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By Charles Blaich, Kathleen Wise,
Ernest T. Pascarella, and Josipa Roksa

n higher education, it is sometimes hard to ignore the

one-two doom and gloom combination of shrinking

budgets and expanding accountability. But we are

also in the midst of an exciting conversation about

teaching and learning that encompasses a range of in-
novative pedagogies, assessments, and high-impact practices.
Thanks to organizations such as the Association of American
Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) and the Professional
and Organizational Development (POD) Network in Higher
Education, useful student surveys like the National Survey
of Student Engagement (NSSE), the Higher Education
Research Institute’s (HERI) suite of Cooperative Institutional
Research Program (CIRP) surveys, IDEA’s Student Rating of
Instruction, and the persistent work of learning and teaching
center directors across the country, there is a national conver-
sation about teaching and learning.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms
of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial
re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited, and is not
altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.
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In Short

their classes.

Flipped classrooms, clickers, assignment design char-
rettes, discovery learning, e-portfolios, learning communi-
ties, undergraduate research, active learning, different kinds
of study abroad and internships, and many other innovative
approaches all have great promise to improve on the large
lectures that many of us experienced as the mode of teach-
ing when we were undergraduates. While our budgets and
workloads may not be experiencing “the best of times,” it
is possible that as college teachers we have never had more
information about different research-tested pedagogies that
we can use to strengthen our work.

SOMETIMES SIMPLE 1S BETTER

Sometimes in this sea of information we lose sight of
the fact that there is another way to sharpen teaching and
strengthen the educational impact of our institutions—im-
proving the clarity and organization of our classes. Although
this may not sound as transformative or exciting as some of
the pedagogies and high-impact practices described above, it
turns out to be very important for student learning, and it can
pay dividends regardless of whether it is applied with these
innovative pedagogies and practices or used on its own.

In the Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education, a
multi-institution, longitudinal study of student learning (see
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* Instructional clarity and organization plays a powerful role in promoting student growth
on important liberal education outcomes.

* Many college students do not experience high levels of this important good practice in

* Faculty often discount the value of enhancing the clarity and organization of their
courses because they either do not wish to “spoon-feed” students or because they do not
understand how students experience their classes and assignments.

* Student learning across a range of outcomes would benefit if faculty explored more
deeply the extent to which their students fully grasped the structure, purpose, and
content of their classes and assignments.

Box A

The Wabash National Study was a longitudinal study
aimed at developing our understanding of the teach-
ing practices and conditions that promote liberal arts
education. Over 17,000 students from 49 colleges and
universities participated in the first set of assessments
at the beginning of college. Over 8,000 returned for the
second set of assessments at the end of their first year
of college, and over 6,000 students participated in as-
sessments at the end of four years. The study included
a wide range of institutions, from community colleges
to research universities, focused on 10 main outcomes,
and included over 150 survey questions on student
experiences including the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE). For more information on the
Wabash Study, see
http://www.liberalarts.wabash.edu/study-overview/,
http://www.education.uiowa.edu/centers/crue/projects
and http://www.education.uiowa.edu/centers/crue/
publications.



Box B
Wabash National Study Outcome Measures

Academic motivation: Academic Motivation Scale

Critical thinking: Collegiate Assessment of
Academic Proficiency (CAAP) Critical Thinking Test

Interest in engaging intellectually challenging work:
Need for Cognition Scale

Interest in political and social involvement: Political
and Social Involvement Scale

Moral reasoning: Defining Issues Test (DIT-2)

Openness to engaging new ideas and diverse people:
Openness to Diversity and Challenge Scale

Orientation toward interacting with diverse people:
Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity Scale —
Short Form (M-GUDS-S)

Positive attitude toward literacy: Positive Attitude
toward Literacy Scale

Psychological well-being: Ryff Scales of Psychological
Well-Being

Socially responsible leadership: Socially Responsible
Leadership Scale (SRLS-R2)

Box A), we examined the impact of many different kinds of
good (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) and high-impact prac-
tices (Kuh, 2008) on student growth and development across
outcomes like critical thinking, moral reasoning, the need
for cognition, academic motivation, and engagement with
diversity (see Box B). As we had hoped, many important
student experiences, including active learning, undergradu-
ate research, diversity experiences, academic challenge, and
other good practices, including some of those highlighted by
Chickering & Gamson, and Kuh, helped students develop
across many of the outcomes we measured.

