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Tips from the Trenches: Teaching Advice for Beginning Academics


Introduction/Need for Research
Whereas many professions require on-the-job training or orientation, academic life assumes new faculty members have the skills, knowledge, and ability for on-the-job success when they arrive (Lucas & Murry, 2007). However, the transition from graduate students to new faculty members can reveal issues about their new employment situations and roles as educational professionals (Bowen & Schuster, 1986). Pressure to obtain grants, to develop a research agenda, and to advise undergraduate and graduate students might discourage new faculty interest in teaching (Cooper, 1980). The National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education and Communications recognizes the need for enhancing the effectiveness of agricultural and life sciences faculty as a research priority area (Osborne, n.d.). Since achieving success as a faculty member can be a challenge, universities are developing interventions (e.g. sabbatical programs, development activities, workshops, orientations) that contribute to faculty success and retention. This research contributes to the scholarship of teaching and learning knowledge base and provides teaching advice that can assist both graduate students and new faculty members as they develop their academic careers. 
 
Theoretical Framework
The study was theoretically framed around andragogy, which is concerned with helping adults learn (Cross, 1981). More specifically, Knowles (1978) provides five assumptions of adult learners that could apply to college faculty who work on developing their instructional skills: self-concept, experience, readiness to learn, time perspective, and orientation to learning. As individuals mature, their self-concept changes from dependency to self-directedness because they gain experience and their readiness to learn is more focused on developmental tasks for their social roles. Adult learners are motivated to learn in order to address problems. 

Methodology
A qualitative research design was used for this study. Researchers purposively selected six tenured faculty members of a southwest university’s Teaching Academy to participate in semi-structured face-to-face interviews. The six Teaching Academy members were recognized by their colleagues for demonstrating excellence in teaching. Each participant represented a different academic department at the university. The purpose of the study was to gather advice from these tenured faculty members that would benefit graduate students and new, or junior, faculty. The interviewer engaged participants with probing questions to explore emerging themes during interviews. The interviews were digitally recorded to ensure dependability (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Recordings were transcribed and analyzed for emerging themes, similarities, and dissimilarities. Data were analyzed using Glaser’s constant comparative method (1978) to analyze responses between participants. This method allows researchers to identify patterns or relationships within the data. Participants’ responses were used to draw conclusions and recommendations.



Findings
Eleven best lessons emerged from the interviews with tenured Teaching Academy participants: 
1. Seek out a mentor among the seasoned faculty in your department to learn as much as possible.
2. Determine who are among the best professors in your discipline and observe their classroom instruction.
3. Plan and rehearse lessons plans, so you are confident in your instructional approach.
4. Try multiple teaching strategies to learn what fits your style and personality the best.
5. Present information in multiple ways by using different learning modalities (audio, visual, kinesthetic) to help students understand the material.
6. Follow good instructional design (set objectives, determine teaching material, design classroom activity, and complete evaluation of learning outcomes).
7. Have students complete mid-term evaluations as a formative assessment of the professor’s teaching.
8. Make student learning meaningful by connecting new information to their existing knowledge base.
9. Provide active learning opportunities in small and large lectures through in-class activities (e.g. think-pair-share, case studies, class discussion, clicker questions, simulations).
10. Develop rubrics as a tool for grading assignments.
11. Grade assignments or exams question by question to maintain consistency in point values.

Conclusions
Participants found value in working with a mentor and observing good professors within their disciples to help them develop their teaching skills. Graduate students and new faculty were encouraged to try multiple teaching strategies to learn what instructional approaches fit their personality and style. Using multiple teaching strategies for reaching the different learning modalities can help students learn. One way to incorporate different teaching strategies is through the use of small group and class discussions, clickers, or case studies. Additionally, confidence in their ability to teach emerged as these participants spent time planning and rehearsing their lessons plans. Mid-term evaluations by students would further help professors or graduate students assess their teaching.

Implications/Recommendations
Graduate students and new faculty could be viewed as independent, adult learners who are motivated to apply new teaching strategies that benefit their roles as professors. The list of lessons learned from tenured faculty provides suggestions for graduate students and faculty as they search for ways to improve their teaching skills. Departments should provide opportunities for graduate students and new faculty to learn about, implement, and evaluate teaching strategies in their own classrooms. Studies could determine whether these suggestions would lead to greater competence, greater confidence, and less faculty turnover.     
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