SURVEY OF TEACHING METHODS
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INTRODUCTION.  Which is most important - what you teach or the way you teach, or the payload or the delivery vehicle?  Obviously, both are critical.  Good objectives are wasted on poor teaching methods.  Good teaching methods aid learning but have little value if course objectives are poor.  Most of the previous chapters have been concerned with design.  This chapter and several which follow discuss the many ways to deliver instruction - the teaching methods.

After determining the lesson objective, the instructor should choose a method of instruction, not in terms of instructor activities, but in terms of the student’s activities as a learner.  In making a decision, the instructor considers the ways that people learn:

	
	By Doing

	
	By Discussing

	
	By Listening

	
	By Observing

	
	By Participating


The instructor’s role is to select an organized set of activities that will result in meaningful learning experiences for the students.

This chapter is a survey of many popular teaching methods.  Although the descriptions are short, there should be enough detail to identify those methods which deserve further study.  Five methods of teaching are described in considerable detail in subsequent chapters.. These are:

	
	Lecture

	
	Guided Discussion

	
	Teaching Interview

	
	Case Study

	
	Demonstration/Performance


These five have been selected for expanded treatment because of their applicability to Air Force classroom instruction.

For the sake of clarity, the individual methods described in this chapter have been grouped into broad, major categories:

	
	Presentational Methods

	
	Student Verbal Interaction Methods

	
	Application Methods


Examples of each category are included since no one particular method is suitable for all teaching situations.  If, for example, students are to gain skill in performing a certain task, one of their activities should be practice in performing the task.  If the desired outcome is knowledge, students probably should observe and listen so that they can relate what is seen and heard to their own experiences.  If students must learn to apply a principle, the instructor might ask them to solve a problem or perform some task requiring an application of that principle.
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PRESENTATIONAL METHODS.  The presentational methods provide situations in which the skill or material to be learned is in some way presented to or demonstrated for the learner.  In some presentational methods there is little, if any, activity or interaction required of students other than their attention and desire to learn.  In other instances, there is considerable student activity involved.  What distinguishes these methods from the other categories is that students begin the learning experience with little or no previous exposure to the material or skills to be learned.
Lecture Method  The teaching lecture is a formal or informal presentation of information, concepts, or principles by a single individual.

	
	The formal lecture is usually given to large groups (more than 100 people) with no active participation by the student.  The learning experience is essentially passive.



	
	In the informal lecture, the size of the group is usually smaller than the formal lecture, and student participation develops when the instructor questions the students or they question the instructor on points presented.



	
	A briefing is a formal or informal presentation in which a variety of significant facts is presented as concisely as possible.  The briefing is rarely concerned with material beyond the knowledge level and is almost always accompanied by visual representation of the material in the form of charts, graphs, slides, and other aids.  Strictly speaking, the briefing is not a teaching method, but it is sometimes used in school situations.
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	A guest lecture is a presentation by a person other than the instructor who is usually an expert.  It is used to give variety to the class period or to supply information in an area where the instructor is not an expert.




Indirect Methods of Discourse.  Indirect discourse involves verbal interaction among two or more persons which is seen and heard by students.  Some examples include:

	
	A dialog - interaction between two or more persons, one of whom may be the instructor, generally to present sharply opposing points of view for students.  The dialog is often highly structured towards pre-planned goals and may take the form of questions and answers between the participants.



	
	A teaching interview - the instructor questions a visiting expert and follows a highly structured plan which leads to educational objectives.  The advantage of the teaching interview over the guest lecture is that the instructor controls the expert’s presentation.  The expert normally requires little or no advance preparation,, but responds extemporaneously from general experience.  When a question-and-answer period follows the interview, students can interact with the expert. 



	
	A panel - a structured or unstructured discussion between two or more experts (generally excluding the regular instructor) presented in a variety of ways, such as constructive arguments followed by debate, response to questions from the instructor or the students, a pre-planned agenda, a fixed or a random order of speakers, or free discussion.



