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First Days of Class

I walked into my very first college course as a teacher
three weeks before my twenty-second birthday, in late August of
991, the first week of my first year of graduate school. It was
nglish composition, 8:30 A.M., and I had seven students en-
ed. Concerned about the fact that I was probably only three
irs older than the students I would find in the class, I decided
rget about trying to impress them with my authority, and to
stead to seem like one of them—so I was wearing sandals, a
of navy-blue khakis that I had cut raggedly into shorts, and
ite T-shirt. I was nervous, so I kept it short. I géve them
llabus and the first assighment sheet for the course, read
h both documents, and then let the students go.
:i-lIing to shoulder only part of the blame for all of the bad
s.I've just described (if you think you can identify all of
ut your name and address on a postcard, send it to me,
‘be eligible for a drawing for a free lunch). Like the
v graduate student instructors that year, I had spent a
at a teaching orientation sponsored by the university,
irolled in a graduate course called “Teaching Writ-
1d meet weekly throughout the semester {though it
t). Despite these kindly (but flimsy} efforts by the




1 was massively underprepared for a very complex

university,
task—helping eighteen—year-old students learn to read, think, and
for success in college and life

write well enough to prepate them

beyond.
My lack-of-training story is a familiar ope in academic autobi-

as Elaine Showalter points out in Teaching Literature
(4-9), common to most of us who have been teaching for & half-
a dozen years Or more now. But times have changed,
classroom with such a tiny
Your commitment to read-

ographies,

dozen to
and few teachers will enter their first

amount of advance help and advice.
ing this book, if you do nothing else, still puts you ahead of

where I was on that first day. But more

time serving
more extensive orientation or training pro

perienced.

However much of this you have under your belt, 1 can promise;

{ be nervous, and you will be glad when that firs
at’s not necessarily a bad thing—nervousnes
gy that you can channel into your opening da

you this: you wil
class is over. Th
produces an ener

presentation, and
that you aren’t taking the job seriously enough. Showalter cites
colleague who offers an excellent description of this dynafn
“Of course you are scared of going into a classroom and perf
ing in public. Who isn’t? But that’s where your energy will
from. Reinterpret your reluctance to perform as @ desire t
form” {17). So accept the fact that you will be nervous, prepa
for it if nerves produce physical symptors for you—for inste
have a bottle of water for dehydration, or & handkerchié
sweaty palms—and rest assured that once you get into the r¢

that first class will fly by.

Jikely than not, you have .-

already taken a graduate course on teaching, ot you have spent
as a teaching assistant, or you have been through a
gram than the one I ex-

no nerves whatsoever would probably med i\
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But while you're eagerly anticipati
o . ipating that openin
peed o i(})li;:l;llvra:tadhand:ful of issues, and plan yi)ur coirizyf’)fy:;
flon for that it ¢ ay. I’ll addl.’ess below a few decisions yoﬁ’ll
e youn oo 1‘re you sitep into the classroom, and then -
pedagogical options for the first day of the semest:;) i

What (Not) to Wear

‘Let’s begin very specifically: don’t w
N : : ear navy-blue khaki cu
endats, o ilhae ;l:lge 'I;—shu"t. Moving to a more general f:ji?,
onrt et X s. 1o CB..SLlal or unkempt outfits that you bej
eve the stucen dse I\;\tn 1 tl;ll.lk are cool, for two main reasons:
it rot o o StUdex,ltan .111 z?ny .case you're probably wrong
The question of the k?nglilftillnii' ) CzOL
Thed . ationship you want to for i
tmcieir;t:, Ca;r:j \INhat kind (‘Tf teaching persona you fr:::
it 1pa con ;)t 'e}'( one. I will address it more fully in Chap-
etio vou i Olcigate tl‘le ending here and say that the one
oD you st f? not imagine yourself having with your
i Yourseélend or peer. I-‘Iowever close you are to your
i Ci you are now in a position of authority over
e In Youre ass.(;{ou should certainly want them to feel
v e and e iven, bt koo 5 it you moe
o , ep in mind that you h.
g ht:;ilfi fgf?ﬁ;ﬁﬁi ;hosfe fgrades, rightly or {vron;r;
o kin s of significant ways—determi ’
ior;(e)z :il;e;l); lmal;ltam scholarships, are accepted inf:o
2 to assume thst: rz;)elsc;fa; ?r'aredc?ffered e Y
: tend in their lives—ei
> Y:;your interactions with them outsi;e (fflﬂtllfé
_your correspondence with them—is a disingenu-




