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0.01
A faculty member in mechanical engineering conducts a 
demonstration in a thermal science class at a doctoral institution. 



INTRODUCTION

The Origins of The Teaching and 
Learning Project

Seeing is for me a way of knowing, photography a way of thinking. 
A photograph can embody a complete thought or an entire story; a 
series of photographs can shape a narrative or make an argument. 
Words tap the ideas that the visual holds and carry them further. 
—Anne Whiston Spirn (2008, xi)

What I think I was most pleased with [in the photographs] is how I’m 
working with students and how they are working with me. This is one 
of the good days. You can go back to this and say, “this is why I teach.” 
—humanities instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, baccalau-
reate institution
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Photographs and Higher Education 
What Teaching Looks Like: Higher Education through Photographs is not just another 
book about improving higher education: it is a call to think differently, through 
and with the visual medium of photographs, about teaching and learning. This 
book is based on fifteen years of documentary photography work by Martin 
Springborg under the broad title The Teaching and Learning Project, which is the 
most comprehensive photographic exploration to date of contemporary postsec-
ondary education in the United States. The project has resulted in tens of thou-
sands of images, multiple exhibits and articles (e.g., Springborg 2013; Springborg 
and Horii 2016; Lang 2018), and insights not only about the state of teaching and 
learning in US colleges and universities, but also an argument for the ongoing 
integration of photographs in educational change and improvement efforts in 
and beyond the United States. 

Before we share more about the origins of the project and what to expect 
in this volume, we invite you to reflect with us on the premise of this work—
why photographs? If you have ever taught anything, or learned anything, and 
it changed you, then you may know how hard it is to explain the process well. 
Take a moment to consider how you articulate the holistic experience of those 
moments when the learning or teaching felt important, deep, and impactful—
the moments when you were in the midst of changing, but didn’t know it yet; 
the moments before you or your student had any flashes of insight. While you 
may struggle with precise words for your experience, images can help, though 
not the kind you have likely encountered of teaching and learning. Authentic 
photographs, in the traditions of art and documentary photography, are one way 
to capture and express the richness of these teaching and learning moments. The 
photographs on the pages that follow invite you in, behind classroom doors and 
to campuses you might never visit in person. They invite you back, perhaps, to 
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your own memories of moments in which you taught or learned, those moments 
that changed the course of your life and set you on your current path. 

They also offer new perspectives. By pausing to look closely at moments 
in time in the work of postsecondary teachers and learners, we have the op-
portunity to notice details and interactions that otherwise pass by too quickly. 
Photographs give us access to insights beyond what surveys and datasets provide: 
not only what teaching entails, and how it is changing, but what it means to the 
people and institutions involved in changing teaching practices. Through traces 
that we can observe in the images, we can face the history of social and physical 
structures and challenges embedded in higher education practices. We have the 
chance to appreciate the emotions, chaos, and hidden forms of labor that are in-
herent to teaching in colleges and universities, but which have remained largely 
unseen; once shared through images, we have a better chance of grappling with 
them openly. Through these affordances, along with the purposeful work of fac-
ulty, staff, and administrators, campuses are beginning to employ photographs to 
support their educational improvement efforts.

This book primarily addresses people working in higher education, especial-
ly those dedicated to helping students, faculty, and institutions succeed, and those 
who think that colleges and universities can and must improve to better serve 
learners. We focus on teaching, with recognition that teaching involves faculty 
across appointment types and ranks, as well as students serving as teaching and 
learning assistants, administrators, and staff, along with academic, educational, 
and faculty developers. The chapters and accompanying online resources offer 
people who teach and who support teaching both immediate insights and tools 
to engage with a wide variety of audiences in newly meaningful ways about 
their work. The volume and accompanying resources also invite people who are 
working to improve higher education to reflect and approach change in new 
ways, whether they are working within colleges and universities or in other kinds 



4   |   WHAT TEACHING LOOKS LIKE

of organizations such as foundations, non-governmental organizations, or policy 
institutes.

As you view the photographs that follow in this introductory chapter, we in-
vite you to pause and reflect on each, asking yourself what you see that is familiar 
or known, what you see that is new or unexpected, and how these images convey 
to you what teaching looks like. The short captions that appear with the images 
briefly identify the people, roles, academic disciplines or settings, and the types 
of institutions, broadly (we discuss in more detail how we refer to participants in 
The Teaching and Learning Project in captions and quotes later in this introduction). 
You may also access more detailed descriptive text to use alongside or in place 
of the photographs and short captions on the book’s website at https://www.
CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like.

https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
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0.02
A faculty member in media 
studies speaks to students 
in an introduction to media 
studies class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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0.03
A faculty member in Spanish 
conducts a group discussion 
with students in a heritage 
Spanish speakers’ program at 
a doctoral institution. 
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One of the instructors whose classroom Martin photographed as part of The 
Teaching and Learning Project, a humanities professor at an associate’s degree (two-
year) college, described their experience of viewing and discussing images from 
their class this way: “This isn’t just about having someone come to a classroom 
and take photos of you and your students. This isn’t just description.” Indeed, The 
Teaching and Learning Project, as it positions images and text on equal footing, of-
fers a form of “thick description” (Geertz 1973)—a visceral term for “a rich and 
layered account that does not result in a ‘solution’. . . but can illuminate” a subject 
(Boys 2011, 7). Here, that subject is higher education and this volume invites you 
thickly into the remarkable and important endeavors of teaching and learning.

For our exploration to work, we ask you to trust us in a particular way. An 
anthropologist’s perspective on photography helps explain why: “The difference, 
however difficult to photograph, between a twitch and a wink is vast, as anyone 
unfortunate enough to have had the first taken for the second knows” (Geertz 
1973, 6). Though this book contains images of neither winks nor eye twitches, 
the larger question of whether these images accurately convey the subject matter 
of postsecondary teaching and learning is worth addressing. 

While we promise to be truthful—to not show you a twitch and call it a 
wink—you don’t have to take our word for it. Throughout the work of The 
Teaching and Learning Project, we have been transparent in our discussions with 
teachers whose classrooms were photographed about the fact that photographs 
are themselves acts of interpretation. As participants viewed images of themselves 
and their students, we made sure to call attention to the subjectivity of the pho-
tographs: what Martin chose to include and exclude, which of the many hun-
dreds of images made during a typical class he chose to edit and present, how his 
perspective could highlight or direct attention away from various facets of the 
original scene. You will read their reflections on these photographs, and on the 
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authenticity that they capture, throughout the book. Subjectivity here has led to 
a form of truth.

