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How does the mind work—and especially how does it learn? Teachers make assump-
tions all day long about how students best comprehend, remember, and create. These 
assumptions—and the teaching decisions that result—are based on a mix of theories 
learned in teacher education, trial and error, craft knowledge, and gut instinct. Such gut 
knowledge often serves us well, but is there anything sturdier to rely on? 
 

Cognitive science is an interdisciplinary field of researchers from psychology, neuro-
science, linguistics, philosophy, computer science, and anthropology who seek to un-
derstand the mind. In this regular American Educator column, we will consider find-
ings from this field that are strong and clear enough to merit classroom application. 
 

Question: Very often, students will think they understand a body of material. Believ-
ing that they know it, they stop trying to learn more. But, come test time, it turns out 
they really don’t know the material. Can cognitive science tell us anything about why 
students are commonly mistaken about what they know and don’t know? Are there any 
strategies teachers can use to help students better estimate what they know? 
 

Answer: There are multiple cues by which each of us assess what we know and don’t 
know. But these cues are fallible, which explains why students sometimes think that 
they know material better than their classroom performance indicates. 
 

How do we know that we know something? If I said to you, “Could you name the first 
President of the United States?” you would say, “Yes, I could tell you that.” On the 
other hand, if I said, “Could you tell me the names of the two series of novels written 
by Anthony Trollope?” you might say, “No.” What processes go into your judgment of 
what you know? The answer may at first seem obvious: You look in your memory and 
see what’s there. For the first question, you determine that your memory contains the 
fact that George Washington was the first U.S. President, so you answer “yes.” For the 
second question, if you determine that your memory contains little information about 
Trollope (and doesn’t include the novel series named Barchester and Palliser), you 
would answer “no.” 
 

But, if the mechanism were really so simple, we would seldom—if ever—make mis-
takes about what we know. In fact, we do make such mistakes. For example, we have 
all confidently thought that we knew how to get to a destination, but then when put to 
the test by actually having to drive there, we realize that we don’t know. The route 
may seem familiar, but that’s a far cry from recalling every turn and street name. 
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Mobile technology is one of the top 
emerging trends in higher education, en-
trepreneurship and clinical care. Once a 
prestigious tool for the business elite, 
mobile phones are now affordable, per-
sonal items used by all ages, less expen-
sive than a computer, pervasively creating 
a mobile social culture. According to 
Manhattan Research 2009, 64% of physi-
cians use mobile devices for drug info, 
eBooks, appointment calendars, lab test 
results and medical calculators as well as 
SMS (short message services such as 
Twitter). Rural health clinics in develop-
ing countries are also using mobile 
phones to send ECGs, X-rays, lab tests 
and patient condition photos to hospitals.  
Mobile phones outnumber landlines and 
useful mobile applications for health pro-
fessionals for all device platforms are 
creating new potentials for patient care. 
 

Medical applications for mobile technol-
ogy are becoming one of the hottest 
trends in IT. This exponentially exploding 
mobile med app market is creating both 
techno-stress and excitement in the health 
profession community. There are more 
than 7,000 medical apps for iPhone 
(released in 2007) and more emerging for 
Blackberry Storm (early 2009), Palm Pre, 
Google Android and TMobile G1 (late 
2009). Since the iPhone has only one size 

screen compared to the differing sizes 
for the other brands, developers have 
created more applications for this device 
to date, but the Windows and Google 
applications for these other phones will 
be market driven to catch up to the num-
ber of iPhone apps. Houston Neal, a 
Techno- Blogger, has compiled a Google 
doc with Best 733 Medical iPhone Apps 
at  
https://spreadsheets.google.com/ccc?
key=0AiO1FFCnXI6IdHAxUlJZWVlwQ
mdRVWxKVGRZT0kxcEE&hl=en . 
It can be a daunting task to select which 
mobile device to buy. Blackberry was 
originally the preferred device in health-
care settings. It offered smartphone se-
cure transmissions of email and data on 
networks, making it the favorite child of 
hospital IT departments. The launch of 
the Citrix Receiver iPhone app in May 
2009 may change Blackberry from the 
preferred device for hospital settings 
with IT security concerns (http://
citrix.com/iPhone). Also, Amazon’s an-
nouncement of Kindle software for PCs 
earlier this month should impact the mo-
bile device platforms dramatically in 
2010. 
 

