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[ Chapter 10

Defeating the Developer's
Dilemma
An Online Tool for Individual Consultations
Michele DiPietro, Susan A. Ambrose, MichaelBridges,
AnneFay, Marsha C. Lovett, MarieKamala Norman
CarnegieMellon University

A very special thank-you toJudith Brooks, who masterfully designed the online tool.

This chapter introduces an onlineconsultation tool that helps resolve the
tension that developers often experience in consultations between offering
quick fixes and providing in-depth but time-consuming conceptual under­
standing. The tool that the Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence has
developed provides instructors with concrete teaching strategies to address
common teaching problems, while also educating them about thepedagog­
icalprinciples informingthose strategies. The tool can be used to enhance
traditional face-to-face consultations or, lJy itself, to reach a wider faculty
aUdience, includingadjunct and offsitefaculty.

As faculty developers, we want to deliver concrete practical solu­
tions to the teaching problems faculty experience, to use our time
effectively, and to assist as many instructors as possible. Yet we also
want to provide facultywith a deep understanding of the principles
that underlie meaningful learning and guide effective teaching.
These goals present developers with an apparent dilemma: Should
We provide quick tips or seek to develop deep understanding of
learning and pedagogy? The latter approach requires time and
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resources that many developers, not to mention instructors, sim­
ply do not have. Yet dispensing tips can backfire if instructors
lack sufficient understanding of the problem and thus misapply
techniques and strategies. How do we balance these two priorities
when providing excellent teaching advice to reach the broadest
possible audience?

Although this tension is not new to our profession (Cash &
Minter, 1979), increased pressures on faculty time and limited
financial resources have made it more acute. Sorcinelli, Austin,
Eddy, and Beach (2006) address this issue when they point out
that faculty developers will increasingly have to "connect, commu­
nicate, and collaborate to meet the challenge of how to do more
with less while simultaneously maintaining excellence" (p. 158).

Our center has taken up this challenge. Capitalizing on the
potential of the Internet to facilitate greater connection and
communication, we have developed an online tool, based on the
collaborative framework we employ in our face-to-face consulta­
tions with faculty. Our primary goal in developing this tool was
to reach as many instructors as possible while preserving as much
of the richness of the traditional consultation process as possible.
Our secondary goal was to provide a useful resource for faculty
developers. The tool combines 1) key elements of the collabora­
tive consultation model, 2) a set of common teaching problems
we frequently encounter in our consultations with faculty, 3) a
three-step process for addressing these problems and identifying
a range of appropriate, contextualized solutions, and 4) a set of
learning and teaching principles, based on theory and research,
that informs the solutions we suggest to instructors.

Our online tool allows users (whether instructors or faculty
developers) to apply the three-step process to particular teaching
problems, offering concrete and appropriate strategies, as well as
their basic theoretical underpinnings. This chapter explains the
online tool and offers it as a public resource for developers and
instructors everywhere. The chapter is divided into four sections.
The first section presents our consultation philosophy, situating
it in relation to other consultation models. The second section
illustrates our three-step consultation framework and applies it
to one teaching problem commonly encountered by faculty with
whom we consult. The third section introduces the online tool
and its features. Finally, in the fourth section, we conclude with
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a discussion of the lessons learned from this process and their
implications for faculty development.

Our Consultation Philosophy
Successful consultations demand a well-articulated and internally
consistent consultation philosophy. Although we recognize that
a number of different approaches can be effective, depending
on the institutional context, we present ours because it forms the
foundation for the online tool we developed. Our philosophy
extends Brinko's (1991) work by characterizing one of her con­
sultation models. Brinko identifies five models of consultation
that pertain to faculty development:

1. Provider of product. This model views the faculty developer as
the provider of a discrete product (for example, a checklist,
template, or rubric) or a concrete tip that will solve prob­
lems in the classroom. Faculty developers who interact with
instructors subscribing to this perspective are certainly famil­
iar with these requests (for example, 'Tell me the top three
things I need to do to increase classroom participation").