But to our surprise, a set of questions that focused on the
seemingly more mundane practice of clear and organized
instruction had as much—or more—impact on student
growth than many of the other, more innovative good and
high-impact practices. The questions that we asked students
about teaching clarity and organization focused on simple
but important things: Do your faculty interpret ideas and
theories clearly, and give clear explanations? Do your fac-
ulty come to class prepared and use class time effectively?
Do they clearly explain course goals and requirements? (See
Box C for the complete list of questions on teaching clar-
ity and organization.) Statistically controlling for important
confounding variables, students who reported higher levels
of teaching clarity and organization were more likely to
grow on 9 of the 10 major outcomes that we measured in the
Wabash National Study, including critical thinking, socially
responsible leadership, interest in diversity, and the need for
cognition (see Box D).

8

Teaching clarity and organization is also positively related
to student grades (Roksa, Trolian, Blaich & Wise, 2016)
and both student satisfaction and persistence (Pascarella,

Box C
Questions on the Clarity and Organization
of Instruction

Below are statements about faculty skill/clarity as well
as preparation and organization in teaching. Taking

into consideration all of the faculty with whom you’ve
interacted at this college university, how often have you
experienced each?

 Faculty gave clear explanations.

 Faculty made good use of examples and illustrations
to explain difficult points.

* Faculty effectively reviewed and summarized the
material.

* Faculty interpreted abstract ideas and theories clearly.

 Faculty gave assignments that helped in learning the
course material.

 The presentation of material was well-organized.
 Faculty were well prepared for class.
* Class time was used effectively.

» Course goals and requirements were clearly ex-
plained.

* Faculty had a good command of what they were
teaching.

The response options were Very Often, Often, Some-
times, Rarely, and Never. The reliability of this scale for
4th year students was 0.90.

Box D

Outcomes that had a significant positive relationship
with Teaching Clarity and Organization, after including
a host of controls including institution type, academic
major, gender, incoming academic preparation, race/
ethnicity, high school involvement, other good prac-
tices including different kinds of academic challenge
and diversity experiences, and the entering score on the
outcome measure:

Academic motivation

Critical thinking

Interest in engaging in intellectually challenging work
Interest in political and social involvement

Openness to engaging new ideas and diverse people
Orientation toward interacting with diverse people
Positive attitude toward literacy

Psychological well-being

Socially responsible leadership
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On(the whole, experiencing
clarity and organization in
instruction across courses
benefits student development on
a range of important outcomes

beyond mastering the specific

content in courses...

Salisbury, & Blaich, 2011). Experiencing clear and orga-
nized instruction has a positive impact on the extent to
which students engage in higher-order learning, reflective
learning, and integrative learning (Wang, Pascarella, Nelson
Laird, & Ribera, 2015). Clear and organized instruction is
also positively related to students’ academic motivation and
their belief that their faculty are committed to teaching and
student development (Roksa, et al., pending review). On the
whole, experiencing clarity and organization in instruction
across courses benefits student development on a range of
important outcomes beyond mastering the specific content in
courses (Loes & Pascarella, 2015).

Students’ Experience with Teaching Clarity and
Organization

How often do students experience clear and organized
instruction? To address this question, we assigned students
who had completed their first year in the Wabash National
Study into one of two groups: (1) those who answered, on
average, “often” or “very often” to the 10 questions in the
clarity and organization scale; and (2) those who answered,
on average, “sometimes,” “rarely,” or “never” to the 10
questions in our scale.