	
	Skits, playlets, and other dramatizations - an often effective means of introducing variety into instruction and/or reaching objectives directly or indirectly.  A subdivision of dramatization is role-playing by an instructor to point out good or bad examples.  Role-playing by an instructor differs from role-playing by students - a simulation method. 
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Demonstration - Performance Method.  The demonstration-performance is the presentation or portrayal of a sequence of events to show a procedure, a technique, or an operation, frequently combining oral explanation with the operation or handling of systems, equipment, or material.  The demonstration-performance is the most commonly used small group learning experience in a classroom or laboratory (which requires significant instructor intervention) to develop learner skills in the operation of equipment or the acquisition of mental skills.

	
	Coaching is an intensive learning experience for individual or for small groups, characterized by significant student involvement and immediate instructor feedback.  A videotape of student performance is an excellent teaching aid when supplemented by an instructor’s analysis and critique.  This technique is particularly effective in instructor training.



	
	Tutoring is an informal, student-centered activity generally involving instructor and learner in a one-on-one relationship, often for remedial reasons, for test taking, for students to get ahead, or for learners with special needs.
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Reading.  Reading is the assignment to a student of printed verbal materials including books, periodicals, microforms, manuals, regulations, and handouts (instructor-produced). 
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Self-Paced Methods.  Self-paced instruction is a learning program which is organized so that students are allowed to move through it at their own pace under the guidance of an instructor.  Some typical applications are:

	
	Programmed Instruction - a method of instruction which usually includes a carefully planned sequence of small units of instruction which require the learner to respond to cues and receive immediate feedback.  Various media (books, teaching machines, and computers) are used to deliver the programmed instruction to the learner.



	
	Modular Instruction - prepackaged units of instruction which typically contain a clear statement of objectives and all necessary learning resources to permit the learner to achieve these objectives.  A module can be a complete unit or part of a course. 
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	Computer-Assisted Instruction - a learning experience which uses a computer as the vehicle for interaction between the learner and the planned course of instruction.



	
	Mediated Instruction - includes such devices as slides, films, tapes, and cassettes used to present the planned course of instruction to the learner.
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STUDENT VERBAL INTERACTION METHODS.  Verbal interaction methods, as the designation implies, present situations in which students interact verbally with an instructor, a group leader, or with each other.  Learning is enhanced as students deal with the material as a group.  These methods presuppose a certain amount of previous preparation by the students.

Questioning Method.  Questioning as a method is used to emphasize a point, stimulate thinking, keep students alert, check understanding, review material, and seek clarification (see Chapter 11).  Examples of this method are:

	
	Socratic Method.  While rarely seen in its pure form, instruction by asking students questions is a method as old as ancient Greece and as modern as a great books course.  The method may resemble a guided discussion, but the goal is often to obtain specific answers to specific questions (reiteration) and not to stimulate discussion.  An instructor may use the method for “trapping” students into inconsistencies in logic which sharpen their thinking skills.  Law professors often use the method for “interrogating” specific students using a series of questions as they might be used in a court of law.



	
	Student Query.  “Students asking questions” is often used in combination with other methods such as the lecture, the panel discussion, or the teaching interview, but it could be used by itself, either on a one-to-one basis in tutoring or coaching or as a part of small or large groups.  The method is student controlled, although the responder can also control the session to a certain extent if skillful enough.  Student’s questions may often be a measure of the degree of their understanding of a particular matte,. that is, they “know enough to ask the right questions”.
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Nondirected Discussion Method.  Non-directed discussion is a group interactive process in which task or objective-related information and experiences are evoked from the student.  The instructor normally plays a very limited or passive role.  Some examples are:

	
	In its original form, the peer-controlled seminar is a group of highly qualified peers (such as a doctoral-level faculty) who meet periodically for the exchange of ideas, usually in the form of prepared papers with discussion or questions following.  The research seminar resembles a peer-controlled seminar when the instructor allows qualified students to lead the discussion with the instructor providing proper supervision.  In professional military education, a peer often acts as a “facilitator” to lead discussions or conduct workshops.  When used, the instructor should provide a statement of the educational objectives, a suggested discussion guide, and should require some tangible evidence of the results of the discussion.



