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The american biology teacher

“Beyond knowing them just as students in
your classroom, do you know their likes and
dislikes? Do you know what they are good at?
Do you know what they can and cannot do? Do
you know their socioeconomic backgrounds?”
“Wait a minute!” he replied strongly. “I am
an instructor, not a social worker. I don’t need
to know these things to teach them, and even if
I wanted to know them, how could I find out?
These days it would make them suspicious of
me.”
“I do agree with you,” I quickly replied.
“However, for you to be a successful instructor,
it is important that you know your students.
The more you know about them, the better an
instructor you will be. You don’t need to ask
every student about their social, ethnic, or cultural life or about what they can and cannot
do all the time; but you can certainly give
them opportunities through learning activities
to share this information with you. I think it’s
our obligation as instructors to give students
opportunities that enable them to be open with
us, and help us get to know them.
“Let me share with you what I did in my
biology classes that I taught in various colleges and universities, for many years. From
the early weeks of the semester in all my
courses, I ask the students to demonstrate
their understanding of a given scientific concept we studied in the course. I tell my students from the beginning: ‘The only thing I
am interested in is that you show me that you
did understand these scientific concepts. I
don’t care what means you use, as long as you
are able to demonstrate that you understand
the given concept.’”
My colleague was somewhat mystified by
the purpose of this approach and I told him, “At
the beginning of the year my students reacted the
same way, but it worked for me and for them.
Some of my students chose to answer the given
questions in the traditional writing format; some
answered them in a storytelling format, wherein
they integrated themselves into the story; others
used poetry; those gifted in the visual arts used
their creativity to express their understanding of
the concept; and the questions have also been
answered in cartoons, songs, fashion drawings,
illustrations, radio interviews, animation, educational games, and many other creative ways.
“I discovered not only that all of the students
understood the given concepts and demonstrated their understanding in an effective

way, but that it was also an enjoyable experience for both of us. The most important thing
that came out of this experience was that I no
longer looked at my students as just males and
females sitting in class waiting for me to involve
them in learning activities. I started seeing my
students as individual, creative human beings
who are able to inquire, discover, and explore
efficiently and effectively. I began seeing them
as artists, painters, poets, writers, cartoonists,
graphic illustrators, animators, game designers,
and other kinds of practitioners.
“The whole notion of the classroom and
the concepts of student/teacher have changed
in my mind, and I find myself automatically
taking into account the creative abilities and
talents of my students in my preparation for
a class. While teaching the class I find myself
using more and more examples and metaphors
related to my students’ creative talents, and
using those kinds of talents when writing questions. I find myself reading newspaper articles
that are related to some of my students’ interests and talents. I also noticed an increase in the
number of students who stopped by my office
during and after office hours. That is what I
meant by knowing your students and going
beyond the normal expectations of teaching
and learning.”
My colleague commented, “You must
be teaching only one course to dedicate that
much time to it, or have a lot of free time in
general. I do agree with you, however; this
could help instructors to understand their students better, though there must be an easier
way to do it.”
I just laughed and said, “I don’t know about
an easier way, but let me know if you discover
a more effective way than this one!”
Ac k n o w l e d g m e n ts

Million thanks to Dr. Maris Roze, Dr. Bob Aron,
and Dr. Pan Papacosta, who urged me to share
this piece with a wider readership.
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There is a growing awareness among educators
and educational psychologists that learning is
strongly influenced by individual attributes.
There is also a strong belief that assessing students’ needs is essential for developing and
delivering a learner-centered curriculum.
Dawna Markova (1992) wrote: “Our students’ educational needs are continuously
changing, but our methods of meeting those
needs have not been. We have basically been
doing what we’ve always done and getting what
we’ve always gotten” (30). She argued that it is
not the lack of ability but the lack of willingness to persevere in working hard that prevents
many students from succeeding. This unwillingness stems from the fact that teachers have
failed to use students’ strengths in helping them
overcome their weaknesses. We have failed to
provide them with learning opportunities and
activities that could help them leverage their
native intelligence and their natural curiosity,
wonder, compassion, and responsiveness. We
have been teaching them the way we were taught
and not the way we wanted to be taught.
Building on an argument by Dr. W. Edwards
Deming, a pioneer of quality-management
principles, Markova (1992) has explained
that people are born with intrinsic motivation, natural curiosity, capacity for invention,
self-dignity, love of experimentation, sense
of wonder, sense of connection, and joy in
learning. Therefore, what we need to be doing
is subtracting most of the obstacles that have
been placed between the students and their
own internal resources. We can do this by
teaching students how to access the intelligence they have, how to process information,
and how to build trust in themselves in order
to accomplish what is relevant in their lives.
To illustrate this approach, I will describe a
recent encounter with a former colleague from
one of the very progressive four-year liberal arts
colleges in Chicago. We talked about our lives
and professional careers, and he indicated that
he had been trying to use different methods to
involve his students in the act of learning. As he
recognized himself, most of these attempts had
not been entirely successful. Knowing my colleague, I realized that he was sincerely trying to
help his students in taking charge of their own
education. So I asked him a simple question.
“Do you know your students?”
He replied, “Of course I know my
students!”
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