shul-
man with colleagues at AAHE, provided grist for discussion
at that summer event, and were then made broadly available
in a notebook of peer review resources distributed by AAHE.
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FROM IDEA TO PROTOTYPE

THREE EXERCISES IN THE PEER REVIEW
OF TEACHING

Exercise I: Teaching as a Scholarship:
Reflections on a Syllabus

Introduction

You may find the juxtaposition of “scholarship” and “teaching” a strange
liaison. Teaching is often seen as technique, as presentational method,
rather than as the kind of serious intellectual invention we associate with
scholarly work. But for this first assignment, we want you to think about
the ways your courses and syllabi represent profound acts of scholarship.

Part I

Select the syllabus from one of your courses as the subject of a reflective
memo {(inside five pages). The memo should provide a peer in your field
with a window on the choices and rationale that underlie your syllabus.
We offer the following prompts to guide you in this task—but we cer-
tainly don’t expect you to respond to each question. Qur purpose here is
to get you engaged in a kind of scholarly reflection about your teaching.

© Every course we craft is a lens into our fields and our personal
conceptions of those disciplines or interdisciplines. Give careful
thought to the shape and content of your course as if it were a
scholarly argument. What is the thesis of the argument, and its
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main points? What are the key bodies of evidence? How does the
course begin? Why does it begin where it does? How does it end?
Why does it end as it does? Most scholarly arguments carry the
intention to persnade. What do you want to persuade your stu-
dents to believe? Or question? Or do you want them to develop
new appetites or dispositions?

How can a colleague develop a sense of you as a scholar by exam-
ining the various features of your course? In your field, or even in
your own department, are there distinctly different ways to orga-
nize your course—ways that reflect quite different perspectives

on your discipline or field? Do you focus on particular topics while
other colleagues might make other choices? Why?

In what ways does your course teach students how scholars work
in your field? How does it teach the methods, procedures, and
values that shape how knowledge claims are made and adjudicated
within your field? How does it open doors to the critical dialogues
and key arguments scholars are engaged in on the cutting edge of
your field?

How does your course connect with other courses in your own

or other fields? To what extent does your course lay a foundation
for others that follow it? Or build on what students have already
(one silently prays) learned in other courses? Or challenge and con-
tradict what students are learning in your own or other disciplines?
How, in general, does your course fit within a larger conception

of curriculum, program, or undergraduate experience?

What do you expect students to find particularly fascinating about
your course? Where will they encounter their greatest difficulties of
either understanding or motivation? How does the content of your
course connect to matters your students already understand or
have experienced? Where will it seem most alien? How do you
address these common student responses in your course? How

has the course evolved over time in response to them?

Lastly, you might try playing with some metaphors for characteriz-
ing your course and its place in the larger curriculum or in the
broader intellectual and moral lives of your students. Is your
course like a journey, a parable, a football game, a museum,

a romance, a concerto, an Aristotelian tragedy, an obstacle course,
one or all or some of the above? How can your metaphor(s) illumi-
nate key aspects of your course?
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Part I1

Now give your syllabus and memo to your project teammate in your de-
partment and take your teammate’s syllabus and memo in exchange. Using
your teammate’s syllabus/memo as evidence, imagine yourself writing a
recommendation to a university-wide faculty committee that is consider-
ing your colleague for an award for distinguished service as a teacher-

scholar. Your task is to interpret your colleague’s work and thinking to

colleagues beyond your own field (inside three pages).

The same questions that we offer as a guide to construct the reflective
memo may be helpful in preparing your commentary, but we also en-
courage you to think about the standards by which your colleague’s work
should be reviewed. What is important to take into account? Coherence
of “argnment™? Distinctiveness of approach? Quality of reflection? Inven-
tiveness of the course? To what extent are these standards similar to those
you would use in judging the quality of your colleague’s research?

