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1

INTRODUCTION

Conversations Abou t SoTL Processes 
and Practices

Nancy L. Chick

When I was in graduate school in the mid-1990s, I was selected 
to join a group of teaching assistants from across campus to 
regularly come together to learn more about teaching and then 

to bring what we learned back to our departments. I’m sure it involved 
programming, structure, and specifi c activities, but what I remember—
what la sted and what changed everything for me—were the conversations. 
I remember Amy in psychology talking about her research on early child-
hood eating patterns, and how she approached teaching the complexities 
of nature versus nurture. I remember Tim in biology talking about prepar-
ing and grading exams (such a different teaching experience from mine in 
English) and the sheer joy of his daily monitoring of . . . something . . . in his 
lab. I remember Pat in history talking about the tension between covering 
key moments in history and keeping his students interested. And I remem-
ber Tricia and Katie, our leaders, who talked about how much our teaching 
mattered and gave us permission to take it as seriously as our dissertations.

Twenty-something years later, it’s no wonder that I’m moved by Roxå and 
Mårtensson’s (2009) foundational research on “the conversations teachers 
have with colleagues” in which “teachers allow themselves to be infl uenced to 
such an extent that they develop, or even sometimes drastically change, their 
personal understanding of teaching and learning” (pp. 547–548). In study 
after study, Roxå, Mårtensson, and colleagues have established the effects 
of “small ‘signifi cant networks’” (Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009, p. 547) that 
explore teaching and learning in private, trusting, and intellectually challeng-
ing discussions. My friends and colleagues in the Teaching Assistant Mentor 
Program at the University of Georgia formed my fi rst such network. Since 
then, conversations like these have become the soundtrack of my work life, 
setting the tone for everything from the kind of career I’ve wanted to how 
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2  INTRODUCTION

I feel every time I draft a syllabus or grade an essay or walk into a classroom 
to how I think about students, their learning, and my role in their learning. 
As a scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) scholar, I can’t overestimate 
the impact of these conversations.

It surprises me a little to refl ect on the turn from text to conversation 
that led to this book. I had just fi nished compiling a bibliography for a 
SoTL primer, “a little anthology of key readings that would together pro-
vide some coverage, depth, and range of the fi eld” (Chick, 2016). After 
years of trying to explain SoTL in short elevator rides, hallway conversa-
tions, e-mails, and PowerPoint slides, I dreamed of handing over a small 
collection of readings that would do the work for me. So I asked an unsci-
entifi c sampling of friends and colleagues, “If you were putting together a 
SoTL primer of 1 to 10 titles to introduce colleagues to the fi eld, what would 
you include?” The resulting 23 lists included 112 citations, which I distilled 
into 2 bibliographies: the Top 10 Citations and the Top 10 Short Pieces (see 
bit.ly/a-sotl-primer for the names of the contributors and these 2 lists). I’d 
begun looking into publishing a book of the second list when James Rhem, 
coeditor of the New Pedagogies and Practices in Higher Education series from 
Stylus Publishing, asked me to put together something like this SoTL primer 
but with new essays. He wanted a book on “how to do SoTL, but told pri-
marily via examples from faculty in a spectrum of disciplines” (J. Rhem, per-
sonal communication, October 24, 2016). Rather than introducing SoTL in 
theory through a short collection of its key texts, this book would introduce 
SoTL in practice through stories of practitioners’ experiences in doing SoTL.

Indeed, there are plenty of publications that defi ne, theorize, criticize, 
report results of, and teach novices how to do SoTL, but there is less on 
doing SoTL well and seeing what it looks like. This gap reminded me of les-
son study projects that aim to reveal student learning in action by “put[ting] 
a lesson under the microscope, to carefully analyze how students learn from 
our teaching and then use that knowledge to improve future performance—
ours and theirs” (Cerbin, 2011, p. 2). This book is about illuminating 
SoTL in action by putting its critical moments under the microscope to care-
fully analyze how they happen and then using that knowledge to improve 
SoTL performance. It presents procedural vignettes that put SoTL in slow 
motion to help us pause, analyze, and refl ect on key steps in the larger pro-
cesses of doing SoTL. I thought of a series of 30-minute consultations in 
which a colleague wants to learn more about SoTL and get started on his or 
her fi rst project. This framework invokes that power of informal, intellectu-
ally challenging conversations with trusted colleagues (Roxå & Mårtensson, 
2009). I recruited people I’d actually had (or overheard) conversations with 
about these critical moments, and I encouraged them to use the voices and 
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INTRODUCTION  3

approaches they’d use in a consultation. The result is that the chapters draw 
from different sources—some are grounded in the existing literature, many 
in the contributors’ own experiences, and a few in hypothetical situations or 
even in metaphor.