ous pose that obfuscates the nature of the real authority you have

in their academic lives.
So, what should you wear? Styles change, and T don’t follow

fashion trends very closely, so 1 won’t be too specific here. But
wear attire that seems professional, and that helps to establish a
boundary between you and the students (who will all mostly be

various articles from Abercrombie

wearing shorts, jeans, and
and Fitch), Men will always be safe wearing long pants and a
be safe wearing the

shirt with a collar; women can of course
same thing, though women will have more varied options for
boundary-establishing dress. A great TeSOUrCe for the mote com-
plicated world of women’s fashion in higher education is Emily
Toth’s Ms. Mentor guide, listed in the reference section of this
chapter (you can also find some of her fashion advice online

in the free archives of her column
Education).

But don’t obse
what to wear, then throw on the outfit you
viewed for the teaching position you now have,
day or two of classes just see what everyone else is wearing.

Follow suit.

wore when you inter

Free Day or Full Day?

Mistake number two, on my legendary opening
twenty minutes of syllabus reading and letting
early. Unfortunately, you w

(reat the hrst day of classas 8

is to pass out the syllabus and take questions jand there are:

most never any questions
concession to this custom, and letting the class out five or:
o the length of £

or ffteen minutes early [dependiig Gpon

for The Chronicle of Higher

ss about it. If you're really flummoxed about |

and for the first :_

day, was doi_ng’
the students go
i1t find that some of your colleagué_s
half-day, the only purpose of which

j. 1 see little harm in making a slight
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sion), but to offe i
om, ot mista; 20 substantive pedagogy on the first day of the
Much of what we do in the clas
e . sroom has symbolic
o : o I::;i;fveljt;ace value 1.t might have. So leizturing fzilzlj
ek somte e ;nv; X out allowing students any opportunity to
e e o s'ag{; tha‘f you have no interest in what they
o You,reg md-hakl cutoffs sends {or tries to send) the
e s no different from the students; leaving your
o e on‘ your desk during class signals that cell
o :eptabie in class. )
i asleirrriester by mt.roducing the students to the course
ople oF maverial e; substantive way sends the message that you
T e e ¢ ti T t-o help. the students learn in this course
aging i e ey mve.st in coming to class matters. Not enj
I-Last, e mess;se t(;plc or material on the first day, by con-
o et vou bt ge that the course meetings are a require-
e o e evzc;uigp?rt;?tmlt tulfill: you'll meet when
ou ity to cut things shor
t .n(i{a;);sg lfgyd;istl;eforta a brt?ak), you're as eagfr to avf)gr;;;i:
ingaging with thzvmd e Tastont
e eoring o funciourse material on the first day does not
_ding e Ietczi’cure—that seems to me as poor an idea
aiﬁn on teachin; stlzt:;de,s E:l:tsjj e a0
o ; ere most and least effecti
Sitg ::i ;fhciszs,lpubyshed in the journal Teaching j; ;;;e
e e elivering a full session’s worth of informa-
::d L 13; nlflro;;ed counterproductive for many stu-
e usally be 0 .to the course (278). Remember that
o in{cilnnlng five new courses this first week,
s i)r;natlon on that first day may prove a
e o stu eflts‘ may be too overwhelmed to ab-
ever L within the limits of a {slightly] shortened rlass




you can easily make use of a few simple but substantive teaching
students’ interest,

techniques to introduce the course, pique the
and start the semester off right.

