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PREFACE

“If somebody teaches but nobody learns, what do you call that?” The 
inquisitive student who asked that question also answered it: “A lot 
of hot air.”  Although that question was posed and answered in my 
classroom by a student a long time ago, I have never forgotten it. The 
question seems absolutely fundamental to the higher education enter-
prise. Faculty members do a lot of teaching. What is teaching? Talk-
ing? Showing? Asking? Setting up electronic bulletin boards? Creating 
and evaluating problem sets, as they do at MIT (Carey, 2015)? What 
is the connection between teaching and learning? If students learn 
(assessed by whatever metric you choose), can we assume that teaching 
has occurred? No, I don’t believe that we can. People learn all kinds of 
things without teaching, like walking, speaking, comparing, playing ad 
infi nitum.

In the past several years faculty members have begun to ask our-
selves, Why should students attend college, and what can we reasonably 
expect them to learn? The evidence of learning, defi ned as retention of 
information and the development of critical thinking over the long 
term, is spotty. Arum and Roksa (2011) have recently documented the 
failure of a signifi cant percentage of college students to learn, let alone 
retain, the vast amounts of information to which they are exposed or 
to demonstrate the critical thinking abilities that are necessary to make 
sound judgments based on this information.

Students typically tell us that they attend college “to get a better 
job” or “to have a better life.” If students aren’t learning what we expect 
them to learn and the methods we are using to teach them are often 
ineffective, how do we justify the massive amount of human and mate-
rial resources that the United States puts into the enterprise of higher 
education every semester?

I have been pondering this question for quite some time. Actu-
ally I have been going around in circles trying to come up with some 
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Preface

reasonable understanding of this phenomenon since I began teach-
ing more than 40 years ago. My circular thinking ended up taking 
me back to one of the fi rst things I ever learned in my liberal arts 
education: To achieve a sense of mutual understanding in any con-
versation, it is critical to defi ne the terms and examine the premises. 
Plato’s myth of the cave kept coming to mind. Almost all of our 
educational reforms involve increased use of technology; more enter-
taining presentation of information; and skill development devoted 
to helping students take notes, increase time on task, and formu-
late good questions. We have been trying to improve our teaching 
methods without asking ourselves how people learn. The lightbulb 
came on in my mind. In Plato’s myth, prisoners in a darkened cave 
are looking at shadows on the cave wall (illusions) and not looking 
directly at the phenomenal world in daylight. In focusing on tech-
niques and technology, I believe we are doing the same thing. We are 
increasing the size of the shadows, building up the fi re that throws 
the shadows, but we are not looking at the most important, real-
world element of good teaching: understanding how human beings 
learn.

There has been a great deal of research on the brain and learning 
 processes in the past 25 years. Almost none of this new information 
has been connected with techniques that can be used to improve 
teaching. In my  circumambulations regarding this problem, I have 
concluded that because very little of the recently developed informa-
tion about learning and brain function has been applied directly to 
the improvement of what we call  teaching, some common  defi nitions 
of those terms are crucial to progress in this conversation. We need 
to know what individuals mean when they use the terms teach and 
learn and if people who are using those terms in a conversation all 
mean the same thing. We need to realize that learning can occur 
without teaching, but when teaching happens and nobody learns, we 
are faced with a phenomenon that we can’t explain except by blam-
ing it on students. That student of long ago whom I quoted had a 
very good question. In this book I address that question in a broad 
historical and cultural context. I focus on teaching, learning, and 
the role of self in shaping knowledge and understanding. Including 
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Preface

self in this discussion is a radical departure from the epistemology 
most of us learned in graduate school. What is contained in this text 
is rather disorienting for any traditionally trained academic in the 
Western world.

This book addresses several issues that I believe are signifi cant in 
the redesign and restructure of the new American university (Crow & 
Dabars, 2015). To teach undergraduates effectively, we must do the 
following:

• Reexamine the purpose of education in the liberal arts and 
reframe it for the twenty-fi rst century.

• Incorporate the new knowledge about learning that has been 
developed in cognitive science and neuroscience into our 
pedagogy.

• Move beyond the positivist paradigm of teaching and learning 
inherited from the German research universities and incorporate 
both constructivism and the role of emotions in learning into 
our pedagogy as indicated by the learning research.

• Construct a pedagogical approach that integrates cognition, 
affect, behavior, and refl ection into standard methodology 
(Zull, 2002).