Box E

The percentage of almost 8,200 first-year students
who, on average, responded “Sometimes,” “Rarely,” or
“Never” to questions about how often they experienced
clear and organized instruction:

48% of all students

63% of African American students
58% of students at larger institutions
41% of students at smaller institutions

25% of students at the institution with the highest aver-
age level of clarity and organization

77% of the students at the institution with the lowest
average level of clarity and organization

WWW.CHANGEMAG.ORG

The good news is that half of the students fell into the
“often” or “very often” category, indicating that they had
experienced high levels of clarity and organization across
their classes. The bad news, of course, is that about half the
students did not consistently experience high levels of clar-
ity and organization in their courses, saying instead that they
experienced it “sometimes,” “rarely,” or “never.” Moreover,
the 50-50 split was not consistent across different groups of
students; in certain groups, more than half of the students
said they infrequently experienced teaching clarity and orga-
nization. For example, the proportion of African American
students who did not experience high levels of clarity and
organization was 63%. At the institution with the lowest
average clarity and organization score, 77% of students re-
ported infrequently experiencing teaching clarity and organi-
zation (see Box E). There is clearly room for improvement.

FroM RESEARCH FINDINGS TO PRACTICE

In working with institutions on issues of assessment,
two of the authors, Blaich and Wise, have visited over 100
colleges and universities, made presentations on Wabash
National Study findings, and conducted informal interviews
with groups of students and faculty about teaching and
learning. In the course of those interviews and conversa-
tions, they have asked about different aspects of teaching,
including clarity and organization. Perhaps not surprisingly,
the themes that emerged from their conversations with fac-
ulty differ from those that emerged from their conversations
with students.

Faculty Reactions to Findings on Clarity and
Organization

Unfortunately, many faculty members they spoke with
discounted the importance of the research on clear and or-
ganized instruction with two arguments. First, some faculty
responded to the results by saying, “Fine, but that’s only stu-
dents’ perception of clarity and organization, not what’s re-
ally happening.” In making this argument, faculty members
sometimes added that their colleagues who visit their classes
usually find them to be clear and well organized. The sec-
ond recurrent concern was that making classes too clear and
organized would mean “dumbing their classes down” and
“spoon-feeding” students. In essence, faculty translated clear
and organized into “too simple” and “too easy.”

In response to these arguments, first, we understand that
student reports on surveys or in interviews are “their percep-
tions,” but they are perceptions worth paying attention to. In
their review of college impact research, How College Affects
Students, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) noted hundreds
of studies, many correlational and some experimental, that
show a connection between student perceptions of different
dimensions of a teacher’s behaviors and enhanced learning
and motivation. Moreover, when we feel that our classes
are clear and well organized, and even when our colleagues
agree, it is important to remember that the assumptions, ex-
periences, and ideas that students bring to our classes may
differ, even dramatically so, from our own. In describing



the way that scientists have come to conceptualize learning,
Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) state that:

Humans are viewed as goal-directed agents who ac-
tively seek information. They come to formal educa-
tion with a range of prior knowledge, skills, beliefs,
and concepts that significantly influence what they
notice about the environment and how they organize
and interpret it. This, in turn, affects their abilities to
remember, reason, solve problems, and acquire new
knowledge. (p. 10)

This suggests that what seems clear and organized to fac-
ulty may, in fact, be murky and incoherent to students. And,
as Neumann (2014) has pointed out, good teachers know how
to create classroom environments that elicit students’ prior
knowledge and assumptions, and connect them with the work
at hand. That cannot happen unless faculty members take se-
riously “the perceptions” of their students, explore them, and
use them as a lever to help their students learn.

The second argument that faculty often make against the
importance of teaching clarity and organization is that it
amounts to diminishing the level of challenge that students
need to grow. From this perspective, creating classes or labs
that are too clear and organized removes ambiguities and
puzzles that might lead students to exercise and develop
their intellectual skills. Viewed this way, clarity and orga-
nization in instruction are the antithesis of presenting rich,
complex tasks.

This opposition is not borne out by our data. The impact
of clarity and organization in the Wabash National Study
that we described above occurred in addition to the positive
impact of taking challenging classes, experiencing high fac-
ulty expectations, and engaging in higher order intellectual
activities. Likewise, the complex cognitive and motivational
state that Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has called flow—the
deep, total immersion in a complex task—requires tasks
that have clear goals. “These goals serve to add direction
and purpose to behavior. Their value lies in their capacity to
structure experience by channeling attention rather than be-
ing ends in themselves.” (Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, &
Nakamura, 2005, p. 601). When it comes to clarity/organiza-

\X’hen it comes to clarity/
organization and intellectual
challenge, it is not either/or; it

is both/and. Put another way,
being unclear and disorganized
as an instructor is not a formative

pedagogy.
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tion and intellectual challenge, it is not either/or; it is both/
and. Put another way, being unclear and disorganized as an
instructor is not a formative pedagogy.

