on university teaching and learning

The Teaching Dossier at Dalhousie University

Asthe process of teaching and learning at
university becomes the focus of increas-
ing attention, more and more faculty
members are using the teaching dossieras
amethod for documenting their activities
and accomplishments in this area of aca-
demic life. While most often compiled
for inclusion in a curriculum vitae to be
presented to decision-making bodies
dealing with issues of employment (ap-
pointment, reappointment, tenure and
promotion), the teaching dossier alsopro-
vides faculty members with an opportu-
nity to reflect on their teaching activities
ina systernatic way. The reflection itself
can have a beneficial effect on teaching,
In these ways, the teaching dossier can
serve to enhance the profile of teaching
accomplishments in the evaluation proc-
ess and to encourage teaching improve-
ment strategies at the individual and de-
partmental levels

AtDalhousie, thereis growing interest
in the teaching dossier as a method to
achieve both increased recognition of the
contribution of faculty members through
their teaching activities and enhancement
of the pedagogical process. Theactivities
described below are but a few of the ways
in which this interest in the teaching dos-
sier is reflected on campus.

Atthe departmental level, responses
to a request from the Office of Instruc-
tional Development and Technology for
information on teaching dossiers suggest
fairly widespread acceptance of itsuse for
summative purposes (for personnel deci-
sion-making) and indicate a desire for
more informationon this subject. Depart-
mental experiences differ greatly: some
departments actively promote the use of

teaching dossiers in the tenure and pro-
motion process while others have little
experienceinthisarea. Overall, however,
there appears to be strong support for ef-
forts to provide faculty members with in-
formation and guidance in the develop-
ment and nse of the teaching dossier.
The Dalhousie University Senate
Committee on Instructional Develop-
ment adopied, after much discussion in
the 1989-90 academic year, a “‘Statement
on the Teaching Dossier”. The Senate
Committee decided to promote the use of

“There is a growing
interest in the teaching
dossier as a method to
achieve both increased
recognition of the
contribution of faculty
members through their
teaching activities and
enhancement of the
pedagogical process.”
the teaching dossier as part of a plan to
emphasize teaching effectivenessandthe

value of teaching at Dalhousie Univer-
sity. While the Statementonthe Teaching

Dossier outlines a number of sources of

information, OID T inguiriesmadeitclear
that the most common method of docu-
menting teaching skills at Dalhousie is
the use of student ratings of instruction
data. The Committee has recently com-
pletedasurvey of Dalhousie teaching units
ontheuse of studentratings questionnaires

and has adopied a set of guidelines for the
administration and use of these instru-
ments based on the information provided
by respondents and areview of the litera-
ture in the field. While recognizing the
important contribution of student rating
of instruction data in personnel decision-
makingand teaching improvementefforts,
the Committee cautions against their use
asthe sole indicator of teaching effective-
ness. (A futare issue of Focus on Uni-
versity Teaching and Learning will be
devoted to questions conceming student
ratings of instruction.)

The Office of Instructional Develop-
ment and Technology has taken stepsto
promote the teaching dossier on campus
In August 1990, the Office organized a
workshop given by Dr. Christopher
Knapper{University of Waterloo), anex-
pert in the field and one of the anthors of
the CAUT guide to teaching dossiers
(copies of which are available at OIDT).
The faculty who participated responded
verypositively tothisinitiative. The OIDT
also has resources available to faculty
members interested in preparing a teach-
ing dossier and has begun work on a Dal-
housie Guide to the Preparation of the
Teaching Dosster. A session on “The
Teaching Portfolio: Documenting
Teaching and Learning in Higher Edu-
cation” ispart of the Society for Teaching
and Learning in Higher Education Con-
ference hosted by the OID T at Dathousie
June 15 to 18, 1991.

We hope thisbulletin will provide fur-
ther information concerning the teaching
dossier and spark renewed interest in its
use as an excellent means of recording
teaching accomplishments.