Our positions as directors of centers for teaching and learning has likely 
contributed to this effect. As experts in postsecondary teaching, we may perceive 
certain kinds of educational interactions that others may not notice; we do the 
same when we observe classes and discuss teaching strategies with colleagues 
at our institutions. We may focus and linger on nuances that elucidate the dif-
ficult-to-articulate aspects of learning that we invited you to reflect on earlier. 
Though we may show you views of college and university classrooms that you 
have not encountered before, the interplay between the educational settings, the 
photographer’s experiences, and the authors’ knowledge and commitments all 
contribute to a perspective that is both accurate and novel, while also holding 
true to the experiences of those portrayed. In other words, “a good interpretation 
of anything—a poem, a person, a history, a ritual, an institution, a society”—and 
we would add: a photograph, a classroom, an educational interaction—“takes us 
into the heart of that of which it is the interpretation” (Geertz 1973, 18). We care 
deeply about getting to the heart of teaching and learning in higher education, so 
that colleges and universities can improve what they do and better serve students; 
photographs offer powerful and as yet underutilized ways to do so.
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0.04
Students in an extracurricular 
tango class at a doctoral 
institution practice steps with 
their partners. 
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0.05
A student in an African 
studies class at a doctoral 
institution takes a moment to 
read before the instructor and 
other students arrive. 
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0.06
A graduate teaching assistant 
works with students during a 
physics recitation section at a 
doctoral institution. 
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0.07
A student takes a break in 
a common area at a doctoral 
institution.
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Origin Stories
This book emerged out of an ongoing collaboration between the authors, both 
educators, one in fine arts, the other in science, working in institutions ranging 
from community colleges to research universities. In the chapters that follow, 
we will often write as co-authors (we) and at times share individual perspectives 
and experiences (I); when doing the latter, we will identify the writer in a brief 
parenthetical comment. We have collaborated extensively on all aspects of this 
volume: Martin made and edited the photographs, while Cassandra contributed 
to selection and sequencing; Cassandra drafted most of the text, while Martin 
took the lead on certain sections; both collaboratively planned and edited the 
entire volume. Here, we discuss our individual origin stories with The Teaching 
and Learning Project to introduce our voices and backgrounds, and then discuss 
the context of prior work and scholarship involving photographs and education.

Martin
When I first started making the kind of work that would eventually lead to The 
Teaching and Learning Project, it was out of a need to return to a way of working I 
had become accustomed to as a graduate student—to immerse myself in making, 
to express curiosity about the process and result at all times, to neglect all else in 
researching a topic, and to tease it apart until ready to share some profound dis-
coveries with the world. In just a few years of teaching full-time, this part of me 
had atrophied. I was giving every creative curiosity, every impulse to make art, to 
my students and their work, which, at the time, is what I believed every faculty 
member worth their salt should do.

I started talking to my colleagues about it. At my small community college, 
all faculty participated in graduation ceremonies to show support and congratu-
lations to students. I was in line with my colleagues, at once expressing joy at our 
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students finishing and commiserating about the late nights spent grading their 
work. I was not the only one who felt they had dropped everything else to teach. 
Someone mentioned undergraduate research; someone else talked about using 
their own writing or research as an example in their classes. And I realized in line 
for that graduation ceremony that I could create a project for my students and 
me to work on together. It was a perfect solution to creative atrophy. 

The early seeds of The Teaching and Learning Project were my first entry point 
into what became a sort of undergraduate research effort in my studio art classes. 
I presented this project idea to my students as an opportunity to work on a proj-
ect together, from concept to creation to exhibiting finished pieces. It was to be 
a 16-week learning exercise in producing documentary work that would speak 
to both their and my experiences in higher education.

The best time to approach a documentary project on any topic is debat-
able. There is something to be said for knowledge of the subject you are about 
to document. There is also something to be said for beginning a documentary 
project when you are new to the subject, when you haven’t yet learned most of 
what there is to know about it. At this stage, even aspects that experts would con-
sider mundane are exciting, and often remain so because you discovered them 
yourself. When I started this student-faculty collaboration a little less than three 
years into my teaching career, I was still learning what it meant to be a faculty 
member. Most of my students, likewise, were new to being students, having not 
yet completed their first year of college. Many of them were also first-generation 
students, the first in their families to go to college. We all set out to photograph 
what we did not yet fully know, and it was exciting to learn about each other and 
our relatively new environments and roles through photographs.

The images from that first semester were not as refined as those that I pro-
duce today, but they were beautiful in their own imperfect way, and the student 
work was honest in its imperfections. Every new set of images made for great 
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discussion during critique sessions, leading to more questions and more topics to 
be explored. The photographs made in that class illustrated the many challenges 
both students and faculty face in postsecondary education today. Student photo-
graphs depicted the reality of attending multiple institutions, as well as balancing 
coursework with employment, home life, and what little remains of social life. 
Photographs of faculty, likewise, revealed the many duties this role encompass-
es—including the amount of work and time spent outside of the classroom. 

0.08
An organization chart 
pinned outside a faculty 
member’s office at an 
associate’s institution. 
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0.09
Faculty members participate 
in an interdisciplinary meeting 
at an associate’s institution.
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Neither my students nor I had a complete picture of what the other’s ex-
perience was like, and photographs helped us fill in the gaps. In those early 
photographs, I reflected on aspects of the work of teaching in postsecondary 
institutions that defied popular culture ideas of this work and did not fit some 
of my preconceived notions of what teaching at this level should look like. I 
was able to show my students, and document for myself, the otherwise invisible 
non-classroom time that faculty engage in: teachers in their offices, conference 
rooms, libraries, and hallways, directly engaged with students, faculty colleagues, 
and administrators, doing work that is necessary for classroom teaching to occur. 
My students showed me, and revealed to themselves, the unspoken totality of 
their lives as students, including the barriers they overcame daily to get to class, 
the ways they juggled studying alongside work and family life (and sleep), and the 
messy yet beautiful effort they dedicated to their education. 

As the project grew, these early themes of revealing hidden work, acknowl-
edging the depth of what it takes to teach and learn in today’s colleges and 
universities, breaking down divisions, and fostering greater connection and col-
laboration carried through to other campuses I visited, as well as beyond campus 
borders and into student and faculty work in their surrounding communities.
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0.10
A faculty member exchanges 
materials in his office between 
classes at a baccalaureate 
institution.
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0.11
A faculty member works in 
a classroom between class 
sessions at an associate’s 
institution.
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0.12
An advisor for international 
students works at her desk 
between meetings at a 
baccalaureate institution. 
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0.13
A faculty member and dean 
from an associate’s institution 
meet at a local diner. 
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0.14
A faculty member and student 
discuss projects during an 
architectural design studio 
critique session at a doctoral 
institution. 
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Cassandra
I first encountered Martin’s photographs in 2011; he shared some of his early 
photographs from The Teaching and Learning Project while we worked together 
on organizing the annual conference for the Professional and Organizational 
Development (POD) Network in Higher Education. I was immediately struck 
by the reality, relevance, and powerful visual insights into the nuances of teaching 
and learning that I noticed in his photographs. I had never seen anything like 
them. At the time, I had been involved in faculty development and educational 
improvement efforts at two different institutions for about a decade. As I still am 
today, I was deeply committed to a career path focused on improving teaching 
and learning, especially in the sciences but also across academic disciplines, with 
a focus on equity and inclusion.