	
	Akin to the “bull session” or the “war story” hour, free discussion can be a valuable adjunct to participatory management or brainstorming but, by its very nature, it seldom supports measurable objectives.




Guided Discussion Method.  The guided discussion is an instructor-controlled, interactive process of sharing information and experiences related to achieving an educational objective.  The difference between non-directed discussion and guided discussion is the active involvement of the instructor in asking questions and summarizing the concepts and principles learned.  The instructor interacts with the group as a whole through questions, but tries not to dominate the discussion.  Students are encouraged to learn about a subject by actively sharing ideas, knowledge, and opinions.  The flow of communication is a transaction among all the students rather than question and response between individual students and the instructor.  The method employs the general-to-specific presentation to help students form generalizations.
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APPLICATION METHODS.  Application methods provide learners with opportunities to apply previously learned material in situations calling for the practical use of the material.  Some application methods require students to relate material already learned to new experiences and mentally recognize how the material applies, that is, to transfer concepts to new situations.  Other application methods require students to apply previously learned materials to new situations for the purpose of making decisions or solving problems.

Individual Projects.  In all practical exercises, students interact with things, data, or persons, as necessary, to attain training objectives.  Student projects usually take place outside the classroom setting, but not necessarily.  An important aspect is instructor feedback, which is given periodically as needed.  Some examples of the uses of this method are research papers, staff instruments, theses, dissertations, construction or assembly of equipment or models, creative writing, and making of graphics, pictures, or displays.
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Field Trips.  A field trip is an out-of-classroom experience when students interact with persons, locations, and materials or equipment for the attainment of instructional objectives.  An important aspect of the field trip is the student’s encounter with real settings.

Simulations.  Simulations are low-risk, educational experiences which substitute for some real-life situations.  Simulations may involve individuals, groups, or whole units.  They may preempt normal classroom time and they are especially effective as capstone methods following a block or several blocks of instruction.  More elaborate versions may require special equipment, simulation areas of various sizes and configurations, and specially trained staff.  Some kinds of simulations are:

	
	Role Playing - students to project themselves into simulated interpersonal situations and act out the parts of the persons and situations assigned by the instructor.  Role playing is generally limited to practice of the skills involved in interpersonal relations, such as counseling, interviewing, and conference leadership.



	
	In-Basket Exercises - used in random order to simulate a series of matters or decisions which a leader might actually encounter.  Students are confronted with a rush situation, limited information, and a list of action-demanding items which actually might be found in an in-basket.  After sorting out priorities, students dispose of matters by delegating, replying by mail, setting up meetings, delaying action, and deciding who should do some of the urgent actions.



	
	Organizational or Management Games - students manipulate an organization or some component part to produce certain outcomes.  Various degrees of competition between teams of students may be built into these exercises.  If they entail any degree of complexity, organizational games almost always employ a computer to carry out the simulation.



	
	Hardware Simulation - students use trainers that resemble, to some degree, the equipment that is to be used on the job (A flight simulator, for instance, has some characteristics of an airplane).  Such devices are substituted when use of the actual equipment is too costly or otherwise impractical.


Case Study Method.  The case study method is a learning experience in which students encounter a real-life situation in order to achieve some educational objective.  By studying realistic cases in the classroom, students develop new insights into the solution of specific on-the-job problems and also acquire knowledge of the latest concepts and principles used in problem-solving.

SUMMARY.  This chapter has provided a brief overview of several teaching methods grouped under the broad categories of presentational, student verbal interaction, and application. The most familiar methods have been identified here with enough detail to determine whether further study might be worthwhile.  Five individual methods will be dealt with in detail in the chapters which follow.  A process for selecting teaching methods, appropriate to given situations, from among those described in this chapter is the subject of Chapter 18.
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