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This book is dedicated to students, who suffer terrible teachers, 
learn from good ones, and are inspired by great ones. 

It is also dedicated to those teachers who treat our profession  
as the honorable, consequential endeavor it is.
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ix

Introductory Note

Before investing precious time reading any book, it’s import-
ant to know what it is — or at least what its author hopes it to be. 
Equally important is knowing what the book is not. In my academ-
ic career, I’ve written a lot of articles and books with footnotes or 
endnotes reflecting the research on which my writing is based. This 
is not one of those. 

This book is not a memoir, either, although it includes anecdotes 
and examples from my rather lengthy teaching career. Instead, it is 
a reflection on what I’ve learned over more than four decades about 
the fine art of teaching. By this time, you’d think I should know 
pretty much everything about teaching, but like all artistic endeav-
ors, being an educator is as much a continuous learning experience 
as it is a teaching experience. So it is with me. Every class I teach is 
full of lessons for me. 

This is true partly because each generation of students brings 
its own challenges. The students I taught in 1982 were very unlike 
the ones I taught in 2002 or in 2022. Fortunately, human nature 
being what it is, every generation also brings with it common traits 
and values. Teachers don’t have to constantly reinvent the wheel, 
but they have to shape it and modify it regularly, sometimes even 
during a single class period.
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x

Introductory Note

This book speaks to those immutable needs of students that ex-
ist within every generation. They don’t change because of advances 
in technology, or because we switched from blackboards and chalk 
to whiteboards and dry erase markers. There are just some things 
that always drive students crazy and interfere with their ability to 
learn. Those things can be eliminated, or at least reduced, and it 
is my hope that this book helps teachers do just that. To that end, 
my observations focus on teaching in the classroom at the college, 
graduate, or professional school level. 

This book is not comprehensive. Of course, no book is. I don’t 
pretend to know or practice all the methods that can improve 
teaching effectiveness. I hope merely to provide a base upon which 
to build good teaching techniques. 

When I joined the U.S. Army, my first duty assignment was to an 
Officer’s Basic Course at Fort Gordon, Georgia. All Army officers 
receive their “branch” training in such a course. My branch was 
Signal Corps, and there was specialized training in the communi-
cations equipment and procedures used by the Army. But common 
topics are taught in all of these basic courses, subjects every officer 
is expected to know, regardless of branch assignment. Along with 
marksmanship, tactics, land navigation, and a host of other bits of 
essential knowledge for small unit leaders, every young officer is 
taught how to teach.

As you would expect, the Army has a step-by-step, by-the-book 
recipe for teaching a class. Like other military training in basic sub-
jects, students do not become masters of these skills. But if they do 
it the way the Army prescribes, they will be competent. Not gifted, 
not masterful, but not bad. Competent.

In setting out to write this book, drawing on years of person-
al experience, observation, trial and error, research, and formal 
education, my goal is to go beyond the kind of formalistic, cook-
ie-cutter approach the military takes to “educating the educators.” 
In doing so, however, I want to leave plenty of room for teachers 
to practice the art of teaching, to bring their own style and focus 
to the endeavor.
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Introductory Note

I have had colleagues who used profanity in the classroom, 
shouted at students, and thrown chalk and erasers. That’s not my 
style, but some of those colleagues were highly effective teachers. 
Their art was not mine, but it worked because they knew how and 
when to employ it. Other colleagues use media extensively in the 
classroom. Or require students to write journals daily. Or frequent-
ly use guest speakers, or engage in role play, or practice a strict form 
of the Socratic method, or employ experiential learning. 

All of these things can be done well, and they all can be done 
poorly or ineffectively. It is not my purpose in this book to say 
which methods teachers should adopt. Rather, I will point out 
some of the ways in which various techniques and behaviors can 
actually keep students from learning. I’ve been to countless aca-
demic conferences where a presenter extolls the virtue of some 
“innovative” technique the presenter has used to great effect. Or 
so they say.

What these presenters rarely say, but always should, is, “I used 
this technique in a way that turned out to be effective in my class 
in a particular semester and under certain circumstances with a 
given number of students who largely had learning styles that were 
well suited to this technique. It may not work for you at all. In fact, 
it may not work for me under slightly different circumstances. But 
it’s worth considering.” 

I’ve tried to stay away from extolling the virtues of particular 
techniques, although I do suggest some basic methods that most 
people can use effectively. Just keep in mind that nothing works all 
the time. Therefore, I’ll spend most of my time talking to you about 
avoiding the things that almost never work or that are certain to 
interfere with learning.

Let me explain why I think that approach can be useful. Years 
ago, my wife and I took up sailing. We bought a sailboat and went 
to sailing school, learning, among other things, the basics of sail-
boat racing. One of the most helpful lessons I’ve retained from 
competing in a few boat races is that it’s not the fastest boat that 
wins the race.
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Introductory Note

Oh, it’s great to have a really fast boat under your feet instead of 
some moss-covered hull that sails more like a bathtub than a yacht. 
But regattas are won by sailors and crews who make the fewest mis-
takes. The same is true of excellent teaching. Not everything works. 
Not every day is filled with eye-opening wonderment. Sometimes 
things fall flat. Sometimes people fall flat. That’s not fatal unless it 
happens regularly.

You won’t be a perfect teacher. I’ve watched true master teach-
ers, and there’s always something that doesn’t quite work, or could 
be improved. Master teachers aren’t deterred by those “mistakes.” 
They learn to trim their sails more carefully, or clean their hull 
more thoroughly, or tack a little sooner on the next leg. They’re 
consistently good, but only sometimes are they great. And they’re 
never really bad. They avoid the obvious mistakes.

I think I can say with some confidence to new teachers that none 
of the things I suggest in this book will hurt you. To the contrary, I 
feel confident that they’ll help you. For more experienced teachers 
who want to improve, avoiding the things that drive students to 
distraction is far more important than finding a splashy technique 
to impress them. In other words, don’t develop bad habits. If you 
already have them, get rid of them. This book aims to provide some 
guidance in doing that.
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