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Higher Education Academy Essay Competition 2008:

What makes a good English or Creative Writing lecturer?

Tom Hammond, Lancaster University
 Meet Mr Fantastic: lecturer extraordinaire. He teaches English Language at my university, and everybody loves him, from staff to students. But what makes him so special?

 Obviously he knows a lot about his subject, but he also knows it took him time to learn it; so he doesn’t go drowning us with too much information at once. Compare him with his colleague Professor Dullman, who not only tells us the grammatical features of the English pronoun, but insists on waffling on about its entire history of usage, right back into Old English; and as a result, nothing really sticks in. Mr Fantastic knows better than this, and sticks to the immediately relevant information, conveying it concisely and with clarity. If he does want to make less important points that won’t be of interest to everyone, he suggests further readings in his notes, rather than muddle his lectures or seminars with them. However, he doesn’t just hand over a list of references and expect us to work through it ourselves, like Professor Dullman does. He understands that we’ll rarely have the time or patience to sift through such a list for the one thing we’re looking for, so he clearly indicates what particular subjects can be found in what books and chapters, saving everyone a lot of frustration.
 Mr Fantastic knows when he’s made a point in his lectures, and while he’s careful to provide examples for everything he talks about, he doesn’t go overboard with them. Professor Dullman does this; having just told us what an adverbial phrase is, he’ll proceed to bombard us with dozens of different examples of them, until through sheer overexposure we’re even more confused than we were to begin with. Mr Fantastic only gives one or two examples for each point in his lectures, enough to give us a flavour of what he means, and instead uses his seminars to fill us in on details and quirks, where it’s easier for us to ask questions if we don’t understand. Importantly, however, he remembers which subjects are particularly difficult for first-time learners to grasp, and makes sure he spends as long as necessary to give us a basic understanding of them, without skimming over them too quickly for us to follow.
 What makes it so easy to ask Mr Fantastic for help is his approachable demeanour towards us; he really seems like he’s here to help us, rather than treating us like a distraction from his ‘proper’ research, like grumpy old Dullman does. He’ll never turn down a student in trouble, always being prompt and willing to talk things through over phone, email, or in person. He doesn’t just tell us that we’re wrong and need to do more reading when he assesses us; he always makes it clear what we’ve missed or misunderstood, and exactly what we can do to improve. A lecturer like this is worth more than a thousand books of reading to us, and all the discipline in the world can’t command as much respect as this approachability does.
 Mr Fantastic isn’t a slave to PowerPoint in his lectures, simply using it as a means to print his notes and focus us on particular points instead. Professor Dullman, on the other hand, fills his presentations with needless swirling bullet point effects, which are distracting and take hours to click through when he has to go back to a previous point; and when he finally does resume talking, he’s just reading the slides word for word, boring us stiff and rendering his presence pointless. However, while Mr Fantastic does have something to offer besides what he’s written on PowerPoint, his notes are written to be comprehensive, free-standing, and utterly accessible. When it’s exam time coming up, and all the books are inevitably gone from the library, I need to have notes that will make sense and teach me everything I need to know (especially if I missed the relevant lecture) without the lecturer actually there with me in my bedroom. Mr Fantastic writes notes like this, and you could probably get a reasonably good degree just from reading them on their own. However, he still inspires us to come along to the lectures regardless; partly because he prints out the notes for us (unlike stingy old Dullman), but mainly because, in person, he can infuse us with a real understanding and interest in what he’s teaching.
 And how does he do this? With his passion for the subject. Of course, even Professor Dullman has a passion for English Language, otherwise he wouldn’t be teaching it at university level for a living. However, what makes Mr Fantastic so special is that he can pass this passion on to us. He doesn’t just tell us how to do a phonetic analysis of a voice; he tells us where it’s done in the real world, he tells us the unusual and unknown facts about it, he tells us why he cares, and why we should too. It’s always much easier to learn about something that you believe serves a practical purpose and take an interest in (especially if you’re stuck studying it for the next three years), and probably the most important thing Mr Fantastic does as a lecturer is to constantly inspire this interest in us. He doesn’t need to act like someone he’s not to get us to listen (unlike Professor Dullman, with his strained jokes and weak attempts at ‘discipline’); he knows it’s the subject that really gets us involved.
 Ok, I’ll admit it – Mr Fantastic doesn’t really exist (not at my university, anyway). However, the various things that would make him such a great lecturer can still be found in plenty of other staff in our Linguistics department, and those who tick more of those qualities off are inevitably the better lecturers for it. The key, then, is to just do your best to follow the example of Mr Fantastic, and avoid that of Professor Dullman (who sadly does exist, albeit under different names); and with skills like these, you could do a good job of lecturing on any subject, not just English Language.
1

_1239695392.bin