My work in centers for teaching and faculty professional development in 
higher education had afforded me the opportunity to observe teaching and 
learning in hundreds of classrooms, sometimes as a consultant invited by an in-
structor seeking feedback, sometimes using video recordings as a basis for consul-
tations on teaching approaches and methods. Even having seen so much, I found 
that these images offered something that neither my direct experience nor the 
video recordings did. They captured the moments that mattered—not for their 
perfection, and not always for their exemplary representations of good teaching, 
but for what they revealed about the experience of teaching, the subtlety and 
fleetingness of connections between teachers and students, and the imperfection 
and evolution of these relationships and processes. They also showed classrooms, 
faculty, and students as they are today, on actual campuses, rather than an idealized 
or fantasy version thereof.

I was drawn to the photographs as potential contributors to educational 
change efforts. In 2012, I had just taken a new job at a different institution and 
was starting up a brand-new center for teaching and learning on a campus that 
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had not previously offered organized, ongoing faculty development programs. 
While setting up a website and looking for suitable photographs, I made a re-
vealing discovery. Every institutional image of teaching was a staged stereotype of 
science education: a lone professor, in front of large chalkboards full of equations, 
speaking to silent and attentive rows of students taking careful notes. Yet, as I met 
with faculty, graduate and undergraduate teaching assistants, and students, I knew 
this was far from the whole story. Yes, some lectures like those in the stereotypical 
images were happening, but so were other kinds of teaching interactions.

I found myself explaining different kinds of teaching to people in various 
roles at the university and struggling to convey the possibilities. At other times, 
I left conversations with the sense that my colleagues and I were not on the 
same page about the wide range of educational interactions that were already 
happening. The pervasive image of teaching as instructor, chalkboard, and pas-
sive students was getting in the way of reimagining teaching and committing to 
positive change.

Within the context of early freedoms that come with new endeavors, I ap-
proached Martin with a proposed experiment. What if he made photographs 
that reflected the reality of teaching at my institution today? What if those pho-
tographs could expand the visual lexicon for what teaching and learning means 
to the institution and community? What if we could show, rather than just tell, 
what teaching looks like?

Martin agreed to visit and make photographs at Caltech, the first institution 
outside of Minnesota to become part of The Teaching and Learning Project. Both 
Martin’s visit and the photographs that he made opened up new conversations 
with faculty. They also allowed me to convincingly share the wide range of teach-
ing and learning approaches already underway. The project reflected back to my 
community their as-yet-unspoken commitments to student learning. I saw these 
commitments in the intensity, thoughtfulness, and meaning captured in moments 
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of teaching and learning in our lecture halls, seminar rooms, and teaching labs. 
Others saw it too, and this helped the institution tell its teaching story through 
its publications. It let the walls of the new teaching center, from its very early 
days, reflect the actual teaching context, and for faculty and student visitors to 
see themselves in the space. This intervention was one factor in the rapid growth 
in services, deep engagement with the university community, and positive im-
pacts that the center has enjoyed (reports on the work of the Caltech Center for 
Teaching, Learning, and Outreach are available at http://ctlo.caltech.edu). 

Based on the Caltech visit in early 2013, Martin and I wondered what would 
happen if we began to bring photographs into consultations and discussions 
about teaching in new ways, which led to the development of a consultation 
process, protocol, and formal research study (Springborg and Horii 2016). In the 
years since, we have continued to develop and explore the role of photographs in 
campus change processes together, at Caltech and at other institutions. 

http://ctlo.caltech.edu
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0.15
A lecture hall sits empty 
prior to class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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0.16
A faculty member in history 
facilitates a class discussion 
during a European history 
class at a doctoral institution. 
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0.17
A faculty member in 
mathematics facilitates small 
group discussions during a 
large mathematics class at a 
doctoral institution. 



THE ORIGINS Of THE TEACHING AND LEARNING PROjECT   |   29

0.18
A faculty member in statistics 
speaks to students in an 
introduction to statistics course 
at a doctoral institution. 
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Prior Work: Photographs and Education
To be sure, others have photographed in educational settings prior to this effort. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, for example, Look Magazine published university profiles 
in the form of photographic essays, including several by Stanley Kubrick; these 
pieces tended to highlight sports, undergraduate student life, and other facets of 
university existence, relying on thematic tropes and often-staged images in line 
with the popular photo magazine’s interests in telling captivating stories about 
modern life (Mather 2013). Several decades later, in American Classrooms, Cather-
ine Wagner focused on the physical stuff and spaces of all kinds of classrooms of 
the 1980s, from preschool to beauty school, language labs to science labs, and ev-
erything in between—always without people (Tucker 1988). With yet a different 
approach, Dawoud Bey, in his Class Pictures project, created striking photographic 
portraits of high school students and exhibited them with the students’ written 
reflections (Bey 2018). More broadly, various archives contain historical photos 
of classrooms (e.g., Caltech Archives 2017 and 2021), online collections have 
documented particular aspects of college and university spaces through photo-
graphs (Bruff 2018, Cruz et al. 2021; note that the latter work is also based on 
Martin Springborg’s photographs), and institutional marketing photos abound. 
But there is little else in the way of substantial bodies of serious photographic 
work focusing on US education at the postsecondary level.

Wagner and Bey’s projects represent a useful dichotomy for anticipating what 
you will find in this book and how to approach your engagement with it. Wagner 
built on the premise that classrooms “have been reasonably unerring reflections 
of the broader culture that has encompassed them from the outside. . . . The 
physical artifacts themselves . . . are mirrors of the day and the mood” (Morris 
1988, 8); based on this premise, Wagner’s photographs did not require teachers 
or students. Bey, in contrast, not only portrayed students, but also collaborated 
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with them, with their schools, and with the museums and galleries that would 
ultimately exhibit the work—a process that “literally changed institutions and 
the professional orientation of practitioners” (Terrassa 2018, 194). Martin’s im-
ages capture and call for attention to physical spaces and things, but they are also 
bursting with the people who teach and learn in those spaces. The Teaching and 
Learning Project seeks not to mirror the culture, but to enhance our common 
understanding of the value, shortcomings, and potential of higher education, and 
ultimately to help transform it for the better, in collaboration with institutions, 
educators, staff, and students.

