T eaching
A ssistant
P roject

TAPTalk

A Newsletter for Teaching Assistants

taproject.rutgers.edu/publications/taptalk.php3

The Newsletter of the Teaching Assistant Project, Graduate School-New Brunswick
Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey

A Conversation with NJ Professor
of the Year, Stephen J. Greenfield
This past December, the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching and the Council for Advancement
and Support of Education (CASE) named Rutgers math
professor Stephen J. Greenfield the 2004 New Jersey
Professor of the Year. TAPTalk asked Professor Greenfield
to share some of his ideas about teaching. Here are some
excerpts from that conversation.
TAPTalk (TT)
(TT): How have your teaching methods changed
over time?
Professor Stephen J. Greenfield (SJG):
(SJG) I gave much
more perfect lectures when I first started teaching than I
do now, period. Gee, I make errors now and I screw things
up and I get confused a lot.
TT
TT: And your students like that better?
SJG
SJG: No, but occasionally they get involved more, which is,
of course the purpose of that. I mean one’s style is
personal, and it would be hard for graduate students who
have been in classes of mine to agree with this possibility,
but I began giving absolutely perfect, icily beautiful
lectures where everything was totally meticulously
prepared ahead of time and now things are…things seem
to be much more slipshod, seem to be much more slipshod
and I don’t know what I’m doing and accidents happen and
all sorts of things, and they’re all arranged.
TT
TT: Do you have different strategies for teaching large
lecture classes, versus small classes?
SJG
SJG: Oh sure. You've got to talk louder...Certainly
whenever I go to observe other teachers I sit in the very
last row in the most inaccessible place and one of the first
things I try to note is if I can hear the instructor. I should
be able to understand what's being said. If they use the
blackboard I should be able to read without undue
squinting, and it does no harm to make sure these most
straightforward things are taken care of. It’s cheap. You
just go and you play around in the room, and every time
I’m assigned a new room I still go before the semester
begins and I still write the letter “a” small and then I write
it big and I go to the back of the room and I look and I try
to talk and see how my voice is pitched. You asked how
(continued on page 2)
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End of Semester
Suggestions
Addressing Student Concerns:
During class, go over end-ofsemester procedures for papers,
discuss the format of the final
exam, and allow time for students
to ask questions. Schedule an inclass review, if possible. Answering questions and anticipating
concerns can minimize students'
anxieties and complaints.
Grading Final Exams and Papers:
If you are teaching a mutli-section
course, discuss grading expectations with the professor in charge
of the course, and coordinate
grading standards with the other
TAs. If you have a lot of grading
to do, don't wait for a large chunk
of free time that may never appear. Grade in small batches.
Taking Care of Your Own Needs:
You need to meet your program's
requirements to be reappointed
as a TA or to receive other types
of funding, so don't neglect your
own work in trying to be a good
TA. Try to schedule time to relax
and to exercise. Counseling
services are available to graduate
students at counseling centers
across the New Brunswick/
Piscataway Campus. Visit
nbpweb.rutgers.edu/menus/
counseling.shtm for links to each
of the counseling centers.
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Greenfield...
(continued from page 1)

my style of teaching or
classroom instruction would
be different relative for sizes
of classes. There’s one way,
just the physicality, and in
fact the whole acting for a
large room is different. By
acting I mean the way you
move, how you gesture is
quite different if you have
people within 15 or 20 feet of
you and people who might be
100 feet away. Unfortunately
I have an absolutely foul
memory for people’s names. I
have friends, I have
colleagues who literally, to
my amazement, by the end of
a month of instruction will
know the name of eighty
percent of 100 students. By
the end of a semester of
instruction I might know the
names of 10 to 15 students. I
have a terrible memory for—
what was your name?…so, it’s
very hard to single out
students and have useful
interactions with them. “Hey
you over there, yeah you
wearing the hat turned
backwards.” So a large
audience makes a class more
impersonal, and that’s just
another barrier to interaction.
I believe that there is a place
for distance education, but I
don’t believe the technology
has yet evolved to the point to
totally eliminate human
interaction in education.
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Therefore, even in a large
lecture there’s a place for
interaction and that makes
it better than reading or
playing with an
instructional program on a
computer. I can’t teach
everybody in a class of 100.
That’s a little upsetting. I
have to go by whether most
people seem to have
understood something. I
think the uncertainty factor
in a large class is much
larger and you can’t do
much about it. In a small
class if I have 15, 20, 25
students, even I can get to
know their names, and even
I can sort of keep people on
task—you know involved in
whatever is going on a little
bit better. Even if I’m giving
a great lecture with lots of
interactivity, in a class of
100 that still means five or
ten people are reading the
paper, asleep, thinking
about their checkbook or
other things.
TT
TT: Do you use
instructional technologies?
SJG
SJG: Yes. In the last three
years I have begun writing
for each of the courses I
teach a sort of a diary that
covers the stuff I did during
the class. I do this for
several reasons. First, even
with the best will in the
world, almost any student is
going to miss a class or
two—not without my excoriation—but is going to miss
a class or two during the
semester. Second, I make
mistakes in class and it’s
nice to have a forum to fix
things. Third, it gives me a
chance, perhaps, to mildly
expand on what I did in
class and to provide links to