Student Reactions to Findings on Clarity and
Organization

Students, on the other hand, often talked about in- and
out-of-classroom instructional practices on two levels — the
practice itself, and the motives and dispositions of the in-
structor that students inferred from experiencing the prac-
tice. For example, when students talk about their classes,
it is clear that many of them both sense and appreciate the
commitment of faculty who take the time to work through
numerous examples and illustrations until students get a
concept. They often read faculty efforts to ensure that stu-
dents understand the purpose of assignments, exercises,
and readings, or even start and stop class on time, as signs
of faculty care and commitment. Of course, they also draw
inferences about the deeper commitments, or lack thereof,
of faculty who consistently come to class late, do not seem
to be prepared, constantly change the syllabus without warn-
ing, and are impatient or downright hostile when students do
not understand their explanations. As we have seen in our
analyses of Wabash National Study data, clarity and organi-
zation not only affects the content and structure of classes, it
also affects students’ satisfaction, academic motivation, and
the sense that faculty are committed to teaching and student
development, which in turn, has an impact on their learning.

A few additional pieces of advice for faculty have also
emerged in the course of our conversations with students.
First, it would be helpful for faculty to periodically revisit
their own syllabi and talk with their students about where
the class is in terms of the schedule and also to give students
ample warning, and an explanation, when things change. It
is even helpful to take a step back and occasionally give a
broad overview of how the course is progressing, what sig-
nificant assignments are coming up, and what the purpose of
each section is.

Even when students carefully review syllabi at the begin-
ning of class, they, like us, get busy and even frazzled as
the semester proceeds. They begin to juggle classes and as-
signments like they are, in the words of one student, “living
from paycheck to paycheck,” making it difficult to see the
big picture. Moreover, students talked about benefitting from
hearing about the purpose of pedagogies, exercises, and as-
signments. These explanations helped them frame and make
sense of what was going on and showed that faculty were
putting care and effort into their teaching. Our classes are
not magic shows, nor are they scenes from the Wizard of Oz;
letting students see behind the curtain can help them.

Our second piece of advice for faculty is to avoid under-
mining your own expertise. One of the clarity and organiza-
tion questions that we were initially skeptical about asked
students to consider how often their faculty instructors have
a good command of what they are teaching. It was not clear
to us how students could evaluate the expertise of their
faculty on a reasonable basis. However, our conversations
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Our classes are not magic shows,
nor are they scenes from the
Wizard of Oz; letting students see

behind the curtain can help them.

with students showed us otherwise. It turns out that some-
times faculty members who are unhappy about a course
they have been required, or at least “strongly encouraged,”
to teach will say things like, “Look, I really can’t give you
feedback on papers in this course. I’m not trained in com-
position; I’m a scientist.” Or, “I just found out | was teach-
ing this course in organizational psychology last week, and
I haven’t worked in that area in years. So, we’ll do the best
we can, but | probably won’t be able to answer many of
your questions.”

Whether such comments come from disgruntlement or
a genuine attempt to engage students as co-learners by ac-
knowledging one’s own limits, it can be hard for students
who pay, or borrow, thousands of dollars to go to college,
to get over their initial reaction of, “I’m paying you and
you don’t know any more than me?” It is important for
faculty who want to engage their students to both explain
and demonstrate what they are bringing to the table to make
the experience effective for students. The academy is built
on the idea that deep knowledge of one’s subject matter is
a fundamental requirement for becoming a faculty member.
Most students trust that their faculty know what they are
talking about, but they can quickly disengage if they begin
to suspect otherwise.

