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In Quest of»Learnihg—teaching Excellence® e
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by

John Sjo

I wﬁs invited to participate in the Resident Instructionlséssion be-
céuse'the Aésociation gave me its 1973 profeésional excellence award in
teaching. The certifiééte confirming that award is the most tangiblé
evidence I have that I am qualified for this assignment. Frequently, I

am presented contrary evidence. Reading student evaluations of my\teach-

" . ing is/a humbling experience. Each term one or more not only classify me

as the pdorest teacher they ever had, but suggest I'd do all future stu-
dents a favor if I'd find work more suited to my talents.
Quality of teaching is so intangible it is diffiéul; to recognize, im-

precisely measured, and often unjustly rewarded. Outstanding instruction

- for one student, may be miserable instruction for another. Techniques that

motivate and excite one student may leave another unmoved. “A teachiﬁg'
charactertistic getting affirmative results in one, may. get negative results
in another. |

Both the student énd the teacher sense and know when learning—teacﬁ—
ing situations have. been effective. ' But they are hard bressed‘to identify
how those si?ﬁationé éiffer from ineffective learhing—teaching sifuations.

Each participant here is in quest of excellence in learning-teaching. Each

*Contribution No. 590, Department of Agricultural Economics, Kansas Agri- -
cultural Experiment Statior,]Kansas State University. Many of the ideas in
this paper were developed by the SOB (Sjo, Orazem, Biere) in its quest for
excellence in undergraduate study at Kansas State University.

John Sjo.1is piofessor of Agriéultural_Economics at Kansas State Uni-
versity. ‘ ’
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is attempting to apply learning theory to the:teaching of agricultural
economics.

I interpreted the invitation as a request to state my philosophy on
and experience in teaching agricultural economics, so what is présented _
is personal and reflective rather thén an analysis of empirical data. It
is the result of 20 years of observing teaching and experimenting with in-
structional techniques.

University faculty are engaged in developing knowledge, in preserving
knowledge, and transferring knowledge. Preserving knowledge we leave to
the authors‘and the librarians. Agricultural economists have searched for,
adapted and used methods of developing knowledge in.their research work.
Fully 1/3 of graduate studies is on research me;hods-—including application
of logic, mathematics,'statistics, aﬁd compﬁter'science to economics analy-
sis. No depaftemnt Would employ an agricﬁltural economist without train-
.ing in fesearch methods. Yet no depaftmént requifes similar training in
teaching methods. Who among our teachers has even an introduction to the
theory of learning?

Those of us presenting papers on le;rning-feaching are poorly trained
in the theory of learning, but the students, who were asked té critique the
papers have even less training in that area Fhan the authors.
| To have meaningful and productive dialogue 6ught not the best trained
and experiencéd agricﬁltural economists in the learning-teaching process
be sought to present and discuss papers on the methods and art of trans-

ferring agricultural economic knowledge among people?

OBJECTIVES OF THE LEARNING-TEACHING EXPERIENCE
Learning is very personal, occuring within oneself, but is nurtured

and brought forth by the presence and encouragement of a teacher. Learning
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is‘gaining facts, understanding causal relationehips among facts, using
that understanding to solve problems and to.develop sound judgment, and
flnally to create ideas that add to knowledge.

~ Although learning can occur only within the indiv1dual the teacher
can increese rhe efficiency of the learning process. Efficiency depends-
upon_the‘student's abiliryj motivetion, communicatlon skills, previous
learning experiences, and rhe learning environment provided by the teacner.
'The teacner can provide an environment that motivares the student——through
encouraging,1challenging, daring, and exciting the student's desire to
learn;-by,identifying materialrto be learned end providing sources of in-
formation. | ‘

‘"How one approachee the learningfteaching experience depends on one's
concept of the nature of knowledge. I have found two basic ways to vien
knowledge. One v1ew, and for me the simpller view, is the, bellef that
knowledge is finite and pre—exists. Part, or most of 1t, is yet unknown
.to man, but it is there waiting to be discovered Each discovery as it.
adds to the perceived knowledge reduces the unknown by that amount. . Then
an aspiration for complete knowledge would be.attalnable, albeit difficult
and time consuming.