Many of the HPD Library databases are 
enabled and available for mobile use, 
including EBSCOhost databases 
(MEDLINE, the new DynaMed, Den-
tistry and Oral Sciences Source, etc.), 
UptoDate, Harrison’s Online, Access 
Medicine, STAT!Ref, MDConsult, Mi-
cromedex’s Clinical Xpert, and many 
more. Some library databases are not 
available for all devices, and the HPD 
Liaison Librarians are preparing a Lib-
Guide for Mobile to list which mobile 
devices such as iPhone, Palm, Black-
berry, Pocket PC (Windows enabled) or 
Droid (Google) may be used for the vari-

ous databases.  The LSU Health Sciences 
Library at New Orleans has prepared a similar 
site: http://www.lsuhsc.edu/no/library/
resources/guides/pda.html.  As more mobile 
applications catch up with current trends, 
expect to see library subscription data-
bases enabled for all devices. The upcom-
ing HPD Library web site redesign will 
also feature a mobile web site version for 
all platforms. 
 

Here is a list of some of the hottest mobile 
apps for health professionals: Mobile 
PubMed, Unbound MEDLINE, PICO 
search and askMEDLINE (for natural 
language, not MeSH searching), Medical 
Mnemonics for PDA, BabelMeSH, TOX-
NET, OsirX, Islet, Epocrates, Archimedes 
Medical Calculator and Diagnosaurus. All
-in-one Medical apps for iPhone include 
Medscape [free], Lexi-comp [free 30 day 
trial], Skyscape Medical Bag [$1.99]. 
Anatomy iPhone apps include Human 
Body 3-D Anatomy [$3.99] and iAnat-
omy [$.99]. Other iPhone apps include 
MedCalc [free], ABG [free], Orasphere 
[free], 3Dteeth [$1.99], Merck Manual of 
Diagnosis and Therapy [$39.99], Epo-
crates Rx [free], Davis’s Drug Guide 
[$49.99], EyeChart [free], Eye Test 
[$.99], STAT ICD-9 Lite [free], ICD-9 
pcp [free], Nursing Pharmacology [$.99], 
Informed RN Pocket Guide [$1.99], 
Blausen Human Atlas [$19.99] and Medi-
cal Spanish with audio [$6.99] (your 
iPhone will translate and speak to your 
Spanish speaking patients). Resources for 
medical apps for all platforms include 
NetDoc, Skyscape, Tarascon, USBMIS, 
HHMI as well as iTunes for iPhone and 
many more. Government funding is 
widely available for health IT as well as 
private foundations. It will be an exciting 
and innovative time for the health com-
munity.  

MOBILE MEDICAL APPS: 
PLAY, INNOVATE, CHANGE 

Courtney Mlinar 
HPD Liaison Librarian 

for the Colleges of 
Pharmacy, 

Dentistry and 
Optometry  

Hello and happy new year!  My name is 
Jeff Cousineau, and I am your new Direc-
tor of IT for the Health Professions Divi-
sion.  I am excited to be here and am 
looking forward to meeting and working 
with each of you.  
 

Before coming to NSU, I previously spent 
about nine years at the University of 
Michigan.  My focus was on the infra-
structure development, delivery, and sup-
port of scalable, mission-critical enter-
prise solutions for the U-M campus com-
munity.  I assembled and led a highly 

skilled IT operations team responsible 
for supporting the roll out of a new 
Learning Management System based on 
the open source Sakai Project, of which 
U-M was a founding partner.  I devel-
oped my understanding and recognition 
of the unique characteristics and IT needs 
of a university through my years of ex-
perience focused on directly supporting 
the academic mission of teaching, learn-
ing, and research through the delivery of 
IT services. 
 