Adding and Dropping

Bxperienced faculty might reject the argu
kly become familiar with yourself——namely,

that you will quic
that the first week of classes at most colleges and universities is
the opportunity to

add/drop week, meaning that students have
make changes to their schedule through the first week of the se-
mester, adding courses that might have opened up over break
and dropping courses that no Jonger fit in their schedule. Some
schools have developed a culture which views the firs

ment above for a reason

most as an opportunity for students to wi
courses, visiting multiple classes which mi

the same slot in their schedule, and eventually picking the one.
e right workload, or even just the:
izable percentage of

with the best professor, of thy
most convenient times and days. Since & 8
students who attend the first day might not be here in a we
faculty members might wondet, why spend a lot of time pi

ning for that first day?

Add/drop week is a necessary evil, since st
have to deal with possible last-minute schedule changes in exir
curricular activities, work commitments outside of schooly
hips, or other obligations. But reducing the first day

terns
semester to the equivalent of sticking your syllabus in the shi

window, hoping to attract customers. helps to make this nec

sary evil into & regular feature of the campus culture. Althout
may seem {0 stretch on endlessly to you now, the fifteen ¥

udents will alway;

b the-sameaster will £y by, and you'll find yourself struggli

t weelk al-
ndow-shop in various '
ght be competing for
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accomplish all of the objecti
bus. Don’t sacrifice couise :;Zse )I{:;l;}:lj iiziot;fdf e
po;;c;nt part of your course. , e st dey en i
at shou i
don’t have ’col cjizoin?r?h?zgfbaoi?rsltg an e o
udents
| Z{Ziztrrll)seogrr;zef:l about the fact that you r:;rf:l\rohdal;lp:)zi ;(:)sl;rzee’;
o iy Stud};ﬂl;s to grade this semester,
e oy st 1'll:n'esen’cs a bit more of a challenge. In ever
announcement ast thz ?)I:;iszfn;noidd]/dmphweek’ . quic}{
B class that students i
Hénd theif: ::ﬁ :lljrst day should stop and see you after t;v: (?lislsd
o ot bring the ntlxi, ask them to review it and e-mail questions'
on o e b ho t?e next clastf,, and—most important—ex-
e e e du11 responsibility for material or assign-
ts that were oo fre on days they have missed. If they can
e o androm a fellow student, fine; if not, point out
o for oo We:li ttem to come and see you so that you
_ ow or them v at they bave 'missed. Because you will be
aking oo une Icl).r two in this situation, you might con-
6‘rm’ - r;l) : tmg-day lecture or exercise available in
i, or : g it to the course website, so that you can
urself : me time that first week by sending the
ir. visit to your office with a handout or V\rorkshrci,le’:1 ‘:: );

0: Teaching the First Class

deci
" :1d(; to do on the first day, you should ensure
e .
e : tasejs. present the syllabus to the students;
e topic and/or some initial material, and ’
me students to participate. , -




one. Determining
nd can make thelr
should factor into
uding decisions

o the most important
ate in the course, &

de of the classroom,
ke in your peda
t the first day of the semester.

e as well. Jnviting—and p
ass of the semester
ill not be able to sit

are expected t0 bein

This last point may b
how students can p
voices heard ¥
every decisi
you make abou
Symbolism P
quiring——students

sends the signal th

back and coast throug
prepared, and to part

few specific techniques

objectives for your firstd

n and outsi
on you 1ma

lays a role her
rticipate in the first cl

at students in this course

h the semester. They
icipate in every S€s

class, to be
can help you accomphis

ay of the semester.

part of the first day has

SYLLABUS REVIEW
d reading

For most classes 1 have taug

4 of my standing in fron
Jlabus aloud, which I have

ons. The first one mig
want to be sure that
ties in the course an

when I have to deal wi
orance of them. The s

d exercise allows me
syllabus that are wot
students are just skimm

and due dates.