• Learn about the notion of self-authorship (Baxter-Magolda, 
1999), and place it at the core of our work with students.

• Participate in professional development activities so that we can 
become skilled and competent in the use of these new ideas and 
methods.

I am assuming that any educator who understands how people learn 
can become highly skilled as a teacher in a discipline or as a trainer in 
any applied fi eld. I have incorporated metaphors from Alice’s Adven-
tures in Wonderland and Winnie the Pooh in this book because I think 
any discussion that is disorienting or disconcerting should be entertain-
ing as well. I invite you to follow me down the rabbit hole to a place 
where people learn what they care about, where emotions elucidate and 
anchor learning, and where people remember what they have learned 
because they know why it matters to them.
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Conceptual Map

If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.

(Attributed to Lewis Carroll)

“He’s out,” said Pooh sadly. “That’s what it is. He’s not in.
I shall have to go a fast Thinking Walk by myself.”

(Milne/Shepard, 1986, p. 32)

Terrain

The terrain of this book is broad and the journey is circular. In keep-
ing with my references to children’s stories such as Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland and Winnie the Pooh, I explore the ways in which cultures 
use stories to help members of their group make sense of the world, 
learn the history of their people, and understand the various roles that 
members of this group are expected to play in the collective life of the 
group. The notion of storytelling is also called the Grand Narrative, 
the story that Western culture tells its members about how the world 
works. I also examine the story that seems to shape higher education 
in the West and look at some of the historical elements that have con-
tributed to this story. These narratives are discovered to be accurate in 
some cases, inaccurate in others, and wildly misleading under certain 
circumstances. A closer examination of the elements of the narrative 
that pertain to teaching and learning ensues. After reviewing the story, 
I then explore the various teaching methods that faculty members in 
Western universities have used as well as cultural beliefs about valid 
teaching and learning or pedagogy and epistemology.

Guideposts

As a reader you will frequently be asked to take a look at your personal 
frame of reference within the Grand Narrative, the narrative of your 
career, and the narrative of your campus. The generic frame of reference 
is called the fi shbowl, a phenomenon that shapes how we see the world 
even when we are not aware of the shaping process. To understand your 
frame of reference or perspective, you will need to stop  reading, do some 
exercises and refl ections, and critique your unexamined assumptions 
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from new angles. The boxed exercises throughout this text are guide-
posts to support the process. Be prepared for a bit of discomfort and 
disorientation.

Roadblocks

• Preconceived Ideas About What Constitutes Legitimate Pedagogy 
and Academic Conversation in Colleges and Universities. Ever since 
Descartes told us that thinking led to the most reliable form of 
knowing, we have been suspicious of including feelings or faith/
intuition in academic conversations. We have a fairly narrow def-
inition of reliable knowledge and a fairly narrow range of legiti-
mate methods for discovering it. This belief is deeply embedded 
in us. Most of us have been trained to exclude knowledge that is 
infl uenced by feelings or faith from most academic discussions. 

• Talking About Feelings With Students. Many of us (whoever you 
want to include in “us”) believe that we shouldn’t talk about feelings 
with students because we haven’t been trained to do so. There is a 
widespread misconception that talking about feelings is the same 
thing as doing psychotherapy. Consider, however, that we often 
talk about feelings with people we care about. Educators who are 
uncomfortable having this kind of conversation with students 
need to understand the difference between an uncomfortable 
or emotionally upsetting conversation and a therapy session. Of 
course, if we work on campuses that have counseling centers, we 
need to know where they are and how to help students get that 
type of support when they need it. 

• Talking About Faith. Separation of church and state means that 
no person or organization is permitted to impose a belief system 
on another. It does not mean that people cannot talk about 
faith. Faith in one form or another, not necessarily the religious 
form, is fundamental to human progress. Sarton (1973) implied 
in her Journal of a Solitude that faith is the fundamental force 
that motivates people to sustain hope, to achieve their dreams, 
and to persist through diffi culty. “One must think like a hero 
to behave like a merely decent human being” (p. 101). In this 
era of fi rst-generation students, there are increasing numbers of 
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people for whom faith is fundamental. Without it, they might 
not have enrolled in the fi rst place. To get over this roadblock, 
listen carefully to students’ expression of faith. It is not necessary 
to agree or disagree. The most important aspect of faith for 
students is in their own capabilities.