other material that I find of
interest, and there must be a
fourth, but I don’t remember
what it was. I get confused
with counting...
The diary provides the
possibility of additional
interaction. Another thing I
use, is in each of these classes I
have sort of a question of the
day...and I try to grade it as if
it’s a test question and I give
students that sort of feedback.
So, what do I get out of it?
Yeah, I get an attendance
count, and that’s moderately
useful. I also get to know
rather immediately if…it’s very
easy to deceive yourself about
how impressive and useful and
educationally wonderful your
presentation was. It’s
extremely depressing to get the
feedback that nobody has
understood even three percent
of what you talked about…This
question of the day only about
30 or 40% of the students got,
did it correctly. I was a bit
disappointed, but it was a
complicated question, and as I
told them it’s a question that I
would feel very easy in giving
on a real exam, and I said look
when I returned it today, I said
“I’d rather you make the
mistakes now than on a real
exam. Please look at the
remarks that I put on your
papers and fix it up. Don’t
screw up the same way next
time. Find a new way.”…
The main way that I think my
teaching differs now from when
I started is not necessarily in
the classroom, although I think
I’m a lot calmer and more
experienced in the classroom,
and it takes something really
strange to frazzle me in the
classroom. I think as I’ve
gotten more experienced I’ve
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decided that more and more of
good instruction actually
happens outside the classroom. One obvious way is
office hours. Maybe another
obvious way at Rutgers, especially because of the geographic dispersal and the fact
that many students have jobs,
is answering email. Another
way that I think now I never
thought 10, 20, 30, years ago is
just figuring out who the heck
my students are, and what
they want to get out of this
course, what their preparation
is, what they’re likely to go on
to. I really did not think very
much about these issues. I
know this is obvious and
elementary, but I now take
more time to understand this.
I try to make what I do part of
their education more broadly
construed. I do this more or
less as well as I can and no, it’s
not perfect. I can’t put myself
in anybody else’s shoes. I've
got big feet, for example. But,
I think this helps. I believe
just thinking about these
issues makes me a more effective instructor. Yeah, you
certainly have to know the
material, you certainly have to
know the logical connections,
you have to know the examples, you have to give
appropriate exams and sort of
have appropriate instructional
targets, but it’s also nice to try
to understand where the
students are coming from,
going to, and stuff like that.

GetInTouch!
TapOffice:
http://taproject.rutgers.edu

Graduate School - NB:
http://gsnb.rutgers.edu
TA Helpline:932-11TA

Academic Roles

After our interview, Professor
Greenfield reflected further on the
message he wanted to send to
graduate students and emailed the
following to TAPTalk:

When I was in a more formative
stage as a faculty member (I am
now 307 years old), the diverse
and severely varied responsibilities of a college faculty
member seemed to pour upon
me. So I would very much like
to further publicize the idea
(not original to me!) that people
don’t need to excel in everything at all times in their
careers. In my “career” as an
academic I have, like everyone
else, had various roles: teacher,
from precalculus to advanced
graduate courses, scholar
(researcher, mostly, less so as a
person who “appreciates” the
whole art of a part of a subject),
administrator (at various times
I have been in charge of our
undergrad program, our grad
program, etc.), and mentor of
students in various levels of
study, from undergrad to
master's to doctorate). In
addition there are professional
“roles” to play: review books,
edit journals, organize meetings, or other organizational
tasks (committee on stuff for
the dean, etc.), and OF
COURSE family responsibilities and other life responsibilities. Things will change in
one’s career from time to time.
Being “world’s best teacher” is
a good thing. Being (at least) an
adequate teacher, with the
knowledge of techniques or
methods that could be used is
certainly more basic and necessary. I hope that Rutgers
would help grad students to be
“adequate” teachers. I emphatically mean nothing negative by

the use of the word “adequate.” Such people would
accept and do well by their
instructional responsibilities. I also hope that
Rutgers would help educate
people about alternative,
additional instructional
methodologies which might
help them in their future
careers. BUT: not everyone
has to do or be “everything”
at all times. Maybe one is a
great teacher between ages
34 and 42, after being an
epochal scholar between 23
and 34, and then is a leader
in their field between 43
and 47, after which “elevation” in the ranks of the
university administration
follows from 48 up. There
are many models. As Mao
Tse-tung might have said in
another connection, “Let
100 flowers bloom.”
It IS permissible to be a
good “teacher” in spite of
some professional pressures. It is also permissible
to be a pretty good teacher,
and, in balance, to choose
yourself, to the extent
possible, to determine your
own tasks and excellence.
A big chunk of the future
can be created by you, by
your interests, your stubbornness, and your own
virtues and efforts. At this
time, please try to teach in
a good way. Please try to
make your thesis an object
of intellectual interest,
reflecting, as much as
possible, originality and
effort. Then get out there
and LIVE: be yourself and
be a useful and interesting
person.
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TA
Helpline
Call
932-11TA
Monday-Friday
between
the hours
of
8:30 am - 4:30 pm
Want to be a Movie
Star?
Get your class videotaped!

http://taproject.rutgers.edu
Call 932-11TA for details

Teaching
Assistant
Project
Office of the Dean
Graduate School-New Brunswick
25 Bishop Place
New Brunswick, N.J. 08901-1181
(732) 932-7747

TAP Calendar

4/12

12:00-1:30 pm

4/18

12:00-1:30 pm

4/19

12:00-1:30 pm

4/22

9:30 am-3:00 pm

4/29

9:00 am-12:00 pm

Teaching Your Own
CAC*
Class - Summer Session
Interviewing Techniques BCC+
for Faculty Positions
RESCHEDULEDBCC*
Balancing Career & Family
Grad Student Panel:
CAC#
Applying for External Funding
Proposal Writing Basics
CAC#

*Call 732-932-7747 for information or to register.
+Call 732-445-6127 for information or to register.
#Visit chaser.rutgers.edu/workshops.html for information

The Master Faculty Observation Program
TAP has assembled a select group of outstanding faculty members who
have volunteered to provide graduate students with the opportnity to
observe their classes. The names, teaching schedules, and contact
information of these veteran teachers are listed on our website. Earn a
certificate by visiting three or more classes. For more information visit:

http://taproject.rutgers.edu/services_tips/Master_Faculty.php3