Exercise II: Capturing the Particulars of Classroom Practice

Introduction

This second exercise picks up where the first left off—with course plan-
ning and conception—and seeks to capture how your intentions actually
“play out” in classroom practice. That is, rather than looking at the course
as conceived, this exercise seeks to look at the distinctive way each teacher
enacts that conception, through the many context-specific, interrelated de-
cisions that we make during any classroom session or episode, as we en-
gage students in discussion, decide to digress (or not), change directions to
take advantage of an opportunity, invent new explanations and examples,
judge whether students are “with us” and what to do if not . . . .

Behind this exercise lie two issues that we’d like to explore. The first is
technical and pertains to ways of preserving and representing what goes
on in the classroom. We’ve given you three methods to choose from in
hopes that this exercise will provide useful grist for sorting out the com-
parative advantages and limits to each.

The second issue deals with our conceptions of teachmg and the schol-
arly expertise that goes into it. What is it that good teachers in the differ-
ent disciplines and interdisciplines know and can do in the classroom? In
what episodes and “telling moments” is that know-how reflected? And
how do we judge classroom practice: by what standards and criteria?

This exercise is designed to uncover the craft and intelligence that is
often embodied in the particulars of classroom practice. Like the first ex-
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ercise, it entails an artifact (or documentation) and a reflective MEMmo; two
questions for further thought and discussion follow in Part IL

Part I

Identify a telling episode or some incident of classroom practice that reveals
something distinctive about your approach to teaching your field to your
students. This might mean a laboratory demonstration you use to teach a
key concept; it might mean an interactive group activity in which students
solve a problem that’s central to your course conception; it might mean a
lecture and follow-up discussion on an important aspect of the feld.

Select one of the three strategies indicated below to document the
episode/incident that you identify. It may be uscful for you and your proj-
ect teammate to choose different strategies in order to compare the strengths
and weaknesses of different options.

1. Videotape one or two classroom episodes (which may be an entire
class session or a shorter segment of activity). You may then wish
to draw on both tapes for the reflective memo (see below) or to
select one.

or

2. Arrange to have a colleague visit your class and take detailed notes
of what happens.

or

3. Write a case study about a classroom episode that reveals some-
thing important about your effectiveness as a teacher, The idea here
is to use narrative to capture the particulars of classroom practice in
a telling way.

As in Exercise #1, we ask that you create a reflective commentary on
what you have documented by writing a brief memo—three to five pages
in length—using any of the following prompts that you find provocative:

© Why did you choose to document this particular classroom
episode? What is it meant to be evidence of? Is it, for example, a
particularly compelling, insightful, or artful rendition of a key con-
cept in the course or field? A new metaphor or demonstration you
have developed to illuminate a topic that students perennially find
particularly difficult? An exercise that allows students actively to
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experience and engage in scholarly inquiry? A unique interpreta-
tion you bring to the topic that distinguishes you from your col-
leagues? Or, in contrast to all of these, is it simply a “typical”

day in your class, and if so, why did you choose that basis for your
sample?

© What context is needed to understand the sample? Where are we
in the unfolding of the semester? What other topics is this session’s
topic situated within? How does it relate to what was discussed
the day or week before and what is planned to follow?

© What were your goals for this day? Did the class session g0 as
planned or deviate from your expectations? How so? Why? Did
you change direction to take advantage of some new opporiunity,
to get around an obstacle, to deal with a new circumstance?

© What does the sample say about your teaching? Does it show a
characteristic style? A distinctive approach to material? Would
others in your field be likely to teach this topic/concept/whatever
differently? Are you trying something new? Something you will
continue to work at and improve? Do you like what you see?

Part 11

As indicated above, there are two issues we’d like to get at through this
exercise. Please think about the two questions that follow, and use them
as grist for discussion with your project teammate(s).

1. ISSUES OF METHOD. What do you learn about the teacher through
this method (video, visit, etc.)? Assuming you and your teammate used
different methods, did one turn out to be more revealing, more reflection-
prompting, more useful than the other? Why? What aspects of teaching
are not knowable through this method? What other information would
you want to add if this were, say, an entry in a teaching portfolio? How
important is it to document the classroom aspect of teaching?