2. Prescriptive. This model mimics the traditional medical model
in which the doctor is seen as the all-knowing expert, capable
of immediately and infallibly identifying the problem, diag­
nosing the underlying illness, and prescribing the appropriate
remedies. Instructors with this outlook will often defer to the
developer in all things pedagogical, waiting to be told what to
do and how to do it.

3. Collaborative. In this model, both the instructor and the faculty
developer are seen as experts--one in content and specific
classroom context, the other in process and general pedagogy.
The consultation is conceptualized as a genuinely joint effort,
with the instructor having final authority on changes that affect
her course.

4. Affiliative. This model originates from the psychotherapeutic
literature and acknowledges that sometimes personal or pro­
fessional issues affect an instructor's performance in the class­
room. The faculty developer must therefore address those
concerns with the pedagogical ones in a holistic vision of fac­
ulty development.
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5. Confrontational. This model acknowledges that consultations
sometimes become "stuck" because of faculty resistance or skep­
ticism. The faculty developer's role in these cases is to openly
challenge the instructor, by taking a devil's advocate position or
by being blunt, in order to make progress.

Of these, we favor the collaborative model because it acknowl­
edges the expertise and contribution of both the instructor and the
faculty developer. Moreover, it often encompasses aspects of other
models. In a bona fide collaborative effort, it is sometimes appro­
priate to offer products or, on occasion, be prescriptive. Certainly,
some aspects of the affiliative and confrontational models belong
in a true collaboration.

But if a collaborative consultation can, at times, resemble other
kinds of consultations, what exactly characterizes this model at its
core? We found this question worth exploring. The collaborative
approach, as we employ it in our work, is as follows:

1. Learner-centered. We regard student learning as the center of
the teaching process. Therefore, we aim to help. instructors
develop course objectives, assessments, and instructional activ­
ities that together support and promote student learning and
performance.

2. Educational. We aim to help our colleagues gain a deeper
understanding of the principles that underlie effective learning
and teaching so they can make appropriate teaching decisions
for their own courses (Knapper & Piccinin, 1999). We do not
simply dispense teaching tips.

3. Constructive. We focus on providing constructive and practi­
cal feedback to help our colleagues succeed as educators. Our
role is to support teaching, not to judge performance. We
always highlight their strengths first and then identify areas for
growth and concrete suggestions they can implement in the
classroom.

4. Data-driven. We gather and analyze extensive data through
classroom observations, student focus groups, and the exam­
ination of teaching materials. We then help instructors
use these data to diagnose strengths and identify areas for
improvement (Nyquist & Wulff, 2001).
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5. Research-based. We apply state-of-the-art research from a range
of disciplines (for example, cognitive psychology, organiza­
tional behavior, educational psychology, cross-cultural studies)
to help instructors design and teach courses more effectively.

Our Three-Step Consultation Process
The features articulated earlier are at the center of our consulta­
tion process. We want to provide and share constructive and practi­
cal strategies, but we want those strategies to be informed by data,
theory, and research, which we also want to share. The three basic
steps we engage in when we employ this process are synthesized in
Figure 10.1. The first step is to "Identify the Problem." Instructors
sometimes come to the center with a vague sense that one of their
courses is not working well or that students are unhappy, with­
out being able to articulate the exact nature of the problem. Our
twenty-seven years of experience at the center have illuminated a
set of common, recurring problems that we refer to when help­
ing faculty pinpoint the specific problem they are encountering.
A sample of such problems includes the following (more prob­
lems are available at www.cmu.edu/teaching/solveproblem/index.
html):

• Students don't participate in discussions.
• Students don't come to lecture.
• Students don't apply what they've learned.
• Students don't keep up with the readings.
• Students' background knowledge and skills vary widely.
• Students lack writing skills.
• Students may be cheating or plagiarizing.
• Students performed poorly on the first exam.
• Group projects aren't working.