A Statement on the Teaching Dossier

This statement on the teaching dossier was
prepared and adopted by the Dalhousie
University Senate Committee onlnstructional
Development Itwas submitted for discussion
and feedbackto the University Senate in 1990
as part of a report on the Committee’ s activi-
Lies.

Members of the faculty of Dalhousie
University are expecled to provide evi-
denceof their teaching effectivenesswhen
being considered for reappointment, ten-
ure and promotion. Teaching is a com-
plex activity, the dynamics and outcomes
of which are not easily described on pa-
per.

It is the ongoing responsibility of
faculty members to document activities
and accomplishments which can be used
to build the case for their teaching effec-
tiveness. Suchacomprehensiverecordis
commonly called a teaching dossier. One
purpose of the dossier is to present in-
formation which most fairly and fully re-
flects teaching activities and accomplish-
ments Thedossieralsoallows the profes-
sor an opportunity for reflection, and this
can have a beneficial effect on (eaching,

Preparing and maintaining a teaching
dossier is a two-part process which in-
volvescollection and presentation of ma-
terials. Although the two processesmust,
tosomeextent, be carried onconcurrently,
they will be dealt with separately.

The first process involves the collec-
tion of information for the teaching dos-
sier, Teachingactivities vary from faculty
to faculty, department to department, and
among different courses and faculty
members. Instructional methods and
content are, to some extent, discipline-
specific, making absolute comparisons
bothimpossible and inappropriate. Based
on a review of various teaching dossiers,
the Committee proposes the foliowing
kinds of material a faculty member may
wish to assemble.

First, information from studentsources
could include student evaluations, input
from studentcommittees, statementsfrom
present and former students including
alumni, and information concerning stu-
dents supervised

Second, information from colleagues
could include evalnation of teaching and

course materials, as well asevaluation by
colleagues of contributions to teachingin
thedepartment, university, and the broader
community; namely activities such as
programme planning, faculty develop-
ment and curricuium development
Finally, information from the faculty
member could include references topub-
lications (in pedagogical journals, re-
views, textbooks); descriptionsof courses
and learning materials developed; evi-
dence of effective efforts to improve
teaching; contributions to teaching
through faculty development; programme
planning andevaluation; recognition from
Dalhousie or other sources concerning
teaching accomplishments; awards for
teaching; special training in teaching,

“The Teaching Dossier
is a comprehensive
record of teaching
activities and
accomplishments
drawn up by the
professor.”

The abovelistisnotintended to be norma-
tiveorexhaustive Itspurposeistopresent
a list of the kinds of information from

which facuity members will
select the types of informa-
tion that most clearly reflect
their teaching activities It
should be emphasized that
multiple sources of infor-
mation are required to ad-
equately characterize an in-
dividual’s teaching

The second process un-
der consideration involves
the presentation of teaching
activities and accomplish-
ments. Thecurriculum vitae
offersa meansof presenting
leaching activities by in-
clading a summarized form
of the teaching dossier.
Submission of the curricu-
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selected, representative material in Lhe(
dossier to support the presentation.

Faculty membersmay wish, when their
teaching dossier is 10 be considered, 1o
submitaletter which highlightsand draws
attention to specific aspectsof their teach-
ing. This letter would help to guide the
deliberations of the committee.

As has been the case to date, faculty
members must have the opportunity to
meet with the evaluating committees at
department and faculty levels to discuss
any aspects of their teaching perfor-
mance. This will be particularly impor-
tant as these commitices evolve a method
of considering teaching dossier submis-
sions.

The Office of Instructional Develop-
ment and Technology will develop,
publicize, and implement a programme
to assist Dalhousie faculty interested in
building their teaching dossiers. Encour-
agement for the development of a com-
prehensive teaching dossier is consistent
with the University’s commitment 1o ex-
cellence in its educational offerings and
the value Dathousie places on effective-
ness in teaching. Support and advice for
Dalhousie faculty engaged in the process
of documenting this aspect of their pro-
fessional accomplishment is therefore an
essential University service. It formspart
of aplan toemphasize teaching effective-
ness and the valoe of teaching,
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How to Create a
Teaching Dossier

This material is from Bruce M. Shore, StephenF. Foster, Christopher K. Knapper, Gilles
(3. Nadeau, NeiliNeill, Victor W. Sim, and with the help of faculty members of the Centre
for Teaching and Learning Services, McGill University. The Teaching Dossier: A Guide
to its Preparation and Use. Revised Edition, 1986. Ouawa: Canadian Association of
University Teachers.