Reading the syllabus
the course, and I don't se

t of the classroom an
sraditionally done for
rrued as vaguely legalisti
ent responsibi

cademic honesty, 50 th 1
ese areas, o student'c
that the re_adiri‘

ht be cons
has heard the stud
d the policies on &

th problems in th
econd reason is
orate on various aspect
ipped over 1f

ing, and might be sk
or the workl

ing through it to check f
inly suffice to iﬁtf(_id

e anything wrong w
ts more actively during

aloud will certa

long as you are engaging t
day. But, truth be told,

other segment of that
d it among the most boring

u\;\_f(\h abl\] foin
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sen.:lester; imagine if your department chai
olic chair gave you
feadi :3:;:132112, and then sat across from YouYat aﬂ::bfliczlr;[zlr
When I wrote aYS:I'uHOW boring and annoying would that be?
1 the fall of 2006 ab mn for The Chronicle of Higher Education
! roceived man 0}1‘[ the boredom of the syllabus read-aloud
more interesﬁg e-mails frc.>m faculty members who had deviseci
bus. The best idge: ays of introducing the students to the sylla-
- eist who descrd Cam'e from.Michaei Gennert, a computer sci-
escribed his opening class in this way: puter sci

‘Tusual
.-_what t}z 1122;15 zut a course description sheet that includes
o dTA Ofﬁcec}cl)vers, the required background, instruc-
o eoun dat ours, l.abs, homework and project expec-
nen 1 tell stude;:’ grading policy, and honesty policy.
550, because o ms to fllfd a Partner-—«and wait for them to
O eone is going to want to be a loner—and
- about the co ogether to find 3 questions they want to
. urse thé:tt aren’t on the sheet. Then I ask
y to answer, their questions. (Lang, C1)

enef I
- Otlsl,a &)izz:rtl expla.ms, are multiple: “They’re awake
j — eaChe y, taking responsibility for asking some:
g0 other and me, and engaged.” All these qual-
iy E,md C:r);l;;eyt:}l want ‘Fo see in students throughout
m if establiShir $ ;clechmque does an excellent job, it
: k for in your coI:lgr:e ea(rziilt: e’ o p'alrf o Yo
\ gin with on your first d

ggest only one small modiﬁcationyto this teay'
1317;:12’1( tﬁe students can ask three questions eiﬂilelr
e : e‘syllabus, or about what is on the syll
might imagine our syllabus prose to be crylsftaei:




clear and in 0o need of elaboration ot explanation, our students

might not see it the same way.

JCE-BREAKERS

You've probably participated in ice-breakers at some point in
your \ife—-activities at the beginning of a group meeting or pro-
cess which are designed to help the participants get to know one
another, and feel comfortable with the group. This is an admira-
ble goal, and certainly one youw’ll want to achieve somehow in
your course, but I'll be honest here and advise that ice-breakers
which are not tightly tied to the content of the course should be
avoided, for two reasons: they can remind students of the kinds
of activities that they hoped they left behind in their grade-
school and high-school classrooms; and the students are being
ice~breakered to death, I can assure you, in the orientations they

are undergoing in the other parts of their campus lives—for the -
freshman class, for their dorms of floors, for their clubs and

teams, and so on.
1f you're really an ice-breaker kind of person, and you partic

pated in an jce-breaker that changed your life and you have a
missionary zeal to pass it on to others, go with it, I agree with

Grabham Bennett, who criticizes ice-breaking activities with th
point that “our students are all very different, and for every stu
dent who revels in funky, creative edutainment, there is a stli
dent who is totally put off by anything resembling a game.

gimmick” (Bennett, C2)—but his point also means fhat you_’:
have students who «revel” in ice-breakers [i.e., weirdos}, and ¥O
won’t please everyone no matter what you do. 50 ifyou'rca
breaking type. ice-break away. On that note, in looking aro
for the least offensive ice-breaking activities I could find for:th
chanter. L came across two simple ways to get to know studen

informally that Donna Killian Duffy and ]aﬁ::t"‘.ﬁ’r-ightn}mnes
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ommend, and that see .

