Teaching Statement

Michael Bieber

September 27, 2002

Information Systems Department

College of Computing Sciences
New Jersey Institute of Technology

Web Address: http://web.njit.edu/~bieber/
Email Address: bieber@njit.edu

I am taking the liberty of using my Teaching Statement from my Excellence in Teaching Award nomination package from Spring 2002.  I was deeply honored that my colleagues nominated me for this teaching award.  Between this nomination, being invited to present my use of technology at a recent Committee on Academic Affairs meeting, and just having received a Faculty Service award, the acknowledgement that I’ve made a successful contribution to the NJIT community has been extremely gratifying.

Preparing this portfolio has given me the opportunity to reflect upon my career at NJIT, and our obligations as researchers to strive continuously towards academic excellence for our students and to benefit society as a whole.

The instructions call for nominees to discuss our views about higher education, and the role of our academic field and profession in society.  Regarding higher education, I’ve come to realize that universities have a responsibility to serve society as a whole.  From preparing future citizens and employees, to working with industry, governmental agencies and local communities to tackle problems, to improving K-12 education, to researching new frontiers.  Our responsibilities as instructors and researchers, thus take place both outside and inside the classroom.  My activities cover both.

We have an obligation to train our students to become effective in their fields of endeavor as well as productive members of society.  This involves teaching them how to think critically and analyze complex situations.  I believe I have a personal responsibility in all of my classes to challenge students in this way.  For example, my CIS677 students weekly critique the readings.  In CIS677 and CIS365 students use the WebBoard computer conferencing system to “synthesize” the class materials—to discuss the current week’s materials in relation to those covered in prior weeks, in order to construct an understanding of the field as a whole and its interrelationships and complexities.

Regarding the role of our academic field in society, the Information Systems (IS) field has an obligation to produce graduates who truly understand technology and its impact, and who themselves have an obligation to explain this clearly to others.  This is written directly into the code of ethics of the ACM—the field’s largest professional society.  It’s our job as professors to foster this understanding, and further convey this responsibility to our students.

Furthermore, the IS field is uniquely positioned to contribute to improving education.  IS is the study of how to utilize information technologies effectively for individuals, organizations and society.  The field is quite interdisciplinary in that one can apply IS principles to make many domains more effective—business, sciences, humanities, engineering, architecture, medical care, the home, government, non-governmental organizations, sports, and of course, education.  Whereas much IS research is targeted towards business, the IS group at NJIT has become renowned for its focus on improving education.  Roxanne Hiltz and Murray Turoff, Distinguished Professors in our department, have fostered an environment that actively encourages each of us to apply our research interests to improving education, and also to experiment with technologies and innovative processes towards this end.  This vibrant atmosphere has strongly motivated me to see how information technologies can better support both students and teachers.  In many ways, the last several years have been the most exciting of my life as I’ve strived to live up to these expectations.

I’ve found that much of my research has become intertwined with the classroom and my other academic activities.  Most of my recent grant proposals involve local companies, K-12 educational communities outside NJIT, or other societal communities.  All of my research involves masters and Ph.D. students, and whenever possible undergraduates as well.  (It is crucial that they understand the important role that research plays in society.)

In preparing this nomination’s materials, I’ve come to recognize two trends in my academic and research activities over the past decade:

 (1) a focus on serving academic and societal communities

(2) the development of my participatory teaching style

Communities

In October 2001 I was invited to present our use of technology to NJIT’s Committee on Academic Affairs (CAA) and in November to the New Jersey Educational Activities Task Force (NJEDge.Net) Best Practices Showcase. In 2000 I had started to do research in the area of technological support for virtual communities.  In putting together the talk, it became clear to me that a lot of our use of the World Wide Web and WebBoard is to support communities.  In particular I described four communities:

- Masters in Information Systems Student Advising

- IS Co-op Students as a community

- the IS Department (Ph.D. students, faculty and administration)

- individual IS courses as communities


In addition, I was honored at the 2002 annual Career Services award ceremony to receive the “Faculty Service to the Cooperative Education Program” award for these innovations with the Co-op program.

Participatory Teaching Style

Teaching has been a hands-on learning experience for me.  I started out as a lecturer—a nervous professor who prepared detailed lecture notes interspersed with more research concepts and citations than real-world examples.  I basically read these to the class.  It was clear that something was wrong, but it took me a long time to figure out what was wrong and longer to gain the confidence to start doing something about it.  Through trial and error, I have used several techniques to supplement my lecturing style, which I outline in the appendix.  

Over time, I figured out that the lecturing style itself really wasn’t “my style.”  I instead have evolved a participatory approach to teaching, which has proved quite successful.  I have borrowed and developed several techniques for fostering active student engagement.  By engaging students and effecting a lot of participation, I believe they learn and synthesize the materials much better than simply reading and listening to lectures.

Innovations

Innovations do not start from a desire to try something for the sake of being innovative.  They arise from realizing that there is a problem or suspecting that a new technology provides an opportunity to do something better, and then trying it out.  It’s a trial and error (“prototyping”) process, during which mistakes occur and students sometimes get confused and upset.  But with refinement and perseverance, and often some luck, some of these ideas work out well and a useful new technique emerges.  The ideas, which for the sake of this nomination I’m calling innovations, for the most part have just evolved in this manner.  They seemed to be the logical thing to try out at the time.   These include:

- using Web sites and WebBoard to support educational communities, as described above

- videotaping CIS105M as a series of role-playing scenarios

- videotaping CIS677 as a series of (well-scripted) discussions

- experimenting with “collaborative” examinations within CIS677

- developing (with Roxanne Hiltz) an English skills course for IS majors

- introducing a distance-only special topics course on World Wide Web standards


Further information about any of these are available upon request.
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