In the second step, we employ a data-driven process to "Identify
Possible Reasons" for the problem. This can involve collecting
data to determine the cause or causes. In the third step, based on
the identified reason and relevant data, the faculty developer and
instructor work collaboratively to "Explore Strategies." The strat­
egies we suggest are informed by principles of learning, as are
the other steps.
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Figure 10.1. Our Consultation Framework That Informed
the Development of the Online Tool

Collect Data
Informed by
Principles of

Learning

As an example, let's consider a common situation. A faculty col­
league comes in with a vague sense of dissatisfaction about how his
course is going. After some discussion, the instructor and faculty
developer identify the key problem: students do not participate in
discussions. To determine the cause of the problem, the developer
collects data via classroom observations and focus groups with stu­
dents. Some of the possible reasons might include the following:

1. Students did not complete the reading assignment.
2. Students did not focus on the relevant aspects of the reading

assignment.
3. Students' individual styles or personalities may inhibit their

participation.
4. Students' cultural values and norms may inhibit their

participation.
5. Students may not have experience participating in discussions.
6. Students may not have the general background knowledge to

participate.
7. Students come to class late and miss the framing of the

discussion.
8. The instructor did not clearly articulate the goals of the discus­

sion, define the structure, or effectively manage the process
within the defined structure.
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9. The intellectual environment is not conducive to participation.
10. The physical environment is not conducive to discussion.

Identifying possible reasons for the problem is a critical step in the
consultation process. Because faculty members have rarely thought
about all of the possible factors that could create or contribute to a
problem, considering a broad range of possible explanations helps
educate them about issues they may never have considered.

It is important to accurately identify the reason for the problem
in order to choose appropriate interventions. If the reason students
do not participate in discussions is that they do not keep up with
the readings, the strategies might focus on integrating the readings
more into the course and holding the students accountable for
completing them. If the reason students do not participate is that
they do not feel comfortable speaking up, volunteering unpopular
opinions, or disagreeing with each other, the strategies must focus
on creating a comfortable and productive classroom climate. If
the reason students do not participate is because of a problem
with the physical environment, the solution might be as simple as
rearranging the chairs in the classroom. Sample reasons and
strategies for this problem are listed in Table 10.1.

Table 10.1. Condensed List of Reasons and Strategies
from the Sample Problem, "My students don't

participate in discussions."

Sample strategies to address the problem "My students don't participate in
discussions" basedonpossible reasons:

Students don't keep up with thereading.
"Scaffold" reading assignments.
Point out the relevance of the readings.
Hold students immediately responsible for readings.

Students did notfocus on therelevant aspects of reading.
PrOvide strategies for reading.
Direct students' reading.
Model your reading strategy.

Students'individual styles orpersonalities mayinhibit their participation.
Help students to prepare in advance.
Usegroups.
Rewardstudent participation.

(Continued)
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Table 10.1. Condensed List of Reasons and Strategies
from the Sample Problem, "My students don't

participate in discussions." (Continued)

Students' cultural values and norms may inhibit theirparticipation.
Define your expectations.
Articulate ground rules.

Students may not have experience participating in discussions.
Outline your goals.
Model appropriate behavior.
Allow students time to think.

Students may not have thegeneralbackground knowledge toparticipate.
Assess prior knowledge.
Address lack of prior knowledge.

The instructor did notclearly articulate the goals of the discussion, define the structure, or
effectively manage the process within the defined structure.
Prepare your questions in advance.
Identify why your questions are not effective.
Summarize the discussion.

The intellectualenvironment is not conduciveto participation.
Tactfully correct inaccurate information.
Validate meaningful contributions.
Invite contradictory views.

Note. Descriptions for these and other reasons and strategies are available at
www.cmu.edu/teaching/solveproblem/index.html.

Our Online Tool for Consultations
In their analysis of the history of faculty development, Sorcinelli
and colleagues (2006) call the present period the Age of the
Network, alluding to the ubiquitous presence of the Internet and
its potential as a resource for faculty developers. We sought to
exploit this potential by developing an online tool that walks users
through the three-step consultation process described earlier.