What are my goals, priorities, and vi-

sion for the role of Information Tech-
nology in the Health Professions Divi-
sion?   
 

I believe the role of IT is to support the 
technological needs of the organization in 
order for it to accomplish its academic 
mission and the mission of the university.  
As a support organization, my team will 
be focused on service and support, and 
our dedication to service should be re-
flected in all that we do.  Metrics based 
on responsiveness, 

WELCOME TO OUR NEW DIRECTOR OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY! 

Continued on page 3  
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What can be done to combat spurious 
feelings of knowing in students? Reme-
dies center on jostling students away from 
a reliance on familiarity and partial access 
as indices of their knowledge, and encour-
aging (or requiring) them to test just how 
much knowledge they recall and under-
stand. 
 
Make it clear to students that the stan-
dard of “knowing” is the “ability to 
explain to others,” not “understanding 
when explained by others.” I have found 
the following analogy helpful in explain-
ing the difference in the two types of 
knowing: You and a friend are watching a 
movie that only you have seen before. As 
the plot unfolds, each event, even those 
meant to be surprising, seems predictable 
and familiar. Yet if your friend asks you, 
“How does it end?” you can’t quite re-
member. To truly know about a movie (or 
a mathematical concept or historical 
event), you must be able to discuss it in 
your own words. 
 
Require students to articulate what 
they know in writing or orally, thereby 
making what they know and don’t 
know explicit, and therefore easier to 
evaluate, and easier to build on or re-
vise. Suppose that you’ve just gone over a 
rather tricky point in class. You want to 
be sure that they’ve understood the les-
son. As we all know, asking “Does every-
one understand the main point here?” 
yields only silence. Calling on one student 
makes it clear to that student whether or 
not he or she understands the main point, 

but brings little benefit to other students. 
An alternative is to have students pair off 
and then take turns explaining the main 
idea to each other. (This will work best if 
the teacher provides clear criteria by 
which students can judge each other’s 
answers; otherwise it can be a case of the 
blind leading the blind.) The process of 
having to explain aloud to someone else 
makes it clear to students whether or not 
they understand what they are meant to 
understand. The process breaks the ice of 
silence, and if the teacher afterwards 
asks if there are questions, students are 
usually more willing to ask for help. 
Indeed, observing the pairs will usually 
make the extent of students’ understand-
ing clear to the teacher. 
 
Begin each day (or selected days) with 
a written self test. The teacher may 
pose a few questions reviewing the ma-
terial from the previous lesson. The suc-
cess of this strategy depends on students 
writing their answers rather than having 
the class shout out answers or calling on 
students who raise their hands. Again, 
the question you pose will likely lead to 
a feeling of knowing in most students 
because it is material they were recently 
taught. If, moments after hearing the 
question, they hear the answer provided 
by another student, they will likely think, 
“Sure, right, I knew that” because of 
this feeling of knowing. To get an ac-
curate assessment of memory, each 
student must see whether he or she can 
recollect it. 

Ask students to do self tests at home or 
in preparing for examinations. For stu-
dents who are a bit older, teachers can 
facilitate this process by organizing 
“study buddies” who agree to meet at 
least once before an examination, or at 
regular intervals, to test one another. 
Study buddies ask one another questions 
to ensure that they understand the mate-
rial, and then go over whatever they don’t 
understand. This procedure brings several 
benefits. It’s another way to force stu-
dents to actually recall information, rather 
than to simply recognize what is in the 
book. The process of generating questions 
for a partner is also an excellent way to 
encourage students to think deeply about 
the material; it is tantamount to asking 
oneself, “What is really important here? 
What must I know about this material?” 
That students pose questions for each 
other means that students will share their 
perspectives on the material—a point that 
one student missed or understood dimly 
will be supported by the other student’s 
knowledge. 
 