With the presence and interactions of the people involved in higher edu-
cation so central here, we will also at times reflect on academic identities. Anna 
Hunter’s explorations of “snapshots of selfhood” explored the “use of photogra-
phy as a medium through which to present, represent, and interpret” academic 
work and professional identity, in her case through visual autoethnography using 
a small number of images from and about her work life (Hunter 2020, 310). 
With a much wider and more diverse set of photographs in terms of subjects and 
settings, this volume will often invite you into the process of “exploring lived 
experience through photographs,” using them as “reflexive prompts” (Hunter 
313, 314) to spark insight and discovery—a process which our work has ex-
plored through discussions with educators whose classes were photographed in 
The Teaching and Learning Project since 2013, resulting in a study documenting the 
kinds of incidents of reflection prompted by thinking with photographs, includ-
ing those about their own self concepts and identities (Springborg and Horii 
2016). Importantly, we found that photographs often affirmed or had positive 
impacts on postsecondary educators by demonstrating, in a very different way 
than they had previously experienced, their accomplishments as teachers, their 
values and commitments, and their meaningful interactions with students.
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In the chapters that follow, reflections prompted by and explored through 
photographs can affirm, challenge, and help resolve apparent contradictions in 
academic roles and identities, particularly as they relate to tensions in adopting 
new teaching practices and perspectives, messiness and chaos in teaching and 
learning, and change agency. Despite contradictions and messiness, the images 
in this volume, from a wide array of postsecondary campuses across the United 
States, also reveal a pattern of shared responsibility and passion for educating our 
next generation of thinkers, innovators, artists, and scientists. This collaboration is 
visible in photographs from rural and urban technical and community colleges, 
large state systems, public land grant institutions, research institutions, and private 
liberal arts colleges. It is visible in photographs made during department meet-
ings, in faculty shared governance, in classrooms at introductory and advanced 
levels, in open forums, and in faculty-administrator breakfast meetings at local 
diners. So prevalent is this theme that when campus communities reflect on their 
work through these photographs, they are often moved to discuss ways they 
could recognize the exceptional efforts of their colleagues and work even more 
collaboratively. It is vital for those whose work is concentrated within one area 
of a college or university to see, understand, and empathize with their colleagues 
from other campus sectors.

Distinct from prior work, that is the ultimate intent of this project and 
book—to make the work of higher education visible, especially to readers en-
gaged in it, fueling deeper understanding, motivation, and methods to effect 
positive change. Secondarily, postsecondary educators may find ways to leverage 
the resources in and accompanying this volume when engaging with external 
stakeholders, policymakers, and the public, as these photographs challenge the 
sometimes antiquated images and stereotypes of higher education and educators 
(e.g., Levy 2012; Sturdevant 2020; Hunt, Blethen, and Stewart 2019). In order 
support your engagement with these materials and meet these goals, the next 
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section offers guidance on reading both photographs and text together, drawing 
upon our work with faculty, staff, administrators, and students.

What Do You See? A Guide to Looking and Reading
You may not have encountered a book like this before, particularly one with the 
photographs and the discussion positioned as “coequal . . . and fully collabora-
tive,” as they are here (Agee and Evans 1960, xv). This relationship between text 
and image means that the writing will not tell you exactly what to think about 
each photograph, but will instead spark your thinking and inform your aware-
ness of your own observations of the photographs. The photographs will not 
illustrate exactly what is discussed, either, but they frequently inform or extend 
the discussion in the text. As a reader, you may find it productive to give equal 
attention to the text and the photographs; we suggest that you try to generate a 
similar amount of thought, reaction, and annotation, whether a section contains 
text, photographs, or both.

We recognize that photographs are an inherently visual medium, and there-
fore are not equally accessible to all readers. In order to make the full volume as 
accessible as possible, more detailed descriptive text is available for each image. 
The descriptive text goes beyond the brief context provided in the captions to 
narrate the main subjects and actions in each image, note prevalent traits of the 
people, locations, and settings, and share information about the composition, 
framing, and qualities of light in the image. Our approach to these descriptions is 
based on guidance from the Web Accessibility Initiative, the Diagram Center, and 
Cooper Hewitt; the Cooper Hewitt Guidelines for Image Description, in partic-
ular, are used by the Smithsonian Design Museum for its image descriptions. You 
may access the descriptive text in the online resources on the book’s website at 
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like. 

https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images
http://diagramcenter.org/table-of-contents-2.html
https://www.cooperhewitt.org/cooper-hewitt-guidelines-for-image-description
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
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The reflective questions below may equally be applied to your engagement with 
descriptive text as to the images themselves.

We invite you to attend to the images in this book with a simple question, 
one that we asked many of the instructors you’ll see in these photographs: What 
do you see? Other fruitful reflections can follow from that one simple inquiry: 

• What stands out to you when you look closely at the photographs? 
• Is there anything surprising in the images? If so, why and how do the im-

ages run counter to your expectations? 
• What do you feel and think in response to your observations? 
• How novel or familiar are these feelings and thoughts, and why do you 

think that might be the case? 
• What is missing from the photographs and why might that be so? 
• What do you think could be beyond the borders or frame of the photo-

graph, and why might that be important to consider? 
• What other questions about the classroom, setting, teacher, students, or 

other aspects of the scene come to mind? 
• How do your observations affect your understanding of teaching, learning, 

and higher education? 
• What do the images prompt you to want to recognize, investigate, cele-

brate, or change?
Each chapter will begin with an opening image, typically chosen for the 

particularly powerful visual statements it makes about the chapter’s themes. You 
may wish to pause and make your own observations about that image, on its 
own or together with the chapter epigraphs, before going further. At times, the 
text will introduce specific questions about a photograph or a series of images; 
these prompts offer additional ways to deepen your visual reading and reflection. 
Each chapter will end with a series of additional questions for further reflection. 
Throughout the book, as you alternate between reading text and examining 
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photographs, allow your reflections on each to be informed by the other, and 
keep coming back to the fundamental question in your looking: What do you 
see? You can begin with the photographs in this chapter, which showcase a wide 
range of institutional settings, disciplines, and details worth seeing.

You may be surprised to find that for both image captions and quotes from 
instructors who participated in The Teaching and Learning Project, we do not iden-
tify the people or institutions by name. Instead, we refer to the categories of 
colleges or universities using the 2018 Carnegie basic classification categories for 
US institutions (Carnegie 2018): associate’s institutions, which grant two-year 
undergraduate degrees; baccalaureate institutions, which grant four-year under-
graduate, or bachelor’s, degrees; master’s institutions, which grant graduate-level 
master’s degrees in addition to undergraduate degrees; and doctoral institutions, 
which grant doctoral degrees in addition to those mentioned above. We also 
mention the broad disciplinary field, such as science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM), humanities, technical/professional, or social sciences, 
and for those with different roles or multi-department appointments, do not 
specify the field. The instructors who were photographed and interviewed in-
cluded tenured, pre-tenure, and non-tenure track faculty; we also do not specify 
the nature of their instructional appointments in captions and quotation attri-
butions.