We started brainstorming the list of common teaching prob­
lems our faculty has expressed to us over the years. We prioritized
them according to frequency and developed the most commonly
reported. In generating possible reasons and strategies, we drew
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on our collective expertise, both in faculty development and in
our respective fields of specialization (the center staff includes
cognitive, social, and developmental psychologists, a historian,
a cultural anthropologist, and a statistician). After we developed
the first version of the online tool, we conducted user tests to
get feedback on it. We called on faculty members from various
disciplines to go through the Web site with a specific teaching
problem in mind and asked them to give us feedback on con­
tent, navigation, readability, and so on. The feedback was very
positive, but it also highlighted some areas for improvement. We
then revised the tool to incorporate the feedback and have since
made it available to the campus community, presented it at con­
ferences, and used it in our own consulting practice.

Our hope is that this tool can help to resolve the tension inher­
ent in consultations by fostering a problem-solving process in which
the teaching strategies offered are directly linked to the reasons
underlying specific teaching problems and are firmly grounded in
research and theory.

This tool is hosted by the Enhancing Education Web page­
the joint Web site of our center and of the Office of Technology
for Education-and is publicly available at www.cmu.edu/teaching/
solveproblem/index.html.

Asshown in Figure 10.2, the front page of the tool previews the
three steps (problem, reason, strategies) and contains a link to
the first step. Two sidebars on the right-hand side list the learning
and teaching principles that underlie the inquiry process. This set
of learning and teaching principles is included in Table 10.2.

Once the user clicks on the link, she is taken to a page asking her
to choose from a menu of common classroom problems, grouped
by categories, as shown in Figure 10.3. The principles are still
presented in the sidebars. Once the user clicks on the relevant
problem, she is taken to the next page, shown in Figure lOA,
which explores possible reasons the problem might be happening,
still reinforcing the learning and teaching principles on the right.
Once the user clicks on one of the possible reasons for the prob­
lem, she is then taken to the next page, shown in Figure 10.5.
This page briefly elaborates on the reason, explaining in one
paragraph the not-so-obvious reasons and providing some refer­
ences when appropriate. Below this paragraph, one or more
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Figure 10.2. The Front Page of Our Online Tool

LeamlnglTeachlng Principles

Design& Teacha Coor..

Solv•• T• ..,hlng Problem

UseEducational Technology

TrySomething New

Other Resources
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EducatIOn
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How _ I wort<?

\l) litoJl.l.:.JIl<nW" .!'BQlI..<!!Y<IU oncount... ", YOU'

"""'"9-
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Step 3: E...".. 5TM.T!Gl!S to~ tnt problem.

Table 10.2. Theory- and Research-Based Principles
of Learning and Teaching

Theory- and Research-Based Principles of Learning
1. Prior knowledge can help or hinder learning.
2. Motivation generates, directs, and sustains learning behavior.
3. The way students organize knowledge determines how they use it.
4. Active engagement can promote deeper learning.
5. Mastery involves developing component skills and knowledge,

synthesizing, and applying them appropriately.
6. Goal-directed practice and targeted feedback are critical to learning.
7. Learning requires that students monitor, evaluate, and adjust their

learning strategies.
8. Students develop holistically.

Theory- and Research-Based Principles of Teaching
1. Effective teaching involves acquiring relevant knowledge about

students and using that knowledge to inform our course design
and classroom teaching.
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Table 10.2. Theory- and Research-Based Principles
of Learning and Teaching (Continued)

2. Effective teaching involves aligning the three major components of
instruction: learning objectives, assessments, and instructional activities.

3. Effective teaching involves articulating explicit expectations regarding
learning objectives and policies.

4. Effective teaching involves prioritizing the knowledge and skills we
choose to focus on.

5. Effective teaching involves recognizing and overcoming our expert
blind spots.

6. Effective teaching involves adopting appropriate teaching roles to
support our learning goals.

7. Effective teaching involves progressively refining our courses, based
on reflection and feedback.

Note. Explanations of the principles and the theory and research supporting
them is available at www.cmu.edu/teaching/principles/learning.htmland
www.cmu.edu/teaching/principles/teaching.htrnI.