Help students prepare for examinations 
with study guides. All students, but espe-
cially younger students, need help identi-
fying the core information to be tested. 
Teacher-developed study guides are an 
excellent way to be sure that students are 
aware of the critical questions and key 
elements of the answers. Whether they 
study alone or with a buddy, the guide 
assures that all students will tackle the 
most difficult concepts or materials being 
tested.  

HOW TO HELP STUDENTS SEE WHEN THEIR KNOWLEDGE IS SUPERFICIAL OR INCOMPLETE  

accessibility, and service availability will 
be used to measure our effectiveness and 
progress.  I believe transparency and ac-
countability will be essential as we build a 
relationship with you founded on trust.  
 

The most valuable IT asset we have in 
HPD is your data.  Whether it’s data used 
for administrative, clinical, teaching and 
learning, or research functions, it is the 
technological lifeblood of the organiza-
tion.  My goal is to ensure that your data 
is always available to you yet protected 
and safe from loss or unauthorized use.  
 

I look forward to working with executive 
management and leadership within each 

of the academic units in prioritizing IT 
projects and developing a comprehen-
sive IT strategic plan for HPD.  Creating 
this shared IT vision and accomplishing 
its goals in these difficult economic 
times will also present us with opportu-
nities for collaboration and creativity as 
we strive to accomplish the organiza-
tional goals in the most cost-effective 
manner. 
 
To summarize, my most immediate 
goals are to assess what we have today 
and shore up all critical IT infrastructure 
most at risk, work with leadership to 
develop a list of prioritized organiza-
tional IT goals and begin planning and 
development of solutions for those goals, 

and look for opportunities for collabora-
tion both internal and external to HPD in 
order to deliver exceptional solutions and 
service.   
 
I appreciate the opportunity to be here 
with you at NSU and I look forward to 
meeting and working with each of you.  I 
will strive to keep the lines of communi-
cation open.  I expect to be out and about 
looking for opportunities to meet every-
one and would love to talk with you and 
hear your ideas and thoughts about the 
current and future IT services available 
for HPD. 
 
I can be reached at jc2068@nova.edu or 
(954) 262-1245. 

Welcome Continued from page 2 

This is a reprint of an article that appeared in the Ask the Cognitive Scientist column of the Winter 2003-2004 issue of American 
Educator. American Educator permits articles to be reproduced for noncommercial personal or educational use.  
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The feeling of knowing has an important 
role in school settings because it is a key 
determinant of student studying (e.g., 
Mazzoni & Cornoldi, 1993). Suppose a 
third-grader has been studying the Vi-
kings with the goal of understanding 
where they were from and what they did. 
At what point does the third-grader say to 
him or herself: “I understand this. If the 
teacher asks me, ‘Who were the Vikings?’ 
I could give a good answer.” 

Every teacher has seen that students’ as-
sessments of their own knowledge are not 
always accurate. Indeed, this inaccuracy 
can be a source of significant frustration 
for students on examinations. The student 
is certain that he or she has mastered 
some material, yet performs poorly on a 
test, and may, therefore, conclude that the 
test was not fair. The student has assessed 
his or her knowledge and concluded that 
it is solid, yet the examination indicates 
that it is not. What happened? What cues 
do students use to decide that they know 
something? 
 

Cognitive science research has shown that 
two cues are especially important in guid-
ing our judgments of what we know: (1) 
our “familiarity” with a given body of 
information and (2) our “partial access” to 
that information. In this column, I’ll dis-
cuss how these two cues can lead students 
to believe that they know material when 
they don’t. And, in the box on page 41 
[see separate article, How to Help Stu-
dents See When Their Knowledge is Su-
perficial or Incomplete on page 3], I sug-
gest ways that teachers can help students 
develop more realistic self-assessments of 
their knowledge. 
 

“Familiarity” Fools Our Mind into 
Thinking We Know More than We Do 
The idea of familiarity is, well, familiar to 
all of us. We have all had the experience 
of seeing someone and sensing that her 
face is familiar but being unable to re-
member who that person is or how we 
know her. 
 