The chapters in Part One discuss the strong foundations of SoTL 
projects. Gary Poole talks about the authentic origins of SoTL projects, those 
moments of curiosity in which we confront our beliefs about teaching and 
learning that are grounded in intuition, anecdote, and observation. Anthony 
Ciccone follows with “the ultimate SoTL moment . . . when a relatively com-
mon teaching problem, on refl ection, opens a broad panorama of interesting 
and challenging questions about learners and learning” (p. 17, this volume). 
Margy MacMillan discusses one of the necessary responses to our questions, 
the elusive SoTL literature review, which is “a process and a product” (p. 23, 
this volume) that grounds a project in prior work and assumptions strong 
enough for “bearing the weight of practice” (p. 25, this volume). As a lit-
erature review brings up the relationship between SoTL and educational 
research, Kimberley A. Grant pushes back against knee-jerk characterizations 
of contrast and confl ict and instead talks about the common ground of the 
broader fi eld of teaching and learning. Acknowledging that SoTL is situated 
in this broader fi eld, as well as across our own disciplines, Carol Berenson 
encourages us to articulate the tradition of inquiry and its assumptions that 
undergird our specifi c approaches to research. Robin Mueller follows with 
how she thinks about another critical moment in conceptualizing a SoTL pro-
ject, namely, aligning its research methods with its purpose. Ryan C. Martin 
tackles the contentious and misunderstood requirement of seeking an ethics 
review, necessary for SoTL as research involving human participants but also, 
he argues, as part of SoTL’s overarching purpose of doing good.

In Part Two, the contributors put SoTL in slow motion, explaining what 
it looks like to carry out specifi c methods that make student learning visible. 
Trent W. Maurer cautions us in our selection of survey methods and looks 
to the frequent choice of questionnaires with plenty of advice on how to use 
them well. Bill Cerbin shares his process for conducting classroom obser-
vations to bring him closer to understanding what’s actually happening as 
students are learning or having diffi culty with learning. Janice Miller-Young 
talks about interviewing students to “see what is otherwise unobservable” 
and collecting “compelling stories that challenge our assumptions about 
the realities and experiences of our students” (p. 98, this volume). Karen 
Manarin describes how she slows down and closely reads student artifacts, 
a process similar to “a case study that if done well suggests something about 
other texts or contexts” (p. 101, this volume). Similarly, Lendol Calder shows 
how think-alouds have allowed him to “eavesdro[p] on students while they 
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4  INTRODUCTION

made sense of historical materials” (p. 115, this volume), giving him insights 
into otherwise inaccessible moments in their learning.

In Part Three, the contributors encourage us to think about the sites 
where SoTL has the potential to make an impact beyond our own practice. 
Jessie L. Moore talks us through some steps of describing a SoTL project in 
writing to “pu[t] our work in conversation with prior scholarship and ope[n] 
up portals for others to respond to our research, add to it, and continue the 
dialogue for years to come” (p. 125, this volume). To help encourage writ-
ten SoTL, David J. Voelker shares his thoughts on how and why to read 
these publications, which may require “translation as we convert insights 
and meanings from one discipline or context into another” (p. 127, this 
volume), that keep us refl ecting on and potentially revising our practice. 
In thinking about how SoTL made public can ultimately have local impacts, 
Dan Bernstein recalls his experiences with course portfolios and other “prac-
tical” and “publicly accessible learning objects” that are “incredibly powerful 
as change agents in the culture of higher education practice” (p. 142, this 
volume). Jennifer Meta Robinson describes her ideal SoTL conference and 
how it compares to the “composite afterimage of the many academic confer-
ences [she has] attended” (p. 143, this volume).

Ultimately, this book isn’t strictly about how to do SoTL. Instead, it’s a 
book about how 16 scholars do SoTL. Each chapter presents the experience, 
advice, and voice of a single scholar, but as Manarin and Voelker remind 
us about reading the works of others, each chapter also suggests something 
about other contexts, inviting us to translate the writer’s insights into our 
own. In the end, the chapters also refl ect what we’ve learned from SoTL itself 
about student learning: the importance of questioning what we intuit, explor-
ing and articulating the sources of those intuitions and assumptions, aligning 
our practices with our intentions, planning to do good, making visible what 
we’ve taken for granted, and purposefully thinking through the effects and 
impacts of our work.
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