This approach aligns with the research conditions under which data from 
participants’ interviews were recorded; this research design encouraged candid 
sharing by assuring that participants’ words would not be associated with spe-
cific photographs. However, our identification scheme also serves the following 
purposes. By removing cues about institutional status and reputation, as well as 
names and types of faculty appointments, we invite you to encounter each im-
age and each instructor’s perspective at face value, without as many expectations 
about the conditions, funding status, public or private context, or other assump-
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tions as might be present with more specific identification. Indeed, each of the 
Carnegie classifications highlights consistency in the kinds of degrees offered, 
while also including diverse institutional characteristics in other dimensions, such 
as enrollment numbers, demographics, and specific academic disciplines and pro-
fessional fields of emphasis.  We have often found that the approach prompts 
readers to focus on deeper, more salient aspects of teaching and learning inter-
actions, especially in the photographs, and to locate unexpected commonalities 
across contexts (e.g., the presence of lecture halls that appear quite traditional or 
flexible classrooms that facilitate extensive student engagement, across disciplines 
and institutional categories). As you look, you might also consider what infor-
mation you have, and what information you wish you had, for each image and 
participant reflection, and what difference you find it makes in your interpreta-
tion and thought process.

You may have already noticed that the photographs are all presented in black 
and white, rather than full color. When using these photographs in teaching 
consultations and showing them in broader college and university settings, we’ve 
found that the absence of color in the photographs helps viewers focus more 
clearly on the teaching and learning interactions. For example, one instructor, 
after seeing both color and black and white versions of the photographs from her 
class, noted that a brightly colored piece of clothing pulled her attention in the 
color photos, to the extent that she only noticed interactions that were more rel-
evant and helpful for her reflections on teaching when looking at the black and 
white photographs. While color images have many good uses, we hope that the 
black and white format will support your reflections and insights in conjunction 
with the images presented here.  

We will draw you into reflecting on the photographs through thematic chap-
ters focusing on classroom interactions, student perspectives and the role of emo-
tion, the productive chaos of teaching and learning, the physical and technolog-
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ical environment, learning beyond campus borders, the hidden work underlying 
higher education, and the process of postsecondary educational change through 
photographs. Throughout the book, we will draw on the literature of both high-
er education and photography for context and frameworks to help us reflect 
through and with photographs. We will also point out relevant supplementary 
resources and guides, including expanded discussion questions, close reading ex-
amples of particular images and sets of images, guides for making photographs 
and hosting exhibits at your institution, and sample guides to consultations, con-
versations, and workshops based on photographs representing teaching in high-
er education, available at https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/
what-teaching-looks-like. As part of the Center for Engaged Learning Open Ac-
cess Book Series, the book itself is published under a Creative Commons license 
that allows you to share unmodified material with attribution and for non-com-
mercial purposes; more information about this Creative Commons license is 
available at https://CreativeCommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0. Whether you 
teach at a postsecondary institution, work in a center for teaching and learning, 
serve as an academic staff member or administrator, or enroll as a student, your 
reflections are important. We hope that you find many opportunities for discus-
sion and change.

https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
https://CreativeCommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
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0.19
Students work from a live 
model during a drawing 
course at an associate’s 
institution. 
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0.20
Students practice during a 
tuba and euphonium class at 
a doctoral institution. 
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0.21
A student grabs a snack 
between taking notes during 
a large mathematics class at a 
doctoral institution. 
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0.22
A faculty member in 
operations and information 
technology management at 
a doctoral institution asks 
questions during an otherwise 
student-led class session. 



1.01
A faculty member in biology performs a dissection for students 
in an anatomy and physiology class at a mixed baccalaureate/
associate’s institution. 



CHAPTER 1

Classroom Interactions
The Heart of  Teaching and Learning

Classroom teaching . . . is perhaps the most complex, most 
challenging, and most demanding, subtle, nuanced, and frightening 
activity that our species has ever invented. 
—Lee Shulman (2004, 504)

If I were lying on my death bed, I would want to look at these 
pictures to know that I did some good teaching.
—humanities instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, baccalau-
reate institution
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Toward a Shared Picture
Imagine this scenario, which describes the experience of one-third to one-half 
of incoming first-year college students in the early part of the 21st century in the 
United States: you are the first in your family to attend college and tomorrow 
is the first day of classes (NCES 2019b). You have skimmed the college’s website 
and maybe you have been to campus for a tour and some orientation sessions. 
None of those visits included a real class. What do you expect your classes to be 
like? What picture is in your mind’s eye?

It is likely that your image of a college classroom has been shaped by website 
and brochure photos, which are often staged or edited to portray an idealized ar-
chetype of a college experience (Willers 2019), or perhaps by iconic film scenes, 
more often than not involving a professor, a chalkboard, and mostly bored or 
passive students. But none of these visual narratives scratch the surface of today’s 
postsecondary educational experiences. 

Why don’t we, collectively and publicly, have a more complete and nuanced 
sense of what actually happens in college classrooms? My work as an education-
al developer, having founded and directed centers that focus on “helping col-
leges and universities function effectively as teaching and learning communities” 
(Felten et al. 2007), gives me a special perspective on this question (first-person 
statements in this chapter are in reference to Cassandra Volpe Horii). I have ob-
served hundreds of classes, discussed postsecondary educational experiences with 
students and their instructors in considerable depth, and collaborated on the cre-
ation of course materials like in-class activities and interactive digital elements for 
both in-person and online instruction. Yet until I saw images from The Teaching 
and Learning Project in 2011, at which time I had already spent twenty years in 
higher education as an undergraduate, graduate student, postdoctoral fellow, fac-
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ulty member, administrator, and educational developer, I had never encountered 
an authentic photograph of a college-level class. 

The long wait for meaningful visual representation of the work of colleges 
and universities still surprises me. After all, most students and instructors now 
carry a camera at all times, built into their mobile devices, and social media 
has turned making and sharing images into a near-constant activity. Is there 
something special about the college classroom that has kept it hidden from the 
ever-present eyes of digital photography? We think so, and will explain why 

1.02
A faculty member in 
chemistry answers 
student questions after 
a chemistry class at a 
baccalaureate institution. 
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through the images themselves, with help from scholars of education and pho-
tography, and observations from instructors whose classes appear in the images of 
The Teaching and Learning Project. While we are grateful that classrooms have not 
been trivialized through abundant selfies, opening classrooms by way of images is 
crucial if higher education is to improve—for the benefit of every student won-
dering what their first day of college will be like, and ultimately, for the benefit 
the world in which they live.