Psychologists distinguish between famili-
arity and recollection. Familiarity is the 
knowledge of having seen or otherwise 
experienced some stimulus before, but 
having little information associated with it 
in your memory. Recollection, on the 
other hand, is characterized by richer as-
sociations. For example, a young student 
might be familiar with George Washing-
ton (he knows he was a President and 
maybe that there’s a holiday named after 

him), whereas an older student could 
probably recollect a substantial narrative 
about him. (See Yonelinas, 2002, for an 
extended review of the differences be-
tween recollection and familiarity.) 
 

Although familiarity and recollection are 
different, an insidious effect of familiar-
ity is that it can give you the feeling that 
you know something when you really 
don’t. For example, it has been shown 
that if some key words of a question are 
familiar, you are more likely to think that 
you know the answer to the question. In 
one experiment demonstrating this effect 
(Reder, 1987), subjects were exposed to 
a variety of word pairs (e.g., “golf” and 
“par”) and then asked to complete a short 
task that required them to think at least 
for a moment about the words. Next, 
subjects saw a set of trivia questions, 
some of which used words that the sub-
jects had just been exposed to in the pre-
vious task. Subjects were asked to make 
a rapid judgment as to whether or not 
they knew the answer to the question—
and then they were to provide the an-
swer. 
 

If the trivia question contained key words 
from the previous task (e.g., “What term 
in golf refers to a score of one under par 
on a particular hole?”), those words 
should have seemed familiar, and may 
have led to a feeling of knowing. Indeed, 
Reder found that subjects were likely to 
say that they knew the answer to a ques-
tion containing familiar words, irrespec-
tive of whether they could actually an-
swer the question. For questions in which 
words had not been rendered familiar, 
subjects were fairly accurate in rapidly 
assessing their knowledge. 
 

A similar effect was observed in an ex-
periment using arithmetic problems 
(Reder & Ritter, 1992). On each trial of 
this experiment, subjects saw an addition 
or multiplication problem (e.g., 81 + 35) 
and they had to rapidly decide whether 
they would calculate the answer or an-
swer from memory. If they chose to cal-
culate, they had 20 seconds to do so; if 
they chose to answer from memory, they 
had just 1.4 seconds. Sometimes prob-
lems repeated, so subjects might have 
had the answer to a complex problem in 
memory. Subjects were paid depending 
on their speed and accuracy, so the deci-
sion about whether or not to calculate 
was important. As in the trivia question 
experiment, subjects were accurate in 
knowing when they could retrieve an 
answer from memory and when they 

needed to calculate it—except in one 
situation, when the experimenters re-
peated a two-digit problem but changed 
the operation (e.g., addition to multiplica-
tion). In that case, subjects were just as 
likely to try to retrieve an answer from 
memory for a problem they had actually 
just seen (e.g., 81 + 35) as they were for a 
problem they had not just seen but which 
used familiar operands (e.g., 81 – 35). 
The experimenters argued that subjects 
made their judgment about whether to 
calculate based on the familiarity of the 
problem components, not on the whether 
the answer was in memory. 
 

“Partial Access”: Our Mind Is Fooled 
When We Know Part of the Material 
or Related Material 
A second basis for the feeling of knowing 
is “partial access,” which refers to the 
knowledge that an individual has of either 
a component of the target material or in-
formation closely related to the target 
material. Suppose I ask you a question 
and the answer doesn’t immediately come 
to mind, but some related information 
does. For example, when I ask for the 
names of the two series of Trollope nov-
els, you readily recall Barchester and you 
know I mentioned the other series earlier; 
you even remember that it started with the 
letter P, and you believe it had two or 
three syllables. Your quick retrieval of 
this partial information will lead to a feel-
ing of knowing the relevant informa-
tion—even if Palliser is not actually in 
your memory. 
 