Step 1: Clarify teaching responsibilities:

There often exists between colleagues an informal understanding concerning teaching
responsibilities and criteria for teaching success. The first step in preparing the teaching
dossier is to summarize these understandings in a short paragraph or two. Points covered
might include understandings about the numbers and types of courses to be taught, how
students are to be evaluated, and the nature of progress expected by students, Where such
anunderstanding does not exist, the consequence can be arbitrary and shifting evaluation
criteria Where there is no informal understanding the professor should include a brief
statement of his or her own assumptions concerning responsibilities and obliga-
tions.

Step 2: Select criteria for effective teaching:

The Listof Possible Items fora Teaching Dossierisexamined. Paying particularattention
to the statement in Step 1, the professor selects those items which are most applicable to
his or her assigned teaching responsibilities and prepares a statement about accomplish-
ments in each area Item choice should also accommodate the professor’s personal
preferences and teaching style.

Step 3: Order the criteria:

The statements are arranged in the order which best fits their intended use. For example,
if the professoris irying to demonstrate improvement in teaching, entries that in the short
run lead to improvements would be emphasized.

Step 4: Compile back-up evidence:

Copies of all printed items referred to in the dossier should be kept by the professor
These would include such things as examination papers, ariginal replies to course
evaluation questionnaires”, letters from {chair] and students and samples of student
work These materials are not part of the dossier, but are back-up information in case
“original” evidence is required ‘[Official summaries are in order for summative
evaluations. ]

Step 5: Incorporate dossier into curriculum vitae:

The professor inserts the completed dossier into the CV under the heading “Teaching”
or “Instruction”. Precisely where it is placed in the CV in relation to the sections on
scholarship and service shouldreflect therelative place of teaching among the professor’s
university responsibilities.

Step 6: (Optional) Add exemplary materials:
When the professor submits the updated CV to a promotion and tenure committee, the

CV may be accompanied by a few pages of material which illustrate some of the major

evidencereferred to. Anexemplary course outline, or reading list, an examination keyed
to objectives, a numerical summary of student course evaluations or unsolicited letters

of praise from students might be well worth including with the CV. The advisability of

thisstepdepends very much on local customs, but is likely tobe especially important when
a professor is confronting a major career decision, such as tenure and promotion
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Perspectives on Teaching and the
Teaching Dossier

Those reluctant to adopt the teaching dossier concept may evoke various academic traditions to support
their resistance. Promoters of the teaching dossier concept, on the other hand, propose a stance in support
of this technique designed to focus on effective university teaching. “Resisting” and “Changing” detail

the opposing positions.

Resisting

. 'We are not self-promoters

We do not need defensive documentation

Our deeds speak for themselves.

Recording time bites into accomplishing time.
Teaching is not always our priority.

Qur teaching dormain priorities are:

a) the act of teaching

b} improving teaching abilities

¢) documenting accomplishment.

We have not been trained to document these aspects of
our work.

We have felt no great pressure to improve in this area.

Changing

We must produce better evidence of our professional
contributions.

. We need positive documentation to delineate our accom—

plishments.

. Ourrole has to be expressed and communicated clearly to

those outside our immediate fields.

Successtully reporting our results will help obtain better
conditions for greater achievement

. Our career choice necessitates a certain accent on the

teaching component of our professional activity.

- Our attention to all aspects of our teaching profiles witl

lead to more harmonious development in ¢his field,

7. We must seek ways o effectively present evidence of

teaching sirengths

Our early initiatives will reduce potential pressures to
produce evidence of excellent performance under more
difficult circumstances.
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