Another view is that knowledge is infinite and exiéts only as crea-
tion of‘mindsl' Then‘knowledge‘does not exisr waiting for discovery, bur
- must Ee'creared. Creetion of'albit of new knowledge is explosive and opens
new opportunities'for further creatiOn, The only limit to knowledge is the
capabilities of minds. An aspiration for complete knowledge is unattain-
able, because the more that is known, the more it is- p0381b1e to know.

‘ One's approach to teaching, particularly in upper division courses, 1is
quite different depending on one's concept of knowledge. If it is thepfirst,

then the emphasis is to develop'the student's skills to explore and to dis-



cover. If it is the latter, the émphasis must bé 25 éevelop the éreative
potential of the student. B

Philosophically I lean to the concept that knowledge is created, not
discovered, and that as a teacher my principal responsibilify is to develop
creativity in students. Yet I recognize that maﬁy students are only frus-
trated in tfying to be creative. Many are satisfied to be discove;ers of
ways to apply knowledge created by others. |

" The teaching environment affects the relative effortbto be given to
developing skills of creativity or discovery. For example large introduc~
tory classes by their nature deal mostly with factual and descriptive ma-
terial. Whether or not that material came about th;ough discovery of crea-
tion, makes little difference. Grasping and understanding‘basic facts ab-
sorbs most of the students energies. They have neither the basis nor the
time in an introductory course for much creative growth. A teacher; whiph—
ever his or her concept of knowledge, must first prepare sfudents in the
disciplihe. For them learning is mostly discovery of knowledge others have
created. |

In a small upper division class the teacher has greater freedom to
implement his philosophy of knowledge and learning. The emphasis there is
less on factual information and more on problem solving and evaluation. In
that situation there is greater opportunity for differentiation of the teach-
ing ﬁrocess to fit the teacher's concept of learning.

.I have taught under both conditions. My early experience was with up-
" per division small classes. Under those conditions there was a strong con-
gruence between my concept of knowledge and the way‘I was able to teach. It
was under those conditions I developed my beliefs about tﬁe characteristics
needed by a master teacher. It was then_I~developed the belief that the

ideal learning conditions occur when there is a one-to-one relationship be-

&
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tween the teacher an& ihe‘student. I develoéed,é'étfdng conviction that
'teaéhing occurs best when itS‘methods are'adéﬁied fo each individual stu-
dentis needs. Then it was possible to view each student as a sigﬁificanti'
iudividual. I never saw the class as é‘group, rather I saw it as several
differeﬁt personalities each needing to be-treated individually.

Learning, particularly devélopment of creativity, occurs best Qhen the
studentfteacher'relationship is closé and open enough so_eéch.péréeives the -
other as each perceives himself. The learning—~teaching eﬂvironment ié .
mu;ually created by the teacher and the student. Each student—teécher com-

. bination requires its unique conditionms. To be sensitive enough to recognize
the needs of each student is the first and greateét ;kill required of a
teacher. ' The first and greatest skill required of a student, if the op-
timal 1earniné environment is to develép, ié to help the teacher find and
understand the student's individgal needs. Tha£ was the ideal teaching
model for my person#l characteriétics, abilities, and bgliefs. Then/I‘félt
I did well. Studeﬁts were‘responsivevto my teaching;. I‘saw evideﬁce of
‘changes in the students who atfended my classés; Student evaluations were
affirmative. Department heads and deans compliménted'me on‘my teaching.
That success lead to a second phase of teaching. Those same department
heads and deans'requested I use those "téients" in the introductory large
_lectufe course. They argued "we need our bestlteachei'in that class;“ That
‘was enough tblcon me into accepting their request. I immediafely found the
congrﬁence_between my beliefs about learning and #iy teaching environment
were mostly lost. So often we mistakenly assume a teacher éffective iﬁ
one-size class.ﬁill be effective in another size class.
1 couid no‘ionger satisfactorily fulfillgthe in;erpegéonal relationship

I considered so‘important. The students still knew me as an indiyidual.

They still saw me[as one individual before the class. But for me



they uéually became one of the group, I did not knAQ‘each alone.from ﬁhe
mass. The student, even in lecture classes of 100 or more, wants a one-to-
one relationship--he to the teacher and the teacher to him. It is difficult
as a teacher to establish that one-to-one relationship where there are so
many; each melds into the whole. The individuality, that is so precious,

is ldst.