As you encounter the next group of photographs, consider whether, and 
in what ways, they reinforce or counter the images of teaching and learning in 
postsecondary institutions that you had before arriving, and that students likely 
bring with them today.
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1.03
A graduate student teaching 
assistant helps students in a 
chemistry class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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1.04
Students in a modern dance 
class take cues from their 
instructor, a faculty member in 
dance at a doctoral institution. 
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1.05
A faculty member in biology 
shows plant samples during 
a lecture in biology class 
at a mixed baccalaureate/
associate’s institution. 
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1.06
A faculty member in physics 
uses a remote control during 
a general physics class at a 
doctoral institution. 
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1.07
Students engage in small 
group discussion during a 
comparative literature class at 
a baccalaureate institution. 
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College Classrooms and Photography
It is possible, but unlikely, that postsecondary classrooms have evaded photo-
graphic documentation because of a collective belief that the work of teaching 
and learning is too complex and meaningful. In the 1970s, well before photog-
raphy’s digital age, Susan Sontag proposed that taking photographs can be “a way 
of certifying experience, [and] also a way of refusing it—by limiting experience 
to a search for the photogenic, by converting experience into an image, a souve-
nir” (Sontag 1977, 9). Sontag’s description is the antithesis of what many college 
educators hope and aim for in their classes, where deep thinking, grappling with 
complexity, and fully engaging in an educational experience are often the goals. 
We would prefer the explanation that classrooms have been infrequently photo-
graphed so as not “to interfere with, to invade, or to ignore whatever is going on” 
(Sontag 1977, 11) because the meaningful acts of teaching and learning going on 
there are too important to disturb or diminish.

Unfortunately, persistent undervaluing of the work of teaching offers a more 
realistic explanation for the scarcity of postsecondary classroom images. Higher 
education likes hierarchy, whether related to disciplinary status, educational work, 
or race; as Lindsey Malcom-Piqueux describes the origin of these systems in the 
US, “socially-constructed racial hierarchies, and the distribution of rights and 
opportunity on the basis of these hierarchies, were an organizing principle for 
American society including the higher education system” (2020, 3). While sev-
enteenth and eighteenth century colonial colleges in the US focused on ethical 
and intellectual questions and drew upon Greek and Latin works to support their 
own “rationales for human hierarchy” (Kendi 2016, 17), the colonially-minded 
American projects of agricultural and industrial expansion became a priority for 
mid-nineteenth century institutions, also fraught with inequities and purposeful 
exclusion (Boyer 1990; Malcom-Piqueux 2020), and access to leading research 
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institutions in the US continues to be stratified by race and income to this day 
(Carnevale and Strohl 2013; Tough 2021, 19). Globally, the rise of neoliberal cap-
italism since the late 1970s has continued to reinforce stratification and inequity 
in higher education, driven by “near-global . . . competitive markets in public 
services such as education” (Kumar and Hill 2009, 1). 

Such hierarchies affect access to education and the value of different forms 
of work within higher education. The top of the academic hierarchy tends to 
emphasize research, or as Ernest Boyer called it, the “Scholarship of Discovery” 
(Boyer 1990), rather than teaching. Ellen Condliffe Lagemann offers further in-
sight into the lack of respect for the education part of higher education: “It is 
hardly a secret that people who study and practice education are engaged in 
low-status work. . . . In various ways, low status has undermined possibilities for 
developing a strong professional community and generative scholarly traditions” 
(Lagemann 2002, xii). Lagemann traced the low status of systematic educational 
study to gendered conceptions of work: “Associated with teaching, which came 
to be seen as ‘women’s work’ relatively early in the nineteenth century, the very 
term educational research seemed to be an oxymoron to many notable university 
leaders” (Lagemann 2002, 232). In the US, institutions most focused on teaching 
are also disproportionately where racially minoritized students attend college 
(Carnevale and Strohl 2013; Astin 2016). The continued low status of teaching 
is further reflected in poorly developed systems for evaluating teaching effec-
tiveness in higher education—something that those seeking to elevate its status 
are working to change (Weaver et al. 2020). Given these multiple contributors 
to and indicators of the low status of teaching, it is no wonder that we have had 
few systematic representations, including visual representations, of what happens 
in postsecondary classrooms. 

Since the early 1990s, advocates like Boyer have advanced the vision of a 
more balanced and intentional valuing of teaching alongside research and other 
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scholarly activities (Boyer 1990). But without ways to share the work of teaching, 
creating a professional community has remained challenging. Also in the 1990s, 
Lee Shulman helped redefine what such community could be and do for teach-
ing: “I now believe that the reason teaching is not more valued in the academy 
is because the way we treat teaching removes it from the community of scholars. 
. . . We celebrate those aspects of our lives and work that can become . . .  ‘com-
munity property.’ And if we wish to see greater recognition and reward attached 
to teaching, we must change the status of teaching from private to community 
property” (1993, 6). Since then, movements such as the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning (SoTL) and Discipline-Based Educational Research (DBER) have 
emerged, allowing college and university educators to publish and discuss the 
work of teaching (Hutchings, Huber, and Ciccone 2011; Henderson et al. 2017). 
High-quality, authentic photographs are another powerful way to collectively 
share and value the work of teaching and learning in college classrooms, not 
only within the higher education community, but also with families, neighbors, 
taxpayers, policymakers, and other public stakeholders. 

The early 2020s represent a particularly important time for the higher edu-
cation community to reflect on how their work is portrayed within and outside 
of the academy, though top concerns are continuations of ongoing issues. De-
spite the well-documented potential for college-level educational attainment to 
contribute to lifetime fulfilment, civic engagement, and earnings, public fund-
ing for education in the US has declined precipitously in recent years (Trostel 
2015; Tamborini, Kim, and Sakamoto 2015; Whitford 2020)—a trend mirrored 
globally by the “definitive retreat of the state as a provider of education” (Kumar 
and Hill 2009, 1). At the same time, colleges and universities have increasingly 
been held accountable for deficits in student learning and graduation rates, with 
teaching quality directly implicated in their shortcomings (Arum and Roksa 
2011; Bok 2017). We find ourselves in a transition period when it is clear that 
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teaching should be better, but efforts to improve it remain largely unrewarded, 
with Lagemann’s early millennial observation still ringing true: “In recent years, 
there has been wide complaint about poor teaching, and there have been efforts 
to place teaching on a par with research in assessing professorial achievement. . . . 
The status and affective maps of universities have discouraged interest in ped-
agogy among noneducationists and encouraged the priority they have placed 
on research over teaching” (Lagemann 2002, xv). While accreditation standards 
for US colleges and universities do encourage institutional leaders to pay great-
er attention to teaching now than they did several decades ago and initiatives 
are underway to incorporate teaching effectiveness into review, promotion, and 
tenure decisions for faculty, accompanying culture change has remained slow 
(NASEM 2020). It seems to require more than reports and meetings to make 
change happen.