The effect of partial access was demon-
strated in an experiment (Koriat & Levy-
Sadot, 2001) in which subjects were 
asked difficult trivia questions. If subjects 
couldn’t answer a particular question, 
they were asked to judge whether they 
would recognize the answer if they saw it 
(i.e., to make a feeling-of-knowing judg-
ment). The interesting twist: Some of the 
questions used categories for which lots 
of examples came to mind for their sub-
jects (e.g., composers) and matching 
questions used categories for which few 
examples came to mind (e.g., choreogra-
phers)—that is, these subjects could eas-
ily think of at least a few famous compos-
ers, but couldn’t think of more than one or 
two choreographers, if any. 
 

The results showed that whether or not 
they could actually recognize the right 
answer, people gave higher feeling-of-
knowing judgments to questions using 
many-example categories (e.g., “Who com-

Continued from page 1 

Why Students Think . . . 

Continued on page 5 
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posed the music for the ballet Swan 
Lake?”) than to questions using few-
example categories (e.g., “Who choreo-
graphed the ballet Swan Lake?”). The 
experimenters argued that when people 
see the composer question, the answer 
doesn’t come to mind, but the names of 
several composers do. This related infor-
mation leads to a feeling of knowing. In-
formally, we could say that subjects con-
clude (consciously or unconsciously), “I 
can’t retrieve the Swan Lake composer 
right now, but I certainly seem to know a 
lot about composers. With a little more 
time, the answer to the question could 
probably be found.” On the other hand, 
the choreographer question brings little 
information to mind and, therefore, no 
feeling of knowing. 
These studies, and dozens of others like 
them, confirm two general principles of 
how people gauge their memories. First, 
people do not assess their knowledge di-
rectly by inspecting the contents of mem-
ory. Rather, they use cues such as famili-
arity and partial access. Second, most of 
the time these cues provide a reasonable 
assessment of knowledge, but they are 
fallible. 
 
How Students End Up with “Familiarity” 
and “Partial Access” to Material 
If a student believes that he knows mate-
rial, he will likely divert attention else-
where; he will stop listening, reading, 
working, or participating. Mentally 
“checking out” is never a good choice for 
students, but all the more so when they 
disengage because they think they know 
material that, in fact, they do not know. 
The feeling of knowing becomes a prob-
lem if you have the feeling without the 
knowing. There are some very obvious 
ways in which students can reach this 
unfortunate situation in a school setting. 
Here are several common ones: 
 
1. Rereading. To prepare for an examina-
tion, a student rereads her classnotes and 
textbook. Along the way, she encounters 
familiar terms (“familiar” as in she knows 
she’s heard these terms before), and in-
deed they become even more familiar to 
her as she rereads. She thinks, “Yes, I’ve 
seen this, I know this, I understand this.” 
But feeling that you understand material 
as it is presented to you is not the same as 
being able to recount it yourself. 
 

As teachers know, this gap between feel-
ing that you know and genuine recollec-

tion can cause great frustration. I have 
frequently had exchanges in which one 
of my students protests that despite a 
low test grade, he or she really knew the 
material. When I ask a general question 
or two, the student struggles to answer 
and ends up sputtering, “I can’t exactly 
explain it, but I know it!” Invariably, a 
student with this problem has spent a 
great deal of time reading over the 
course material, yielding a lot of famili-
arity, but not the necessary and richer 
recollective knowledge. 
 
2. Shallow Processing. A teacher may 
prepare an excellent lesson containing a 
good deal of deep meaning. But this 
deep meaning will only reside in a stu-
dent’s memory if the student has actively 
thought about that deep meaning (see 
“Students Remember...What They Think 
About,” American Educator, Summer 
2003, www.aft.org/american_educator/
summer2003/cogsci.html). Let’s say, for 
example, that a teacher has prepared a 
lesson on the European settlement of 
Australia and on the meaningful issue of 
whether that settlement should be 
viewed as a colonization or invasion. 
But, let’s say that a given student did not 
process and retain the deep meaning 
intended by the lesson. He did absorb 
key terms like “Captain Cook” and 
“Aborigines.” His familiarity with these 
key terms could mislead him into believ-
ing he was ready for a test on the sub-
ject. 
 