I héve spent six yearé experimenting, searching for ways to organize
and handle effectively a class of 150 lower divisioa students. I was not
the kind of lectu;er who could pack the hall if students had the freedom
of choice. I lacked the charisma and style that would charm the class into
believing I was giving each individual consideration. Lacking the ability
to charm the class, I have sought ways to approximate the conditions of the
more personal relationship of the smaller class. To do that the teacher
must séék and get the help-of each student. Tﬁe 1earning—t¢aching situa-
tion requires a mutual participation of every student and the teacher, to
createthbseconditions where each student within the large class feels the
teachefAis teaching just for him.

The identification and exposition of the process by which that is
achieved ié greatly needed if undergraduate instruétion in agricdltural
economics is to be more effective. Some of our most dedicated and efféctive
undergraduate teachers must take leadership to study philosophy of knowledge,
theory of learhing, and theory of communication then apply that learning to
develgp knowledge transfer processses for learning-teaching agricultural

‘economics.



'THE CHARACTERISTICS OF OUTSTANDING TEACHERsi‘

Even without much knowledgé of the learﬂing‘process some agricﬁltural
economists have been.great teachers. Great teachers have identifiable com-
mon characteristics. |

In addition to being a master éf the subject they teach and cause
those'who:hear them to want to share their mastery outstanding teachers:

Accept students as worthy and significant indiViduais, ére sensi-
-tive to their feelings and needs, and hear theif vieﬁs and ideas as
meaningful.

'Show a_éenﬁine afféction for all students and give time to each.

Awaken students to their full potential a;d.urge it'to.be deyelop—
ed for service to mankind. | .

Breathe hope into every étudent's iifehénd dare them’fo dzeém
great dreams that can be fulfilled by work; discipline, and saérifice.

| Light the spark qf creativity in every student sé'they may go
forth to enrich their and the lives of others.

| Nurture,4by example of their own lifes, the growth of the stu-
dent's innérmost self.

Urge students to seek forever the unity that comes from know-
ledge. | |

Give of themselves without demand for reward.

ABut ;bove éllhgfeat teachers are true and honest in word and deed

each time they touch a student's 1ife." o

The subject‘matter, in our case agricultural economics, and the tech-
niques of commupication are'fairly well'mastered by most of us. Differences
in the duality of teaching come less from those differences than from dis-

ferences in the effectiveness of our interpersonal relationships with stu-

dents.



Until agricultural economists committed to iﬁé&éving teaching make as
rigorous use of learnihg theory, teaching metkgds, and communication tech-
nology as research economists have of logic, mathematics, statistics, and
computer technology, there will be little real improvement. Occasionally
great teaching will occur through luck, the intuitive ability of some, and
through trial and error that chance upon effective methods. Outstanding
learning-teaching thus resulting cannot be broken into separate pfocesses,
identified, classifigd, recorded, and passedﬂfrom teacher fo teacher. The"
real ho?e for more effective learning-teaching lies in a pioneer teacher
who is»able to integrate learning-teaching knowledge and agricultural
economics so that the process of developing teaching skills can be trans-

ferred among agricultural economists and taught as a intergal part of a

gradﬁate program as research methodology is today.

DISINCENTIVES FOR EFFECTIVE IEACHING

I strongly beliéve effective teaching results primarily from the crea-
tivity'and craftsmanship of the individual téacher. Great teaching can
occur with three ingredients: a student, a teacher, and a subject, all
brought tdgether. Other factors such as quality of instructional facili-
ties, equipment, institutional arrangements, and employment conditions are
not the diffe;ence between outstanding and poor teaching. Excellence in
those‘conditidns do n&t assure outstanding teaching. The lack of excellence
in thbse conditions will not cause poor teaching. The great teacher rises
"above the conditions to fulfill his creativity and craftsmanship potential.
The poor teacher remains a poor teacher regardless of the conditions.

Yet environmental conditions can increase the incentive for a teacher

of any level of competence to fulfill his potential. Whether he is an out-
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s;anding dr/a pbor téacher, we should noﬁ lose a portion éf his effective-~
ness because of the cohdifions uhder whicﬁ_he'teaches. |

Today there are'factqrs that are.disincentivés to effective teéchiﬁg.
7. Because eaéh of ﬁs,pérpeives his environment differently and each.of us has
had a different set of ékperiencés, the emphasis I give the disincentive

factors will 1likely be different from the emphasis each of you might give.

