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I’ve taught in many locations and never have I encountered faculty and administrators so ready and willing to make “things” happen – whatever each of our “things” happens to be.




- First Year GRCC Professor

Introduction To The Study

Research Question

What is the first year experience of new faculty at GRCC and what is its effect on teaching (practice) and learning (outcome)?

Our Study

During the 07 -8 semester, faculty performed the following:

· Taught their assigned classes.

· Engaged in Action Research. This research included:

· Keeping a reflective journal on their weekly experience on teaching at GRCC.

· Sharing their thoughts at the monthly meetings of the New Faculty Institute.

· Summarizing their experience in a short written document after the end of each semester.

· Attended a special meeting at the end of each semester to share their experience and reflections.

· Attended a feedback session to validate the data analysis at the end of the academic year.

Daily/Weekly Journal

During the year of the study faculty reflected and kept a journal on the following questions:

· What teaching strategies or methodologies did you employ this week?

· Why did you choose these specific approaches to teaching and learning?

· How successful were these techniques, strategies, methodologies? How do you know?

· How did the learning ecosystem enhance, inhibit, or have no effect on your ability to meet your desired outcomes?

· How might the learning ecosystem be modified or improved to assist you in your teaching and student learning?

Elements of a Learning Ecosystem

1. Learning Relationships – The interaction between people and systems which effect learning.

2. Learning Technologies – The tools  and techniques used to facilitate learning.

3. Learning Environments – The physical, social, and psychological environment required to support learning.

4. Learning Design – The creation and documentation of policies, processes, and structure designed to support learning.

Research Design

Action Research

15 New Faculty Members

Monthly Dialogue at New Faculty Institute

End-of-semester final reports

Interpretive Analysis Of Individual Cases

Feedback and Validation Session

Analysis
Teaching
This section of the results describes what the faculty believe about teaching and learning.  
Teaching Philosophy - As a whole the faculty communicated a highly constructivist approach to teaching. Their pedagogy was grounded in a collaborative, active approach to teaching designed to help students connect the outcomes of a course to their own lives and experience.
…an educational philosophy derived from a combination of Socratic participation (interactive discussion,) different level of group work, and lectures that are designed as a series of prompting questions.

I believe the most important duty I have to my students is to create an environment wherein they feel comfortable not just in coming to class, but also in participating in class discussions.

Not everyone learns the same…I am able to adjust my teaching to fit the needs of the group.

Lecture – Faculty described a belief in the value of lecture. They communicated that lecture was an important component of an overall teaching strategy that provides one of many means for sharing information with students. 
I believe that lecture remains an important way to communicate information to an audience. It is one of the most effective means to achieve instructional goals, especially when there is high enrollment. 

I often show…work in order to provide visual inspiration and a starting point [for the assignment].

…even project based learning needs the foundation of lecture.

Technology – The use and value of technology for helping student learn was a clear component in the faculty’s belief about good teaching practices.
…heavy use of technology (web, Blackboard, interactive presentation.)

The use of various learning technologies (computers, mediated classrooms, Blackboard) is also central to my [teaching]

In most classes…projected PowerPoint…visual images…music

…everything is on Blackboard (I don’t give handouts)

Group Work/Collaboration – A central theme in the faculty was a belief in the value of having students work together.

Group critique…it is one of the most important situations inside the classroom…they need feedback [from me and their peers]

[working with primary document]…place the students into small groups (5 groups with 6-7 members), and instruct them to analyze the source and prepare a presentation of their analysis.

I routinely create opportunities for students to work together in pairs and small groups in pursuit of course objectives

[the value of student peer teaching] is that you really get a better understanding of a topic when you have to teach it to someone else.

Active Learning – Faculty communicated that the learning process must include elements where students engaged with the content in a meaningful, dynamic fashion. 
…begin each class with a participative activity.

To help promote the importance of real-world thinking in my classes, I have utilized many speakers that hold authority with my students.

…students learn more and stay focused longer when they are “doing”, rather than just listening.

Many assignments utilize problem based and cooperative learning…

Enablers

This section of the report describes those areas within the college that assisted the faculty in their work as a professor.

Relationships – The value and openness of others in helping new faculty learn about the college and perform their professional duties was shared by the faculty. 

Appreciated being able to shadow instructors for three weeks before I had my own students.

…the interaction between my department faculties has been supportive and has promoted the advancement of my teaching and learning at GRCC.

I found my fellow professors very helpful and encouraging (along with the New Faculty Institute.) These folks are passionate about their work and it really helps new instructors feel more welcome and less alone during their first semester teaching.

Outside Responsibilities – The general acknowledgement of the college that teaching was the primary responsibility of new faculty and that first year faculty should not engage in any additional department or college-wide activities was appreciated.
I personally believe that first year faculty members should not be asked to be part of any committees or councils. Their full attention should be devoted to classroom preparation and the development of their own “art of teaching.”

…first year faculty members should just focus on their development/honing of classroom teaching skills before involved in larger committees and projects.

System Support – The systemic elements of the college (departments, procedures, etc.) were reported as meeting the basic needs of the faculty.
Generally, the learning ecosystem of fall 2007 provided everything necessary for successful learning; they were technologically equipped and reliable, clean, safe, bright, and comfortable.

…the New Faculty Institute is of great value in this development [teaching] and allows new faculty members the opportunity to perceive a much larger picture of the college…

The Learning Academy and my Associate Dean…helpful [solving a technology problem.]