Figure 10.3. Screenshot of Teaching Problems and Learning
Principles (page scrolls down)

Enhancing Education Home

LearnlngITeachlng Principles
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Solve. T_hlng Problem

;~'l......~"r,·
U.. Educationa' Tachnology
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Education

_"~"'bool~_'_
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.. Nlr dWMntt 'bytt M '.!lmtllU And *lIJlln,

teaching strategies addressing that reason are offered. Some of
the strategies link to relevant pages on the center's Web site (for
example, designing and using rubrics, classroom assessment tech­
niques). On this page's sidebars, the principles most pertinent
to the reason are highlighted. The principles are also clickable,
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Figure 10.4. Screenshot of One Problem and Possible
Reasons (page scrolls down)
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stutIMts' c=ulturalv_lot:' .tld nonns may Inhlbtt thetr
PflrtlC;tpeuon,

in case the user wants to learn more about learning theory in
relation to her specific problem. Every subpage contains a text
box at the bottom, inviting the user to contact the center if she
wishes to know more or to tailor the consultation to her specific
context. An important feature of the site is that the steps are sequen­
tial. Thanks to the link structure of the Web pages, one cannotjump
to the strategy pages without exploring possible reasons first.

Discussion and Implications for Faculty Development
We have found the online tool to be useful and versatile, both for
our faculty colleagues and for ourselves as faculty developers. In
addition to providing contextualized solutions to common teach­
ing problems, it has helped us bring the following points to the
attention of instructors:

1. A teaching problem can manifest itselffor very different reasons.
As we mentioned before by way of example, students might not
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Figure 10.5. Screenshot of Possible Strategies with Explanations
and Relevant Learning Principles (page scrolls down)

LeamlngITeachlng Principles

Design & Teache Course

~Ive,. TMCIlIngProblem-E_~UseEducallonel Technology
TrySomething New

OIherRnou","

Eberlyce_ lOr ToachOlg
Elccellonce

"-OfT....nolOgyfor
Education

.',m",_ 4'-!lII'U.... @S1tn_

Explore.....~.
MystudentJ don'plrtldpate In d............

i _ .. ddllClt_ontho__",.-o.::1
~having_lJlo"""'o._ ..... llIIu_lO__...,._IIClt_onlllO_t_"'...-.,.
1Ic:auM..,.,. dIKtptN MI b OW" CIDfWefItjoM: ( , hiltottlnl want_ .. tobo_to_..__ __

w.... ..-tou_tho lIIoplcltJon"'tludr ~---..,_...-........__.
-.

HaD atudents atobl. ruflstic ClpM1)tlQOL

troY"'••r.re,,," roc tMflOg

Direct stUdent'" CMdlog

i Qptrl!tlontl'lI Qt!fQl'J!lI!lC!l qJteltl.

tlutc ptrgcIocI rgdlog IIIfgnmlDli

Mgd" ypyereading sttJttGY.--------__._", ._IoI__ to.-

tlt....._klld"'.....<-g _."..........
_ .. lO_304llln.longor_you to ~T.. _
_ •• " _....-.urIongor_tltII(._.... I5-
_1ItldI, _pIo~...,......1lI_toile - you.. (dIpInd!ng
OIltho,.-)__to_,IloIp_thoillllmlllllll

c.mnmua....... CMt" ....." pm:!cMrMDt. or ,.... Qmptunlty

Sml!a

participate in a discussion because they have not done the rel­
evant readings or because they find the classroom environment
intimidating. Obviously, these are substantially different issues.
Simply reading down the list of possible reasons for a problem
alerts faculty to issues that might not have occurred to them.

2. Effective strategies are intimately tied to the reasons that problems
manifest themselves in the classroom. For example, the strategies
one would use to ensure that students do the assigned readings
are not necessarily the same strategies one would use to create
a more comfortable and inclusive classroom environment. If the
reason for the problem is A and the instructor employs strategies
meant to address B, it is likely that the original problem will not
be resolved. This cautionary lesson is particularly important for
those colleagues who are in search of quick fixes. We believe the
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focus on reasons in our online tool engenders a more reflective
approach to teaching problems.

