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Teaching Naked:

Why Removing Technology from Your Classroom Will Improve Student Learning 

(National Forum for Teaching and Learning, Vol 16, No. 1, December, 2006), p. 1-5.  Also online at www.ntfl.com with an additional appendix: “Top Ten Ways to Improve Student Learning Using Technology Outside of the Classroom.”  Excerpted in Tomorrows Professor (TP 786) http://ctl.stanford.edu/Tomprof/postings.html)

José Antonio Bowen, Southern Methodist University

Technology is the most powerful way to increase your naked, non-technological face-to-face interaction with students in the classroom.  As universities struggle to deliver the universal wireless, course management systems, online resources, and instant communication students now expect, faculty can take advantage of these new resources, cultural assumptions and virtual communities to improve student learning, but we owe it to our students to get it out of the classroom.  The real advantage of the new educational technologies is they can force students to engage with the material outside of class, and thereby expand the time and quality of discussion in class.

Technology can give students more and better interaction with course content. We can now require students to study outside of class time (again), but we must do more than simply posting readings, lectures or podcasts online.  For most students, pdf means “print document first” and printing isn’t the same as reading.  Video and podcasts are only slightly more likely to be examined.  To get students to interact with the material, post online quizzes and require them in advance of EVERY class session, use interactive online assignments or even video games, have students work together to create a virtual or real product, create online communities and discussion groups for small groups of students and require a posting before EVERY class, send them email (or post to your classes’ Facebook group), blog, require them to write essays that they post online, make them respond to other student essays online and in general communicate often with them. Students today crave constant interaction and contact; requiring assignments and quizzes before every class “shows you care.”  You may be able to recreate the life of the mind you remember from college days (real or imaged), but it no longer happens in the dorm cafeteria: it happens in virtual digital communities.  

The future of class time is not lecturing.  A podcast can be better than a lecture because (a) you can include multiple explanations and multiple modes of accessing the material, (b) time is no longer an issue, (c) you can talk for longer that you ever could in class and include all of the examples you want (students can skip or rewind), and (d) you can simultaneously make available separate lectures with all of those alternative ways of introducing the material instead of having to pick just one. Since they are recyclable, it is also worth the investment of time to create better lectures than the ones you could deliver in person.  Of course, like textbooks, it also means there will soon be a global market for the best online lectures and podcasts. 

The textbook should have freed us from the need to “cover” the content in the classroom, and when students read them, maybe it did.  The difference this time is that course management systems can easily track the online activity of hundreds or thousands of students at once.  Before we enter the classroom, we can now know that students watched the video, listened to the podcast, responded to your email, posted a blog entry, solved all ten of the problems you assigned, reached level five on your video game, sent text messages to their discussion groups, took a photo of themselves in the museum, or correctly answered only two questions on the quiz.  Faculty can now determine some level of engagement and familiarity with the content before we arrive for class.

The future classroom is not a lecture hall.  If a student is going to sit passively and listen to a lecture (or watch a film), they don’t need to do it with us in the room.  As our expensive American university system faces increasing competition from online courses offered anywhere in the world, it should become clear that the value of a residential education and is the direct student to faculty interaction. If we value the human interaction and discussion, then we should maximize that experience and only lecture online.  

If we use new technologies to increase student engagement outside of the classroom, it will allow us to spend more time in small groups with our students. Instead of over-preparing or rushing through content before the end of the hour, we will now face classes of prepared students!  This will require a complete rethinking of class time, architecture, furniture and scheduling. Consider a class of 45 students that meets three times a week for pseudo interactive lectures.  For the same number of faculty hours, this class could meet only in groups of 15 once a week. (Universities will need smaller more flexible rooms.) If you didn’t have to prepare lectures or grade exams, would you be willing to spend twice as much time in discussion with students in small groups?  Now instead of three passive hours in groups of 45 and perhaps a glance at a textbook once a week, these same students might get two interactive hours in groups of 15, listen to three hours of podcasts and spend many more hours engaged in online activities. 

This could make all of us better teachers and improve the quality of student learning if we rethink what to do in these smaller interactive groups.  Beyond group discussion, students can also critique papers in class, work on problems, papers or projects together, play games, act out situations, study source documents, create learning materials for other students, or apply their new knowledge in service learning.  Consider the studio model in the arts: lots of students engaged in their own projects all at once with loads of time for individual attention from faculty or learning from each other.  Being prepared only to react to situations (even those faculty set in motion) may feel a bit like teaching naked, but those student “aha” moments rarely happen when we are engaged in content delivery. 

The best gift of new technologies is the ability to leave the tyranny of content online and focus class time on student learning. Sadly, we have often embraced the least interactive forms of new technology (i.e. powerpoint lectures), but the future success of residential higher education depends upon face-to-face interaction with students. The future of both technology and class time is interactive.

The appendix includes the “Top Ten Ways to Improve Student Learning Using Technology Outside of the Classroom.”
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