’ med quick and :

th sufficiently r

€ summer-camp nature of many ice-breakers: y removed from

1. izl;;ea?tt ;I;edfl)rst class well before the starting time, and
ki e ;;W&y a'nd greet.each student as they come
e st;nlcli introducing yourself to them by
ity o Jonf; : 61.p y:)u learn names right away, and,
ol put it, “fosters a feeling of community”
. ?;asl’i{ugzzt;(;:trﬁe into cla.ss, hand each one a piece of
ot cloWen'm bto write their names on the board be-
fore they it ind‘n,'denefl‘[s here include again greeting
pach student in 1V1f vally, and the students “begin to share
b e enc(l)p of the classroom space” (141}, which
urage greater participation down the line.

p * 1

idea of ice- i Vit
e ice-breaking activities or such informal openings, try on
¢ mor nvention K
h e conventionally academic alternatives givezgl belo .
| Y W,

MPRESSIONS

esear i
Iassil :Vlilﬂlje::;r;zg t1'1e01;y suggests that students come into
et prior knowledge” of our subject matter
oy toe b ideasytﬁ ready know to help them organize th(;
e on i T ;t you present to them (see Chapter 7
e 1 1= ci . nowledge” because, as you may see it,
Loy 1o s o idnowledge but misconceptions, stereo-
N o heas or scatte.red bits of information. No
Pl v a‘.fe, they will use it to help them pro-
n you give them, and they will attempt to fit

n . + . .
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student to write a short paragraph in response to t
. . WO Or
f;ll‘t))is;[azilvz questlo.ns about their past experiences with the ciizz
t , about their understanding of the ideas vou will b
ntmfg over the course of the semester. These questi an be
very simple and general, even personal in scope(?l Fatlons can be

But my students, you might object, have no prior knowl-
edge about the culture of Native American societies in the pre-
Columbian era. Perhaps not, but they have ideas about Native
Americans, and about pre-Columbian America—smatterings and
bits of data picked up from other courses, from television and

their own reading. Those ideas-—preconceptions
e—will act as filters to help

movies, or from
about Native Ameyicans, for exampl
them process what they read and hear in
tions of Native Americans come from the Disney

only percep
movie Pocahontas, their first encounter with Native Americans in

rse will fall into the categories of “Mmmm, they’re just
thing at atl like Poca-

L . _ .
In Art History: Describe for me one work of visual art that

has really im :
pressed or interested . )
out for you? ed you; what made it stand

i. ;n ;hilosoph.y 101: What makes a person ethical?
. dn ur;lan Bl.ology: What fields or careers do you think
epend heavily on an understanding of human biology?

your course. 1 their

your cou
like Pocahontas!” or “Mmmm, they’re no
hontas!”

Pm simplifying bere, of cours
sources I've listed at the end of th
accurate picture of this issue. But what you can't do is change the
way people learn, ot process information. So the best way to con
front this problem of the sometimes-faulty filters of students®
prior knowledge is for you to figure out, during the first class or
two of the semester, what the students know or think they know
about the subject matter; once you have done this, you can spend
time in the course addressing those preconceptions and affir
ing ot attempting to correct them. i

A simple method for gathering that information is to make u

of student information sheets. At some point during the: fi
paper to everyone which asks them to fill ou
or or possible major, and e-mail address—Y!

e, and you can check the re-

Students’ Tesponses t h .
e chapter for a fuller and more o these kinds of questions will help you