Technology – Faculty found the availability of technological tools as an asset in helping them perform their professional duties.
Presentation remote…this seems to help with connecting to students in the back rows, and it also keeps them on their toes (and of Facebook…)

I…put together a faculty web site that provided students with an overview of the courses I teach, a philosophy of teaching, and general guidelines…Several students commented on how they appreciated such a web site.

With BlackBoard students have a “virtual meeting ground” that they can exchange ideas using the discussion board, the file exchange, and email.

Barriers

This section of the report describes those areas within the college that faculty identified as prohibiting or decreasing a faculty members ability to perform his or her professional duties.
Technology Response – Faculty felt that the college took too long in solving problems related to technology.
The school promised me a laptop [that would accommodate my needs]…IT took 6 months to deliver the computer. 

[Problems with IT]…The fact is that if I have a problem, I have a problem now; I can’t wait 10 days before someone comes to fix it [classroom computer] (a week of waiting is the average.)

The process of updating [technology, lack there of] has been especially negative to the student’s ability to learn.

Technology Hardware – The availability or reliability of technological hardware was identified as a barrier to using technology in the ways faculty felt best met the needs of students and their learning.
[GRCC could enhance student learning by] providing more access to computers across campus as well as providing more spaces to plug laptops.

…we need more increased storage space on our servers…to place video content on-line…enables students to experience a means of learning that appeals to this multimedia generation of students and is often much more effective than a written set of instructions…they can actually see an instructor demonstrate it for them.

The ‘black box’ is particularly finicky. [The device that controls the multimedia connection in one classroom requires a very specific order of events to work.]

Technology Software – The faculty shared frustration with the management, consistency, and obsolescence of software throughout the college.
IT updated the software four days before class started. They were asked to delay…this is a clear example of poor management that adversely affected my teaching. 

The last concern is the need to update computer software …for responsiveness to the needs of our community.

Technology is not consistent at the college across departments and classrooms.

…technology is not up to the challenge.

Environment/Ambiance – A theme for faculty was that the comfort level in the classrooms made it difficult for students to stay engaged.
…rooms are far too warm. Excessive heat distracts many students, negates the enthusiasm of some, and leads to fatigue quickly. 

We don’t have air conditioning [in the classroom] and the temperature was steadily above 80 degrees. 

[in warm rooms you can open windows] but this does not distribute the cool air evenly; instead, students by the windows quickly become cold and the windows must soon be closed.

The room was too hot or too cold.

Physical Space – As shared by the faculty, the overall teaching environment made it more difficult for faculty to teach in a safe and efficient manner consistent with their beliefs about how student learn best.
…poor classroom setting and design – too small for the number of students we have…

[one classroom] has a large cable that runs along the floor and across the doorway. This is a potential hazard and could lead a student or faculty member to trip.

The whiteboards are difficult to erase.

Faculty offices are not close [to where people teach]

Group Work/Flexibility – The college’s learning spaces were identified as inappropriate, stagnant, and constraining in their basic design. The faculty also share a frustration with the inability to be easily reconfigure classrooms for different learning modalities.
Classrooms are not conducive to flexibility…If I wanted to work in groups, I had to go to the classroom twenty to thirty minutes prior to the starting time.

…rooms are slim rectangles – much wider than they are deep…I find this rather constraining.

[group work] can sometimes be difficult in the traditional GRCC [classroom]

…problems with the special arrangement of the room [for group interaction.]

…it was difficult to get the students into groups for collaborative work.  The layout of the rooms was too much of an obstacle.

There needs to be a convenient place for students to do group work outside of the classroom.

Workload – Faculty felt that non-classroom obligations took away from time best allocated to teaching and preparing to teach.
One of the stumbling blocks with my first year has been the process of CARPs. This process is long, unresponsive at times, and prohibits my program from keeping up with the changing [external] environment for which we are trying to prepare our students.

…I have been amazed how busy I am [administrative tasks, record keeping, emails], and how I never seem to have the time to devote to certain duties that I would like [curriculum writing, lecture prep, report writing, committee work.]

In order to stay on track with the syllabus and to have time to grade students’ tests as taking…I had to give up group activities.

The FGIP [faculty evaluation process] consumed a significant amount of my time. 

Outside Interactions -  College wide systems were identified as a distracter, time consuming, or problematic in adding to the workload of faculty. 
…cleanliness. Due to the fact of [shared laboratories]. Not all instructors possess the same cleanliness standards or concerns…

Had to schedule more time with HR [to do] copious amounts of paperwork.

Faster turn around on repairs of necessary items.

Increasing competent IT support to the campus would make a huge difference…

…the bookstore seems to have many challenges getting textbook orders correct…

There is no coordinated process for involving the community (public museum, art museum, etc.) in our teaching.

Students – The preparedness and attitude of students caused faculty to alter their understanding and practice of teaching.
One obstacle I see is the writing capabilities of the students – it is really poor.

[peer teaching] …some students still complain (albeit under their breadth) that they are there to learn from a professor, not a peer.

…the students, make teaching difficult. The difference in ability level of the students is HUGE.

…encountering the large number of developmental students caused me to re-examine my beliefs of who “belonged in college,’ and investigate different strategies [for student success]

There needs to be a way for students to learn basic technology (e.g. Blackboard) outside of my class.

Final thought from a first year professor in this study…

…every good manager knows that if you ask an employee their opinions and observations in the process of evaluating the business that these opinions and observations should result in some change. It would be my hope that this study will result in a change…if this institution truly values student learning, GRCC should work to enhance the learning ecosystem of its customers – our students. Otherwise this study is data that is obtained through “busywork” for the sake of “busywork.”
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