Photographs give us a direct line and a visceral way of communicating that 
the work of postsecondary teaching already contains models and examples with 
the potential to achieve the changes that colleges and universities are called upon 

1.08
A faculty member in 
communications opens a 
public speaking class at 
an associate’s institution 
with a relaxation exercise. 
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to make. They provide powerful visual evidence of collaborative, authentic learn-
ing across disciplines and institutions, while also shining a light on the short-
comings and challenges; this form of documentation and communication has an 
important role to play in efforts to improve higher education.
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1.09
A faculty member in statistics 
conducts a lecture in an 
introduction to statistics course 
at a doctoral institution. 



58   |   WHAT TEACHING LOOKS LIKE

1.10
Faculty and graduate teaching assistants in biology 
hold a meeting about teaching an introductory 
biology course at a doctoral institution. (Composite 
image of three photographs made in close 
sequence.) View a larger version of this photograph 
on the book website.

1.11
Students participate in a hospitality management 
class at a doctoral institution. View a larger version 
of this photograph on the book website.

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
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Educators Encountering Their Classrooms
Shulman conjectured that “if teaching is going to be community property it 
must be made visible through artifacts that capture its richness and complexity. 
In the absence of such artifacts teaching is a bit like dry ice; it disappears at room 
temperature” (1993, 6). By artifacts, Shulman probably meant collections of items 
showcasing what teaching and learning leave behind: documents and texts, writ-
ten by instructors and students, in the process of making and completing learn-
ing tasks like assignments and exams. He may also have been thinking of audio/
visual items like slides, portfolios, or video clips. We do not know if Shulman had 
photographs in mind, but the images from The Teaching and Learning Project make 
teaching visible in ways that capture its richness and complexity—that same 
complexity that he found made teaching so very “challenging . . . demanding, 
subtle, nuanced, and frightening” (2004, 504)—a claim he made especially about 
primary and secondary teaching, but we find to be true, albeit in different ways, 
of postsecondary teaching. Here, we will explore how photographs accomplish 
this feat, in part through the reflections of participants in the project who, usually 
for the first time, encountered their own classrooms through photographs.

We interviewed college and university faculty who participated in The Teach-
ing and Learning Project; their reflections offer important insights about the role of 
photographs in documenting, sharing, and ultimately improving classroom inter-
actions. Each participating instructor agreed to have their classes photographed, 
as did the individual students appearing in the images. Some volunteered and 
others were invited by a campus organizer, such as a dean or director of a center 
for teaching and learning. In the book’s online resources, you can find a “Sample 
Photograph Release Form,” as well as “Sample Institutional Visit Schedules.” The 
courses photographed spanned academic departments and disciplines, includ-
ing professional fields like business, nursing, and education; humanities; social 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/sample-photograph-release-form/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/sample-photograph-release-form/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/sample-institutional-visit-schedules/
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sciences; and science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). The 
interviews were part of a formal research project that was reviewed and approved 
by the board overseeing research with human subjects at one of our institutions.  

The instructors participating in the interviews each received a digital album 
of selected photographs from their class and had a chance to view them before 
the interview. Our discussions began with the simple question you encountered 
in the introduction, “what do you see?” along with several follow-up questions 
and topics. This process and the results of the research are documented in our 
2016 article (Springborg and Horii 2016). This book’s online resources include 
“Photography-Based Instructional Consultation Prompts,” an interview guide 
that may be used to structure teaching consultations with instructors that incor-
porate photographs from their classes.

For some instructors, the act of having anyone visit, much less document and 
discuss their teaching, was novel, highlighting the sense of isolation and lack of 
community they normally experience. For example, an instructor in a technical/
professional field at a baccalaureate institution commented: “Sometimes I feel 
private about what I do in the classroom. But in twenty-six years of teaching, 
only three (including you) have observed my classes.” Unlike primary and sec-
ondary teachers, college educators do not necessarily receive training or pre-ser-
vice practice in teaching. Now, through campus-based centers for teaching and 
learning, STEM education centers, disciplinary programs, and national programs 
in the US, more pre- and early-career college teachers are being trained for 
and practicing teaching together (Border 2011; NSEC 2020; Baker et al. 2014; 
Hill et al. 2019). Outside of the US, organized centers and educational develop-
ment programs have also been increasing (Wright 2019) and having an increas-
ing impact on teaching (Gibbs and Coffey 2004; Gibbs 2013). Photographs can 
contribute to the sense of community, reflection, and professional development 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/photography-based-instructional-consultation-prompts/
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on teaching by enhancing early-career training efforts and facilitating discussion 
among later-career faculty, who may not have had those opportunities early on.

Once classroom doors are open to photographs, you might wonder whether 
and how still images “capture . . . the richness and complexity” of teaching and 
learning. A STEM instructor at a baccalaureate institution explained: “[Photog-
raphy] captures moments in time that in the heat of the battle you don’t usually 
pick up on. I’ve been very interested in looking at these [photographs]—it re-
inforces some things I’m trying to do; points out other things I’m not noticing 
. . . raising my awareness about what might be going on.” This instructor’s sense 
of the enhanced observational capacity afforded by still images aligns with what 
Susan Sontag theorized in the 1970s: that “photographs may be more memorable 
than moving images, because they are a neat slice of time, not a flow”; “the force 
of a photograph is that it keeps open to scrutiny instants which the normal flow 
of time immediately replaces” (Sontag 1977, 17, 111).

Whereas Sontag admonished this photographic trait as “insolent,” warning 
that “truths that can be rendered in a dissociated moment, however significant 
or decisive, have a very narrow relation to the needs of understanding” (Sontag 
1977, 112), we have found that educators often understand something new and 
impactful through photographs of classroom interactions. Some found an ex-
ternalized, observable trace of the significant efforts they make to foster positive 
interactions and productive learning environments. For example, a STEM in-
structor from a baccalaureate institution observed: 

I really enjoyed a lot of the photos that were several in a series, so 
I could see— flash, flash, flash—a few photos in a row, almost like 
an animation. Looking at several, speaking with a group of students 
. . . [I can see] the group dynamic, the interaction with a student—
smiling and talking about something, then in the next second, very 
focused on whatever the question was. That expression [referring 
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to a particular image] was “keep my mouth shut and listen to the 
student . . .” Sometimes you have to stop and listen more. 

Others found the slice of time left open to examination to be loaded with 
insight, allowing them to take note of and celebrate individual students’ work, 
learning, and individuality. For example, a STEM instructor at a baccalaureate 
institution noticed, “My students are also doing their own hand gestures. [In one 
image], I put my [water] bottle and notes down so I could use BOTH hands. 
I also got a real kick out of [another image, where] my hand is flat, and on the 
other side of the room, my student’s hand is flat like mine, using the same hand 
gesture to illustrate points to each other.” A humanities instructor at an associate’s 
institution reflected:

It was really nice to be able to stop and look at a fixed facial expres-
sion. When in the middle of teaching, [I’m] reading body language 
quickly—I don’t get to sit there and observe intently. For example, 
this student is super quiet in class, but does a lot in small groups and 
online discussion forums. . . . It’s nice to see her smile and attentive-
ness. I don’t get to look at [or] engage with her as much directly 
in class. . . . Some students come to class after working all night as a 
home health worker or other [jobs]. . . . No matter how interested, 
they may look tired. [There’s] something amazing about students—
they have a clear sense of what they want to do.