auge i
fop i i;h:dextent to which they have thought about the course
vance, and can help
: you as well to make th
hy this course will oot
. prove useful to them in thei i
professional careers (“Ever il o e
y career depends heavil
folesss ‘ vily on the un-
S ;ndn;lg of human biclogy, kids!”}). You can—and probabl
. t;l—t ink a;)out the lectures or discussions you are conduc’?
e second and third classes of th _
: : : e semester in light of th
ormation you will gather f i 15 of the
prmat g rom these first impressions of the
i .
__5511 Y, fyou (‘Jan also use these information sheets to achieve
ty ﬁs of an 1ce~br'eaker, if you are so inclined. In classes of
a: :dve or less, this activity takes no more than 15 or 20 min
. -
- cz;n igo a long way toward easing the tensions that stu-
é;r :ed 01:‘1 the opening day, as well as humanizing you in
, an
Lo = kvme versa. Once you have collected the sheets
amés- 0a e attendance—not simply checking names agains;‘
! n your roster, but calling out names and putting

class, pass out a

their name, maj
can use the latter if you need to send a message to the clas

some 1e4son (although many universities now enable you
this more easily with Web-based e-mail systems, or throug
virtual learning environments that I’ll discuss in the next

tinm-than ghas

ter). In addition to asking for This Lilos maation ties with fac
» with faces—and to engage in a brief conversation




with each student asyou take the opening-day roll (which can be

saved for this point on the first day}. As you glance through the
information sheets, use their responses to allow you to ask each
student a question of two about their academic plans o¥ their
ideas about the course topic: if they wrote “Undeclared” on the
major question, for example, ask them what they are thinking
about; if they claim the Mona Lisa as thejr favorite painting. ask
them if they’'ve been 10 Paris. These questions should not be
overly familiar, obviously, but you also don’t want to be per-
ceived as grilling them on course content. Don’t spend more
than a minute with each student; in larger classes, you can be se-

fective, and engage in conversation with a smaller number of

them.

Finally, you can use the information sheets as the preparatory
material for an opening class exercise in gathering the initial im-
pressions of the group as a whole on the course topic. Formulate
a question that you think will help you gain a picture of the
group’s overall perception of the course topic, and put it on the
information sheet—for example, “Tell me the first five things that
come to your mind when you think of Native Americans.” After
you bave completed the roll call—with or without the personal

banter—explain that you now would like to discuss with them
Pose the question from the sheet orally—"50"
are about Native.

their impressions.
let's hear what all of your first impressions
Americans™—and ask for volunteer Tesponses. If no one respond

initially,
others to speak as well.

wmns that relate to the major themes
cover throughout the semester (for insiaiue, War

ask a student or two simply to restate of explain their
written response. This relieves the pressure for them of having to
come up with an answer on the spot, and will usually encourage
As they explain their responses. write

them on the board, putiing people’s ideas into categories or col-
and ideas that you wﬂ
and ‘Amaponrv
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. ] . } ] . I I- E I ] ] .
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Thom ici
ke as Angelf) and K. Patricia Cross, in Classroom Assessment
! Ithfes, ((iifcnbe a similar exercise called “Misconception/Pre
onception Check.” Acknowledgi i ‘
_ . ging the existence of stud
conceptions on common cour i ot
se topics, and pointi
0 ‘ \ pointing out that stu-
0nit preconc.:eptlons are usually misconceptions, they suggest
g s tng .questlons specifically designed to draw out common st
ent misconceptions and allow th o
‘ e teacher to address th
give the example of a course 1 i i
.. n Native American history i i
‘ y in which
f;he instructor poses three questions on the first day of class:

izout how many people lived in North America in 14917
out how long had they been on this continent by 149 1.7

What significant achievem
. entS had the mad 3 3
[Angelo and Cross, 133} y made in that time?

Whgll. the instructor collects the responses, she show

> widely fiisparate answers that she recei;*es, but doesssrtzfents
d{h(;lm immediately with her answers to the questions.p ]12
._.,._s e spends the rest of the class discussing with th h

. of their mistaken notions; then, for their first em't ;
’Fhe students are asked to ind more informed res sses to
uestions through library research. ponses e

ether you u‘se such fact-based questions to prompt a dis-
_: u;n;}(l);ﬂz ;;S::i-dire‘:ﬂy to mcire conceptual questions,
nd o e} ion sheets or simply pose the questions
S_“;'iu N ‘n s’ responses that way. However, because
. . e anxious and hence more likely to be quiet on the
: the semester, you should give them an opportunity to
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think about your questions before you ask the class asa whole to

respond. Try one of two simple techniques here:

1. Ask the students t0 spend five minutes writing a response

to a question in their notebook, recording their impres-
r even as simple notes ot a list.

h a partner to discuss their
h pair identify three
mation that they

sions in paragraph form 0
5. Ask the students to pair up wit
first impressions, and then have eac

concrete impressions or pieces of infor
have agreed upon together.

had the chance to brainstorm in these low-

pressure activities, they should feel more comfortable reporting
their ideas to the class, since they can either read off their re-
sponse or present their report as the work of a team (and thus

help mitigate anxiety that
swer).
You may find, after gathering
students over the first few semesie
f their preconceptions

students give a pretty consistent picture 0
of the course topic—at which point you might decide to try alter

natives to this opening-day strategy. But making some €
through this method or another, to gat
worthwhile activity that should help you plan your first semest
of teaching more effectively. :

A final advantage to the strategy ©
students on the opening day of class [an advantage that I will d

scribe in more detail in Chapter 14) is that you can return to t
information during the fpal days of the semester and dem
strate to the students how far they have traveled from tho'se‘_' in
tial impressions. This might prove a useful demonstratio;i_' f

Once they have

f gathering information fro

they might give a wrong of stupid an-

these initial impressions of your
rs or years of teaching, that.®

ffort,:
her this information is'a_
er

you as well, one that you can tse togarage-whather vow.hd
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guided them as far awa e
y from those - .
would have liked. initial impressions as you

BIG AND INTERESTING QUESTIONS

You may decide to save the information-gathering process for

later in the first week, or use Blackboard or a writing assignment

for that purpose. In that case you can consider a second possibil-

ity {?01‘ you?: opening class, one captured nicely in a short arti- '
cle.ln the journal College Teaching by Kevin Bennett, who de- |
scribed a technique he used in teaching statistics—just the kind

of course that probably needs a jump-start to pique the interest

of students on the opening day.

” Bennett describes opening his statistics course with a birth
_ day celebration—or, more precisely, a celebration of the birth:i :
paradox, which states that “once there are thirty people i -
room, the probability that two people have the samepbirlzhd N 'a
more than 75 percent.” Even before he passes out the syll E:)Y N
Bennett begins his statistics classes by explaining the Yaadus,
id polling the class for their birthday dates until thep ;a dOX
match (happily, he reports, he has found one every time}] A11 .
ight expect of a statistician, Bennett has sought conflr.mas’c'We
the.: effectiveness of his technique through some statisti100;
2 ..51s~w—comparing student expectations for the course, after
ﬁr_st. day, in a semester which began with this exercise ;md i

hich did not. The rate of students who responded that th oy
looking forward to the course improved from 43 to 82 o
A 1_t:h the use of this birthday demonstration {Bennett 10]%6;-
“struggle to capture and maintain student interest in a’ cours.e

the entire semester, and the first day of the course may be
b__est: opportunity to ensure a successful outcome forYth
of Idays that will follow. Sharing intriguing questions a:
r mysteries that lie at the heart of your disciplin’ep or ¥
P OF




maller ones that students might encounter along the way,

even §
resembles in some ways the narrative technique of beginning a
t in the middle of the story—

novel orafilmata dramatic momen
you are offering them a glimpse of the drama fo come, and prom-
ising that your course will help them understand what now seems

completely strange and mysterious.

Obviously, you will need to identify intriguing puzzles or ques-
{ions in your particular discipline, ot in the course fopic, which
might take a bit of thinking. One route that might lead to such
discovery would be to reflect on the reasons you study what
you study. You haven’t always been interested, for example, in
the mating habits of lobsters as your primary research question.