3. Reasons cluster into three general areas, all of which are critical for
learning. As faculty review lists of possible reasons for a problem,
their attention is drawn to the cognitive-intellectual, social­
emotional, and physical-environmental factors that impinge on
learning. For example, students might not participate in discus­
sions because of cognitive issues (for example, they lack critical
background knowledge and skills, the questions are pitched at an
overly abstract level), social-emotional issues (for example, stu­
dents come from cultures in which classroom discussion is not
employed or considered useful, students worry that their ideas
will be dismissed), or physical-environmental issues (for example,
students cannot hear or see one another). By highlighting all
three dimensions of student learning, the online tool reinforces
the point that effective teaching addresses the whole student.

4. Some strategies can sometimes address several problems (orreasons)
of a given type at once. As faculty colleagues investigate specific
teaching problems using the online tool, they find that some
teaching strategies emerge in numerous contexts. For instance, a
single strategy-aligning objectives, assessment, and instructional
strategies--simultaneously increases learning, enhances student
performance, increases student satisfaction, reduces cheating,
and discourages grade grubbing. The simple fact that this strat­
egy keeps reappearing reinforces its importance. At the same
time, because the strategy's importance is contextualized within
the discussion of a specific problem, rather than endorsed in the
abstract (as, for exampie, in a list of best practices), we believe it
is easier for faculty to understand, appreciate, and employ.
Because the strategies originate from a small set of principles,
instructors with a sufficiently large repertoire of strategies can
solve many of their problems without having to always search for
new strategies.

5. The reasons and strategies are tied to learning and teaching
principles. Because the learning and teaching principles are
always present in the sidebars to the right, highlighted selectively,
depending on relevance to the specific situation, they convey the
message that the process is not haphazard but systematic and
grounded in theory and research on learning and teaching.
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The tool .itself can be used in the context of a consultation,
but it is also publicly accessible online. Therefore, it is potentially
useful in a variety of ways and to multiple audiences:

1. It helps us reach underserved populations. One such population
is adjunct faculty, who may work in nonacademic jobs during the
day and teach in the evening and thus are less able to avail them­
selves of on-site faculty development opportunities. Another
underserved population includes professors teaching off-site in
distance and satellite programs, which are proliferating across
the globe. A third population includes those instructors on cam­
pus who are too embarrassed to ask for help but who could use
the online tool safely and anonymously.

2. It helps us useour timeefficiently. We often use the tool during
Our consultations because it puts a systematic analysis of a teaching
problem, along with links to relevant materials (for example, sample
rubrics and pretests, articles on pertinent issues) at our fingertips.
We also sometimes use it before a consultation as a refresher on
a particular subject. Consulting the online tool helps to ensure
we consider all possible causes for a problem without jumping to
conclusions, and it saves us from reinventing the wheel when we
encounter different faculty experiencing the same problem. Finally,
to make efficient use of face-to-face meeting time, it is sometimes
helpful to direct a faculty colleague to a section of the online tool
(for example, an explanation of clear, learner-centered objectives,
advice on group work) in preparation for a consultation.

3. It can be helpful to small teaching centers, where the staff experi­
ences pressures on its own time and priorities. At such centers, faculty
developers are caught in a balancing act between programs that
increase their visibility on campus and allow them to reach a broad
audience (such as teaching workshops) and individual consulta­
tions that have a lasting and deep' impact but are time-eonsuming.
This tool helps us optimize our resources.

Conclusion
This online tool adapts our collaborative consultation philosophy
and process to a medium that allows instructors-particularly
faCUlty who cannot easily make use of traditional teaching center
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resources-to find concrete, helpful, contextualized, and research­
based solutions to teaching problems and that helps teaching
centers use their resources more efficiently to reach a broader
audience.
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