Destination

The destination for this journey is to Get Someplace Else. More specifi -
cally, it is to support educators in their journey toward understanding the 
connections among a person’s sense of self (self-authorship), the ways the 
person learns, what the person wishes to learn, and how the person hopes 
to use what he or she learns to shape his or her own life. This is a diffi cult 
intellectual journal for any educator who has been trained in the Western 
Grand Narrative of objectivity and autonomy, or separation of self and 
feelings from knowing and thinking. This book includes a lengthy dis-
cussion about balancing transmission and evaluation of information with 
acknowledging variations on interpretive perspective and the feelings 
that result from different interpretations. The two appendices provide 
techniques for managing the fact/perspective/feeling/meaning vortex in 
conversations with students. How will you know if you’ve arrived, or even 
if you’ve made Progress? You will be more comfortable in your classes 
or encounters with students. You will remember why you decided to 
become an academic, the excitement when you fi rst realized what you 
wanted to study and teach. Your teaching will become more creative and 
more interesting to you and your students. You will begin to care as much 
about the learning process as the content. You will be surprised. 

About This Book

Chapter 1, “Teaching, Learning, and Storytelling,” examines the stories 
that we tell ourselves about the purposes of college, why people attend, 
and what happens in these institutions. The chapter also covers subjec-
tivity, objectivity, the mind/body split, and personal perspectives and 
narratives. 

The Grand Narrative is the story a culture tells itself about how 
the world works. Chapter 2, “Life Beyond the Fishbowl: The Grand 
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Narrative, Academic Disciplines, and Deep Learning,” examines 
the way the Grand Narrative of Western cultures shapes the ways 
we think about learning and teaching in theoretical and applied 
 disciplines.

Learning is a constant process for all of us. Chapter 3, “Everybody 
Learns, Some Teach,” delves into the questions, “How do we learn?” Is 
a teacher required? Do we teach the way people learn?

Is teaching something we do to students, with students or is it 
an interactive process that should also involve learning? Chapter 4, 
“Entr’acte: Is ‘Teach’ a Transitive Verb?,” looks at the role of language 
in shaping commonly accepted ideas about teaching.

Chapter 5, “Self-Authorship: A New Narrative of Learning,” 
 discusses the importance of including the role of self in learning. The 
historical narrative of higher education has been that subject and object 
are separate and self is not a variable to be considered in learning. 
 However, recent research indicates that the validity of this perspective 
is quite limited. Teaching as if the student’s sense of self were irrelevant 
almost guarantees boredom and loss of information retention as soon 
as the test is over or the paper is written.

Chapter 6, “Professional Boundaries and Skills: Searching for 
Meaning Is Not Counseling,” is an exploration of the differences 
between conversations that involve either emotional content or helping 
students struggle to make meaning of their experiences and counseling. 
They are not the same kinds of conversations, but the differences 
are typically not clear to laypeople. Most professors are advisers, not 
counselors in any professional sense. When students are struggling to 
understand why they should learn information in any discipline and 
how that knowledge might help them understand the broader context 
of their lives, they need advice from an experienced scholar and the 
 opportunity to engage in a thoughtful conversation.

Why do so many students consider general education requirements 
obstacles to be overcome on the road to professional education? If we 
were to consider the role of self-understanding in the broader context of 
any aspect of general education, students would become more engaged 
with the subject matter and understand more of the value of the dis-
cipline. Chapter 7, “Curriculum, General Education, and the Grand 
Narrative,” explores several alternative methods of organizing general 
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Preface

education requirements that place the student in the larger cultural 
context of community, culture, and environment.

Assessment has often been considered a confusing and time- 
consuming process. Nevertheless, it has now become fundamental to 
every aspect of higher education. When you hear the term metrics, it 
means somebody wants an assessment of something as one factor in 
resource allocation. In chapter 8, “Assessment: Documenting Learning 
From Alternate Perspectives,” Peter Troiano provides an introduction 
to the assessment process as well as references to additional resources.

I have also provided two appendices. “Appendix A: Working in 
Groups and Facilitating Discussions,” introduces methods for using 
group process in an academic discussion. Resources for additional skills 
and techniques are also included. “Appendix B: Contemplative Prac-
tices for Classroom Use,” provides contemplative methods for use in 
the classroom as well as in out-of-class activities. Additional resources 
from the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education are 
also included.
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