Think back for a moment: what about your area of study do you
find so fascinating that it keeps you up at night pondeting the in-

tricacies of lobster sex? What are the questions and intriguing

mysteries that drew you to that area? What are the fields still left

unexplored? Why does your su
may have to take several steps along this route,
more general questions that fir
pline, but by doing so you might
ing features of your discipline—
in an introductory coursc
students on the first day of the semester.

The questions 01 puzzles that you presen

rediscover some of the fascinat-

dramatic or game-like as th

ercise in my Introduction to Literature courses to try to

students in the slippery nature o
ture, and to interest them in the course. I
a poem that presents the reflections of an older narrator o
childhood experience with his father—one that 1 think many st

dents will be able fo identify wit

bject matter to the world? You
getting to the -

st interested you in your disci- .

even those you can touch upon.:
__that you can use to connect with your

t do not need to be as i

e birthday paradox. [ use a simple ex-:
interé_st :

f meaning in language and litera-
put up on an overhead

h—and ask them to write de
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in thei
towaf;rt;?tebooks whether they believe the narrator’s attitude
is experience is a positive or a negati
. egafive one. I ask them

?ﬁ xzveilto nc;: the specific words and phrases that would support

eir idea. After five minutes of thi i

: is, I begin the discussio
nb
Ee’;ing v‘?\iunteers to tell me which words and lines they higlzf
ighted. We analyze the poem like thi -
e this for ten or fift i
utes, at which point it becom ' Jings arc
es clear that the poet’s feeli

: elings are
mixed-— iti
" xec? he has both positive and negative associations with his
thpemence. I help the students see that, and then explain that

1sd ?rocess is one we will follow for the rest-of the semester
_ ;ea 1;1g works T:hat can help to illuminate our own experiences

ut also analyzing the written word, and using eviden ’
ort our ideas. o

I]ln c_ioing so, I hope to accomplish three objectives: to capt

:l}mr -1nterest by offering them a poem that can spéak to]ihur'e
Wn 1'1ves; to demonstrate to them that they are capable of u denr
t_aix.ldmg and analyzing complex works of literature; and ton o
to them that interpreting literature does not 1;16an sini;g

{1g your c.)pinion-—it consists of using evidence to draw con-
s.10fns, a&n intellectual skill that they will need to use in every
o. thellr college courses, as well as in just about every car

ould imagine. e

nng first impressions and introducing students to a central
_Sthl:l o.r mystery of your discipline are just two of many pos
openings for a course {see Davis and McKeachie belo{pro-
. .as), but they are simple and effective techniques for thr
_-_qf y.our first semester at the head of a college classroom )
gain more teaching experience., you may decide to us.e
_aylfor other purposes—to begin the slow, painful pr

ning the students’ names, for example (see Chapteﬁ 102-
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or to provide a little bit of your own intellec-
tual biography to the students in order to help them see your
approach to the course. You'll grow into these decisions as a
teacher. The techniques outlined above are all brief enough to al-
low for plenty of time for other course business on the first day,
and yet are substantive enough to ensure that the first day of the
semester is the moment when you begin to fulfill the promises
ade to the students on the syllabus.

for more on this},

you have m
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Teaching with Technology

A few years ago a student in my English composition
course wrote a narrative essay about the process of trying to
draft a paper for her history class. The piece was well-written
enough that it eventually appeared in the student newspaper,
and it presented to the faculty on campus a somewhat disturbing
picture of the thoroughness with which technology has pene-
trated the lives of our students. The student described sitting at
Zer computer, trying to organize her thoughts about the essay
opic, but never quite getting her head together amidst the con-
ant interruptions of her ringing cell phone, instant messages
m her friends, e-mails from her parents, the rotating selection
'éongs on her iPod, and the television in the other room blaring
VD that her roommates were watching. I had a hard time
agining typing my name and address into the computer with
f fhose distractions, much less writing a history paper.
alter Ong argued several decades ago, in Oralify and Literacy,
writing was a technology that changed thought-—that the
from oral cultures to written ones had a profound impact on
y human beings reasoned and thought. Something similar
5 to be happening to our students these days, as their brains
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