Increasing Class Size

Total expenditures for higher education h;ve‘beeﬁ increaéing fééidly
-becauée_ofjincreaéing enrol lment, inflatiqn;‘and new programs. To meet
citizen concern/for highef total expenditures, university governing bodies
and administrators hayé sought ways ;o‘show increasipg productivity. The
usual way has beenAto increase.the‘average size of ciasses‘more than expeﬁ—
ditures increased. Tﬁeh per student credit hour expenditures over time can
~ be shown to have incréase& less tﬁan tqtéi éxpenditﬁres:and that is.c1aimed
fo.be evidenée‘of increased fproductiviﬁyﬁ.' The number~of'studeﬁts met

is an inadequate proxy for‘learning so we delude qurselves andumisinfofm
the citizens when lower pér-student-credit-hour expenditures are presented
: as'eQidence of increased teaching productiéity. For many teaéhefs the
preésure to increase class sizes to provide thét inaécgrate measure of prd—
ductivity is a disincentive for effective teaching. The measure of educa-
: tionalioutpqumust be total learning.

Large classes result in "6bjective" testing.  True-false and multiple
éhoice tests provide the student no chénce for self expression‘and'dévelopv
meﬁt of'communication'skillé._

We do not know what lessening student's individual signifi;ance_at the

very time it is higbly important to‘themrdoeé to thelr motivation for and



attitude toward learning. Almost universal}y‘pﬁey resent mass treatment in
large classes. Their whole future learning may be stunted.

There are alternatives to larger class size when confronted with rising
costs. Total enrollment may be restricted to keep costs down. Cost savings
may be implemented in graduate ratﬁer than undergraduate instruction. Prior-
ities among programs may be established and low priority-high cost programs

terminated.

Student Evaluation of Teaching'

During the 1940's I was a student activist in initiating student evalu-
ation of teachers at‘Kansas State University. The purpose of that evalua-
tion was to provide students the opportunity to inform teachers how the stu-
dents reacted. Until the end of thel1960's student evaluations were limited
to use by fhe faculty member as a basis for improving ﬁiS'instruction. Since
that time student evaluation has becomg one part of the aéministrative
evaluation of faculty and affects tenure, promotion, and pay. Administra-
tive use of student evaluation was a response to student demand for a pérti-'
cipatory role in policy making. At that time administrators were also con-
fronted with meeting new federal regﬁlations and aggressive teacher orgapi—
zations. It was necesséry to justify persﬁnnel decisions and administrators
found such evaluations a way to spread the réspbnsibility to students and
, facﬁlty. |

I see several disincentives to quality teaching in administrative use
of student evaluations. Student evaluations are given anonymously and may
violate the teacher's rights. He is unablé to confront and answer his
critics. If thé students ldentify themselves on the evaluation, they then '
‘must accept responsibility for thé evaluation and may be subject to a lia-

bility suit.
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his past scholastic preformance behind and'Stert anew? Aren't the results
of the tests influenced by too many variables to be taken too seriously?
I think even one chance in twenty of harming a student is too’great a

risk for me to take.

Formulated Budgeting

The trend to quantify information and to substitute predetermined for-
mulae for subjective judgments in resource allocation in universities has
several implicationé for undergraduate instruction. Allocating resources
based on the preQious year's data has a self generating effect that per-
petuates.a trend. If agricultural economics enrollﬁent was up last year,
this year's agrlcultural economics allocation will ‘be increased. Increased
resourees may cause expansionary efforts not justifled by the market for
graduates.

An example of formulated budgetipg is the alibcatioﬁ of salary iﬁcreases
by formula based on a system of evaluation scores. My experience is that
facdlty evaluation.scores are skewed on the high side. No administretive
unit wishes to admit to having an average 6r below average faculty. That
results in little spread among faculty evaluation scores, consequently ;ittle
sptead in merit salary.increases. Such.a system rewards and encourages

R

mediocrity.