3. Recollecting Related Information. 
Sometimes students know a lot of infor-
mation related to the target topic, and 
that makes them feel as though they 
know the target information. (This is 
analogous to the subjects in the experi-
ment who knew the names of many com-
posers and so felt that they knew who 
composed Swan Lake.) Suppose that a 
fifth-grade class spent three weeks 
studying weather systems, including 
studying weather maps, collecting local 
data, keeping a weather journal, learning 
about catastrophic weather events like 
hurricanes, and so on. In preparation for 
a test, the teacher says that there will be 
a question on how meteorologists use 
weather maps to predict hurricanes. 
When the student hears “weather map,” 
she might recall such superficial infor-
mation as that they are color coded, that 
they include temperature information, 
and so on; she feels she knows about 
weather maps and doesn’t study further. 
In fact, she hasn’t yet come to under-

stand the core issue—how weather maps 
are used to predict weather. But her gen-
eral familiarity with the maps has tricked 
her into believing she had the necessary 
knowledge when she didn’t. (Ironically, 
the problem of recollecting related infor-
mation is most likely to occur when a 
student has mastered a good deal of mate-
rial on the general topic; that is, he’s mas-
tered related material, but not the target 
material. It’s the knowledge of the related 
material that creates the feeling of know-
ing.) 
 

Cognitive science research confirms 
teachers’ impressions that students do not 
always know what they think they know. 
It also shows where this false sense of 
knowledge comes from and helps us 
imagine the kinds of teaching and learn-
ing activities that could minimize this 
problem. In particular, teachers can help 
students test their own knowledge in ways 
that provide more accurate assessments of 
what they really know—which enables 
students to better judge when they have 
mastered material and when (and where) 
more work is required. 
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What Makes the Difference? 

I have a challenge for you. Sit down and write the names of people you consider your close friends and that you feel very 
positive about. On a second list write the names of people you are not so close to, and in fact feel very negative about. 
What do you think makes the difference? 
 
Could it be the people on the first list are really good listeners while the others are poor listeners? Do you believe the 
difference is one of personality conflict? Do you believe that good listeners are born that way? 
 
While a few people may have been born great listeners, there is still hope for the rest of us. Good listening skills can be 
learned. I believe a good listener has learned through education to be completely tuned in to the other person and pays 
full attention. So what skills do we need to learn? 
 
1. Hold your attention long enough until the other person has finished. That means don’t interrupt with your own story. 
2. Not all people express their thoughts quickly. It takes patience to hear them out. 
3. Give them your eyes, and don’t look away while they are talking. 
4. Never look at your watch when they are talking. 
5. Appear focused and alert which they will judge by your responses. 
6. The best words to follow what a person is saying is a nod of the head, not words. 
7. Pay attention to their feelings, not yours. 
8. Try to be as non-judgmental as you can when someone is expressing feeling. All the shoulds and should-nots are 
inappropriate. 
9. Reflecting back how one actually feels is better than telling them what you think they feel. 
10. The best listeners consider what you say, and when you are finished, they have the skill to apply it to their own life 
experiences. 
11. The best listeners do not jump right in and are not eager to tell about themselves. 
12. Try to see expressed feelings through their eyes, which may be different from the way you see things. 
13. Never give advice unless you are asked for it. 
14. Even though the other person has great faith in your wisdom, you really can’t fix everything – especially feelings. 
People have feelings which they own. Telling them not to feel a certain way breaks down communication. 
 
Yes, I believe these are learned skills, but are difficult to achieve. With a lifetime of practice, we can improve. If we get 
good enough, our friends will put us on their first list. Isn’t that what you would like your legacy to be as an educator? 

 
 

Ideas for our next issue 
 

If you have a great teaching technique, 
let us know and we'll share it with your colleagues. 

 

Caught in the act? Tell us good things you've seen faculty do! 


