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Good news! Research supports the idea that effective
teaching improves learning in post-secondary students.
One study analyzed the effectiveness of more than
2,000 instructors of college algebra over a 10-year period
by measuring how well students who passed their classes
performed in subsequent courses in the math sequence.
The main finding was that a one standard deviation (SD)
increase in instructor effectiveness corresponded to a 0.2
SD increase in grades and a 0.4 SD increase in final exam
scores in the follow-on course. The authors put this result
in perspective by noting a similar performance difference
exists between students with a 3.0 and 2.0 incoming
GPA.1 To some pharmacy educators, results like these
only validate the obvious. Others, who may be question-
ing the impact of their teaching in an era where students
seem to have a vast choice of alternative learning streams,
might find these results encouraging.

Now for the bad news: researchers are still unclear on
exactly what qualities make a teacher “effective.” Some
criteria have been suggested, but identifying all the key
elements and measuring them with confidence is a chal-
lenging proposition.2-4 So waiting for science to unam-
biguously identify an all-purpose recipe for teaching
effectiveness may take more time than the average phar-
macy educator has left in their teaching career. Neverthe-
less, one essential aspect of being an effective teacher
almost certainly has to be the degree to which one uses
effective teaching methods. And educators familiarize
themselves with effective teaching methods by engaging
in professional development. Indeed, a study with middle
and high school teachers found teacher efficacy correlated
positively with teacher professional development, but not
with the teachers’ own undergraduate qualifications or
scholastic aptitude.5

To meet accreditation standards, pharmacy colleges
are required to provide opportunities for professional de-
velopment to their faculty,6 but college-wide faculty

development programs can suffer from a number of draw-
backs, such as a lack of the consistency and follow-up
necessary to effectmeaningful change, a lack of program-
ming to address the specific needs of subsets of faculty,
and a lack of program accessibility for all faculty mem-
bers.Many innovative suggestions have been put forward
in the literature to address these and other deficiencies in
program-wide faculty development.7-11 And, no doubt,
colleges that invest the resources to make their faculty
development programs more practical, targeted, and rel-
evant are going to reapmore benefits than those that don’t.
Yet there is a liberating truth that circumvents all the
limitations of a college-driven faculty development pro-
gram: a faculty member’s development is ultimately their
own, personal responsibility.

Each of us can ensure our development as teachers
(or in any other role) is targeted, relevant, accessible, and
consistent, if we make development a regular, personal
habit. Following are three things to consider for faculty
members who want to become more autonomous in their
growth as pharmacy educators.

Motivation and Self-Reflection
Motivation helps promote and sustain self-regulated

learning.12 Previous work has found that one of the great-
est motivators for professional development in teachers is
a desire to address student learning needs.13 This suggests
that teachers who are motivated to engage in professional
development have, to one degree or another, a sense of
dissatisfaction with their teaching effectiveness; or,
looked at another way, theymaintain high teaching ideals
they feel they have not yet attained in one or more re-
spects. Thus, acquiring an elevated vision for teaching
can provide a strong impetus for self-improvement.

An elevated vision for teaching can be constructed
from a number of different experiences. Examples in-
clude attending a talk or roundtable at an organization
meeting; reading a review, research article, or opinion
piece in a journal or a blog; engaging in constructive
discussion with colleagues about student learning needs
and how to address these needs; assisting struggling stu-
dents; being evaluated in the classroom by a colleague or
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students; evaluating the teaching of a colleague; or, of
course, consuming content from a programmed faculty
development event. Some time for reflection is required
to stitch these varied experiences into a cohesive vision
for effective teaching. Reflection of the brutally honest
variety is then required to identify ways in which one’s
current teaching practice falls short of this vision.

An infamous study conducted several decades ago
at an American university (not the University of Lake
Woebegone) once reported that over 90% of surveyed pro-
fessors rated themselves as better-than-average teachers,
with two-thirds placing themselves in the top quartile.14

While allowing that a healthy sense of self-confidence
can enhance performance, it is possible that too much
can promote complacency, the antithesis of motivation.
So, how do you rate yourself as a teacher? What evidence,
if any, would you use for your self-assessment? Rigorous
honesty in identifying areas for improvement can help es-
tablish the sense of dissatisfaction necessary to motivate
self-driven professional development.

Knowledge Acquisition and Implementation
Learning about teaching and learning is important,

but implementation of this knowledge is key to improv-
ing teaching efficacy. A quote from a text on teaching
theory published in the early 20th century provides this
insight: “Unused knowledge is knowledge dead or dy-
ing. All knowledge which any of us can really claim to
possess is that which has been turned over and over in
use, use so frequent as to prevent decay.”15 Often, the
same sources that provide a vision of effective teaching
will also provide information about one or more sup-
porting methodologies that can be implemented in
practice. Background research may be necessary to es-
tablish whether there is evidence a new technique will
yield desirable results, suggest ways in which a general
method can be adapted to a specific teaching situation,
and give a sense for the amount of time required for
implementation. It is important to consider whether
potential learning benefits will outweigh the time costs
for implementation.16 Encouragingly, a study follow-
ing 28 pharmacy faculty members who implemented
a variety of new methods into their teaching found the
majority reported only about 9 hours were required for
implementation of the new methods, including back-
ground research.17 The remaining faculty members in-
corporated their new methods over the course of a year,
suggesting that sometimes significantly more time may
be required for implementation, especially if incorpo-
ration of a new methodology necessitates upstream
changes in the class learning objectives or downstream
changes in assessment.

Assessment
Assessing the effects of a teaching intervention is

important because it provides evidence for whether the
new method was beneficial. Lack of such evidence may
mean the technique should be modified or abandoned
altogether. When modifications are required, good as-
sessment data may point to what kind of modifications
should be made. In the study of the pharmacy faculty
members who implemented newmethods in their classes,
more than half indicated a desire tomakemodifications to
their new technique the following year.17

Coming up with an assessment method at an early
stage, perhaps the same time the intervention is planned,
helps define the purpose of the intervention. For example,
is it expected to improve student engagement, consolida-
tion of knowledge, or application of skills? The inability
to identify a clearly assessable endpoint suggests an in-
tervention may not provide any real learning benefit,
which will allow you to modify or abandon it before too
much time is expended on its implementation.

When we speak of teacher development in higher
education, it is often synonymous with the concept of
scholarly teaching – a largely self-driven process that in-
volves selecting and applying appropriate information
from the teaching/learning literature, collecting system-
atic observations and evaluations, and analyzing the out-
comes.18 However, scholarly teaching does not always
rise to the level of the scholarship of teaching and learning
(SOTL),which seeks tomake generalizable contributions to
the understanding of how effective teaching and learning
occur and often involves novel interventions.19 As such,
the methods for assessing scholarly teaching do not need
to be as rigorous as those required for a research publication.
Perhaps informal observations will be sufficient. However,
assessment should be rigorous enough to convince you and
other interested parties (eg, students, administrators, promo-
tionbodies) that your choiceof classroomactivities is sound,
or at least moving purposefully in the right direction. In
general, the more extraordinary the teaching method, the
more extraordinary the proof ought to be of its value.

The three points elaborated here dovetail to form an
iterative cycle. Ideally, assessment will help provide the
motivation to once again self-reflect, return to the litera-
ture, try somethingnew, and evaluate the results.As a case
in point, 96% of the faculty who implemented new teach-
ing techniques in the previously cited study felt it was
worth the effort and expressed a desire to do it again.17

These were people who had experienced the rewards of
self-development. Likewise, improved efficacy, educa-
tional impact, and intellectual revitalization await our de-
cision to invest in our own development as teachers.
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