L

Third Party Liability

Student liability euits against faculty, administrators, and the uni-
versity and faculty liability sﬁite against administrators ana the univer-
sity are profoundly affecting teaching prograﬁs, Administrators having
t#)defend salary, promotion, termination, and tenure decisions eithet in
or out of court have sought ways to reduce their liability. They have de-

veloped and used objective methods of-evaluation éupported by quantitative

: (
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‘data. They have found ways to spread‘fespen;ibili£§:sﬁch as using student
and.faculty evaluetipﬂ_data and usipg edViser§dand grievance committees.
Teachers concerned with having to defend tﬁeir.evaluation of studehts
have attempted to devise testing and grading schemes that reduce the grounds
for student grievances; for exampie using only objective tests where the
quality of.the answer cannot be debated.‘ |
Reaction to the threat of liability has caused both administrators
and faculfy to narrow the range of eyaluatioﬁ and to put all iﬁdividuals as

I

" near the mean as possible. Failure to differeﬁtiate quaiity of instruction
by faculty and quelity of learning by students remeves what ﬁas beeﬁ an im-
portanﬁ part of the achievement incentive. Without some new incentive for
achievement, the quality of botﬁ learning and instruction Will decline.

The tﬁreat of liaﬁility suits hes ceused faculty te chose teeching
methbds.having the least chance of physical harm to students. Ciass trips
and field work in some instances ha&e been discentinued because of possible

, 1iability. Often the safest ﬁethods'ere less than the op timum 1eatning

method. State universities as a part of the state gpvernment.have been

immune to suit. That made the individual teacher and student fully‘respon-
sib}e for student safety. The Kansas Suﬁreme Court in the "Wichita State
football case'" (most of the footbali team and coaching staff were killed

in a plane craeh)'ruled the State (ﬁniversity) itself coeld be held liable

and subject fe'suit. vThat means the teacher and student at least in Kansas,

no longer stands alone on the liability issue. The university must share

in the responsibilitx for student safety. Today the state is scrambling

to provide liability protectidn for its agenciles. ‘ **‘\\

Changing Attitudes Among Students and Teachers
In the last decade faculty, étudents,'and7administrators have greatly

changed several attitudes. Most of the changes have been positive,'for
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_ instance, the greater openness of the interrelatioﬁsgips among tﬁe three
groups and the demand for recognition of indi;iduality. But some of the
changes, perhaps a small porgion of the total, are;disincentives to learn-
ing and teaching. |
Attitude to memorizaﬁion:

‘ Learniﬁg facts has little pfestige. Many teachers prefef teaching
'problem solving and evaluative 1eérning. Students similariy in‘tﬁeir de-
mand for rglevancy judge their learning experience by how problem and pre-
sent-time oriented it is. Asking today's students towuée the storage
capacity of‘their brains and to do memorization tabs a teacher as hope-
lessly old fashioned. Yet most introductory courses are learning the
language and facts of that discipliﬁe. Both require ﬁemorization.

Attitude to communication féﬁhnoldgy:

| The development of communication technoiogy (television, cbméufers,
etc.) has resulted in the idea that knowledge can be direcfly transferred
bétween beople. We so often think all that is needed is that magic hookup
betweén the student and the teacher and knowledgg and wisdom flows into the
student. We forget that learning occurs within the individual. The teacher
with all his aids--books, audio-tutorial equipment, computer aided instruc-
tion, blackboards--can only guide, encourage, and motivate the student to
learn. The s;udent still learns by his own effort.

Attiﬁude to ekperienéé:

°Learniné-comes through reﬁding, listening, and experiencing. Today
 we have neglected development of reading and listening skills. For some
years we have been on an "experiencing binge." Learning througﬁ experience
is important but inefficient unless preceded by learning Based on reading

and listening. Experience 1s the best teacher only if the §tudent is pre-

pared for that experience. A B o
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Attitude to the learning experience:

We suffer today from the 1earning-can—bé-£;n syndrome, when in fact
moét learning is a tedious, time—conéuming effort thét requires self disci-
pline. Techn;quesﬁnaking learning fun are best suited to the énce-oveff'
1ightly courses. In—depth-stddy often is plain drudgery and we should be
honest about it. And sfudents need to know before they enter fhe commeréial
world that the easily attained has little value.