Finally, as faculty, we have all experienced a time when
circumstances prevented us from preparing adequately for
class. And, if the class goes okay, we may come to think that
we can work through those classes pretty well, and certainly
without students noticing. It is humbling to have conversa-
tions with students in which they describe poor preparation’s
many signs - the awkward glances at the clock, our sudden
riffs on current events and attempts to draw out conversa-
tions or questions, or our fumbling hesitation as we pause
to make sense of notes we scribbled down just before class.
Most students are fine if this happens occasionally. But if it
is a habit, students will know it. They will talk about it with
other students and make inferences about the faculty mem-
ber’s commitment, which can ripple through their motiva-
tion, satisfaction with the institution, grades, and learning.

We understand that students do not always make correct
or fair inferences about their faculty, just as faculty do not
always make correct or fair inferences about why students
do what they do. But we think it is helpful to consider how
students read the efforts of the faculty they encounter, be-
cause, as we found in the Wabash National Study, students’
perception of faculty interest in teaching and student devel-
opment has an impact on what they learn.

WWW.CHANGEMAG.ORG

Box F
Resources on Innovative Teaching and Student Views

Association of American Colleges & Universities
(AAC&U) — https://www.aacu.org

Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) and Coop-
erative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) — http://
www.heri.ucla.edu

IDEA’s Student Ratings of Instruction — http://ideaedu.
org/services/student-ratings-of-instruction/

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) —
http://nsse.indiana.edu

The Professional and Organizational Development
(POD) Network in Higher Education — http://
podnetwork.org

Teaching Clarity and Organization questions from the
Wabash National Study — https://hedsconsortium.box.
com/v/teaching-clarity-org-scale

HoNING OUR CRAFT

For faculty who love teaching, thinking about clarity
and organization may not be as exciting as thinking of new
ways to overhaul a course, a lab, or an assignment. But
professional musicians still take lessons, and professional
athletes still drill on the fundamentals. And so too faculty,
who are, after all, professional teachers, need to hone their
basic skills as well. As simple as being clear and organized
seems, it is, like many fundamental skills, deceptively com-
plicated to master.

The findings of our research on teaching clarity and orga-
nization are an invitation to a deeper and more challenging
inquiry about whether our students experience our classes,
assignments, and projects in the ways that we intend. How do
students, who do not share our deeply developed professional
understanding of the world, experience the goals and struc-
tures we create? What are they thinking when they respond to
our assignment prompts or read the chapters we assign?

There are many ways to engage these important ques-
tions. For example, simple steps, like asking students to
answer three minute-paper questions (Mosteller, 1989),
giving students a discipline-specific survey on teaching
practices such as the Teaching Practices Inventory (Weiman
& Gilbert, 2014), or even asking students to respond to the
Teaching Clarity and Organization questions (see Box F)
are a good start. Any of these simple steps are even more
useful if they are accompanied by engaging students in
follow-up conversations to probe their responses. There
are more ambitious steps, like partnering with students to
engage in inquiry about how students experience and un-
derstand classroom practices, pedagogies, and assignments
(Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014) or getting involved
with the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (Bass, 1999;
Boyer, 1990).
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Teaching and learning centers and faculty development on the skills necessary to strengthen the clarity and organiza-

experts can support these and many other activities to help tion of their classes (Weimer & Lenze, 1997). The capacity
faculty deepen their understanding of how students expe- to engage in clear and organized instruction is a skill, not an
rience and make sense of their classes and assignments. innate gift, and one that is well worth improving.

Regardless of the approach, faculty can learn and improve
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(Juestion: Which human rights champion
declared “Injustice anywhere is
a threat to justice everywhere”?

Answer: Page 54
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HUMAN RIGHTS: EDUCATE. ACTIVATE. ADVOCATE.

Everything you need to instill in your students a clear, strong, unwavering knowledge
of human rights and the tools to use in exercising, maintaining and defending them:

1. The award-winning, remarkable documentary, The Story of Human Rights, explains
what human rights are and how you begin decisive change in the wider world.

A manual with lesson plans that develop confident, strong advocates for human
rights, able to use this powerful knowledge in any walk of life, any scenario.

30 public service announcements bring each of the 30 human rights to life.
Materials that make the intricate process of human rights recourse easily understood.

The principal human rights documents and organizations to use in one’s arsenal
of advocacy.

2.

3.
4.
5.

g.

All United for Human Rights materials are free to educators and human rights groups -

and advocates.

Order your FREE Bringing Human Rights to Life Educ

ation package today
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