2. ISSUES OF CONCEPTION AND QUALITY. What are the most appro-
_priate and best criteria for judging classroom practice? What matters
most: creativity and originality? Thoughtfulness of the teacher’s reflection
or rationale? Significance of this particular topic to the field? Accuracy of
the teacher’s construal of the material? On what other dimensions might
one judge classroom practice? Might the standards/criteria differ if the
teacher were teaching the course for the first time versus having had sev-
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eral years of experience with it? Are the standards for judging scholarly
research appropriate to teaching? Which ones? Why or why not?

Exercise IfI: Putting the Focus on Student Learning
Introduction

In the first two exercises, we asked you to think about your teaching as it
is designed {through the syllabus) and conducted (through actual class-
room practice). But the conceptions and behaviors of teachers are only
part of the educational picture. As teachers and as colleagues trying to as-
sist each other with teaching, we also consider students and their learn-
ing. We consider how students understand (or don’t} our explanations and
queries; what sorts of misconceptions or questions about our fields they
bring or construct; how we monitor and help direct their learning through
appropriate assignments, exams, projects, and the like; and what new un-
derstandings they leave with at the end of a class or the course.

For this exercise, then, we ask you to reflect on your teaching in terms
of student learning.

Part I

Choose an assignment-—that is, instructions for a student project, paper,
problem set, classroom assignment, computer simulation, etc.—that is de-
signed to promote and/or elicit an important aspect of the learning you in-
tend for students in one of your courses. (You may find it helpful to focus
on the same course as in the syllabus exercise, though the choice is yours.)
Attach to the assignment several samples of student work, illustrating a
range of responses, perhaps with your feedback included.

Write a brief reflective memo (two to three pages) in which you com-
ment on what the assignment/student work samples reveal about students’
learning in your course. Think of the audience for. your materials/memo
as a committee that is conducting a departmental program review and
wishes to construct a map of what and how students learn about your field
as they move through various departmental courses.

As you put together your work samples and write your reflective memo,
use any of the following prompts that you find provocative:

o Why did you choose this particular assignment (as opposed to
some other assignment) to reflect on? How is it important to your
overall intentions, course design, conception of your field, and the
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way you want students to understand it? Are there distinctly differ-
ent formats or focuses you could have chosen for this assignment

that would have highlighted different dimensions of the idea or
the fieid?

© Why did you structure the assignment in the way that you did?

How does its particular question, problem, or application reveal
differences in student understandings ot interpretations of a critical
concept you are teaching? What patterns emerge as you study your
students’ work?

0 What, in particular, do you hope your students will demonstrate

in their work on this assignment? What are your expectations?
Drawing on a scientific research metaphor, what was your hypoth-
esis about what students might learn from this class, unit, or
course? What evidence does the assignment provide that would
serve to confirm or disconfirm this hypothesis? Where else do

you fook for such evidence?

© What do your assignment and students’ responses to it tell you

about how students are constructing the ideas that are central to
the course and to your teaching goals? What misconceptions do
they have about these ideas? How do you identify and address
student errors and misinterpretations?

© On what standards do you judge student work on this assignment?

How do these standards compare with those you would use in a
more introductory/advanced class? How are your standards related
to the standards you would use to evaluate a piece of scholarship
that a colleague has asked you to critique?

0 What thoughts do you have about improving your assignment,

your course, or your teaching as a consequence of completing this
reflective exercise?

Part 11

Please think and talk with your project teammate about the following two
issues:

1.

'This exercise asks you to try your hand at just one of a number of
possible ways to document student learning, including, for example,
classroom assessment techniques, and individual or small-group in-
terviews with students. In addition, most of us have information
from student evaluations of our teaching. Probably you can think of
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additional options, as well. What advantages and disadvantages do
these alternative methods offer? What combination of them would
offer a useful/fair/appropriate picture of your students’ experience
as learners?

2. How important is it to include evidence about student learning
when making a case about teaching effectiveness? What are the
pitfalls of doing so? The opportunities?