Attitude to relationship between research and undergraduate instruction:

The complementarity befween agricultural research and teaching at the

undergraduate level has lessened. The research results of several decades

ago have become the basis for most undergraduate instruction. Most present
. \

research is too sophisticated for undergraduates to participate in it as a-

part of their curriculum. Complementarity remaiﬁs, but its portion of the

learning possibility curve is diminishing except in gradﬁate instruction

Vhere a large degree of complementarily remains.
Attitude to theory:

The too—theoretical-criticisﬁ of some sﬁudents and some facuity hasv
sent us searching for immediaté relevancy. A curriculum emphasizing methods
of application (how to do something) short changes the student. What he
learns may have higher marginal value in the first years after gpaduation,

but diminishes rapidly thereafter. Concepts; principles, and theories must

" be the basis for agricultural economics instruction, because they are rele-

vant longest. It is 20 to 30 fears after graduation that the professionai
peak of a career occurs. We must offer a curriculum that assures effective-
neés then as well as in the first‘years. Theo:ies are for the long pull--to
be used again and again--to be applied'to'new problems as they occur. Be-
cause application tomorrow or many tomorrows ;n the future is based on

theories and methods of analysis, education in agricultural economics must

have a strong theoretical basis.
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Attitude to the agricultural industry:

15
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We have retained a strong commitment iﬁlfhe Land Grant System to an
agriculture made up of homogenous individuals and business units. Until
recently agricﬁltgre was made up bf individual farms all with many char-
acteristics in common. The technological fevolufion has ieft agriculfure
with great differences among individual firms and their managérs. Tradi-
tional commonality no longer prevailg. interests today are offén in con-
flict. Agricultural instruction has not adjusted to that heterégenéity.
Attitude to honesty and truthfulness:

There is a pressing need for the university community to reestablish

its integrity and credibility. - Competition for research grants has at times

‘caused researchers to compromise their academic integrity. Competition

among academic units within a university for allocation of funds based on

studenﬁ credit hours has resulted (to attract majors) in inflated informa-

_tion on employment opportunities. The use of academic freedom as license

by faculty to do their own thing, 1éaves students believing faculty ha&e
little responsibility to their employer. Faculty on the rise who hop

from job to job without fulfilling contractual agreements set ;n example

of irresponsibility. Look at the facﬁlfy and administration of your uni-
versity—-how‘many‘left previous positions before fulfilling that commit-
ment? An everydéy breech of régulations is the practice of backdating forms
when the stdd;nt, ad?isor, department head, or dean forgot to meet a dead-

line. With such practices we can little blame students and the public

"doubting the credibility of the university or its personnel.

Attitude to student responsibility: o ' f\\

Students and teachers often fail to realize students have akfesponsi-
bility in setting the learning environmentf ?heir receptivity, creafivity,
and evaluative skills contribute to a teacher'é effectiveness. A class cannot

sit back and leave the learning-teaching environment to be set by the teacher
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alone. What happens between the student and the teacner is important; both

share in the responsibility to create an effective learning environment.

(

Rewards of Teaching

I am a teacher because I feel I am doing something worthwhile. I have
a strong conviction that each person has a responsibility to contribute to
making our world a better place to live. By teaching agricultural economics
to undergraduates, I am convinced I am doing that. Close association with
students for 20 years has given me a full and meaningful life. Their crea-

tivity, which I hdnefully contributed to, in building successful personal

.and professional lives assures me I have done a bit ro make our world a

better place.

Their youthful eagefness and optimism'heve been a continnal sonrce‘of
regeneration. Among my greatest teachers have been the students.

Their strong commitment to 1ife and their.expectatiens Qf fulfilling
tnose commitments increase‘my faith in mankind and its future.

' Tneir apprecietion of my efforts te assist them in their learning.
has given me a deep inner feeling of satisfaction and a sense of my own
worthiness. ‘ |

Their understanding and affection has helped me develop a sense of
compassion toward others and a feeling of deep satisfaction with my life.

-For me, end I ne;}eve for most'teachers,'that is the reward for teach-v
ing. - Praise,.pay, and premOtion may fill faculty coffee room talk, but
those areAnotlwhat keeps a teacher.enxious to meet a new class.

Teaching is the profession among all others that so often lets one
give of himseif freely and to receive ffeely from others, the students.
In that free exchange of each to the other comes life's deepest satisfac-

tion and'meaning. That 1is whet'feaching has meant to me and why I remain

a teacher.
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