Besides holding moments open for thought about what happens in the class-
room, these insights extend to their experiences beyond the frame. 

Shulman noted that in order for teachers to learn from their experience, “the 
two most obvious requirements—knowing what you did and accurately iden-
tifying the consequences of what you did—can be hard to achieve” (Shulman 
2004, 322). When employed to help educators encounter their own classrooms, 
the photographs of The Teaching and Learning Project elicited not only moments 
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of accurate perception, but a long enough pause to recognize the contexts, chal-
lenges, and circumstances that are inseparable from the learning process. In fact, 
in our research, we found a high rate of occurrence of what we called incidents 
of reflection—times when instructors were able to “surface and criticize the tacit 
understandings that have grown up around the repetitive experiences of a spe-
cialized practice” (Schon 1983, 62) as well as to “come to a clearer understanding 
of what [they] do and who [they] are” (Brookfield 1995, 214). Such reflections 
are crucial for professional learning and change, and they provide compelling 
motivation for growth. Perhaps this is, in part, what higher education has been 
missing. 

We also find in the above reflections a great deal of insight, kindness, ded-
ication, and hope. Perhaps you will see that too, in the gestures, intensity, and 
engagement shown in the photographs of classroom interactions, here and 
throughout this volume.
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1.12
A faculty member in biology 
prepares students for group 
work during a population 
biology class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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1.13
A faculty member in Spanish 
checks in on students as 
they work during a heritage 
Spanish speakers’ course at a 
doctoral institution. 
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1.14
A student in a writing course 
at an associate’s institution 
engages in one-on-one 
discussion with the instructor. 
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1.15
A faculty member in 
chemistry explains a concept 
to a student during a 
thermodynamics class at a 
baccalaureate institution. 
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1.16
A philosophy faculty member 
engages students in debate 
during an ethics class at an 
associate’s institution. 
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1.17
Students complete a lab 
assignment during a physics 
class at a master’s institution. 
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1.18-1.21
Sequence of four 
photographs: A faculty 
member in mathematics 
provides individual and 
group instruction during a 
calculus class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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1.22
An economics faculty member 
meets with a student after an 
economics class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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1.23
A faculty member and writing 
center director facilitates a 
discussion during a writing 
class at a doctoral institution. 
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1.24
A faculty member in English 
speaks to students during a 
comparative literature class at 
a baccalaureate institution. 
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1.25
Led by a faculty member in 
art and archaeology, classics, 
and English, students engage 
in dramatic reading during a 
communication and theatre 
class at a doctoral institution. 
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1.26
A faculty member in African 
American studies and English 
speaks to students during a 
literature class at a doctoral 
institution. 
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Strengths, Shortcomings, and Change
This volume invites you to build a new and more complex mental image of post-
secondary teaching, and in doing so, become more intimate with its strengths, 
aware of its shortcomings, and committed to positive change. As you experience 
the text and images, we hope that you open up to a different form of thinking 
through photographs. We also hope that, rather than reproducing dogmatic ar-
guments, this experience gives you a new angle entirely. As Anne Whiston Spirn 
explained while working with Dorothea Lange’s 1930s photographs and field 
reports, “seeing is for me a way of knowing, photography a way of thinking” 
(Spirn 2008, xi). Colleges and universities need enhanced forms of knowing, 
thinking, and communication to build on what is good and address the serious 
challenges they face.

At this juncture, higher education has major, intertwined problems to solve, 
from managing sector-wide economic pressures, to making access and gradu-
ation rates better and more equitable, to incorporating more effective teach-
ing methods. While our narrative here will not solve them, thinking with and 
through images can expand our collective capacity to hold onto the multiple 
truths and scales that postsecondary educators must grapple with in order to do 
so. As one humanities instructor at an associate’s institution mused: “If all photos 
had that one student asleep, it would look really different. But to leave that stu-
dent out, that would also not be good, that’s real and informative. . . . It would be 
weird if every student looked completely engaged and attentive in every photo. 
There are those great moments, like in Dead Poet’s Society, standing on desks, but 
it would be inauthentic if all photos showed that.” This is exactly where we must 
begin—seeing the student who is asleep, the faculty member who is making 
do with limited time and resources, and the staff and administrators who set up 
the room and scheduled the class. When we do so, photographs can become, as 
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Sontag put it, “not just a record but an evaluation” (Sontag 1977, 88)—one that 
reveals the heart of higher education, in all its richness and complexity, in class-
rooms around the world.
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Questions for Further Reflection
• Which of the photographs in this chapter capture the aspects of teaching 

that you find to be complex, challenging, demanding, subtle, or nuanced? 
• What moments in your own teaching do you wish you could freeze and 

examine more closely through photographs? What do you think you 
would find in those images?

• If you had access to photographs of your teaching, how could they com-
plement or contribute to the other ways you document and communicate 
about your work?

• How could you use authentic photographs of teaching and learning—ei-
ther those in this chapter or images from your own institution—to prompt 
reflection on and changes in teaching practices more broadly?

• In what way do your institution’s existing photographs value or devalue 
the work of teaching?

• Examining the photographs in this chapter, what do you notice about the 
work of faculty teaching? About the efforts of students learning? What 
surprises you?



2.01
Students in an engineering class at a doctoral institution listen 
as a faculty member in engineering provides guidance on a group 
assignment.



CHAPTER 2

Student Perspectives
Views from the Back of the Class and Elsewhere

I think this process has been very interesting. When you were [taking 
photographs in my class], all was fine. When I first saw [the images], 
I didn’t like them; I didn’t like looking at myself. But then I shared 
them with my students and we talked about them together. That 
opened up my thinking about them. faculty are not the focal point—
it’s the whole environment.
 —technical/professional instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, 
baccalaureate institution

What I think I was most pleased with is how I’m working with 
students and how they are working with me. . . . You can go back to 
this and say, this is why I teach. 
—humanities instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, baccalau-
reate institution
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Close Reading the Classroom
To begin our reflections on student perspectives, consider what you notice in the 
first image in this chapter. Do you see students working together, collaborating? 
Does their focus stand out, or does something else catch your attention? Does 
it seem like a typical moment in today’s educational settings, or something spe-
cial? Do you see the professor in the foreground, paper in hand, gesturing to the 
students’ work on their shared screen? While the group in the foreground seems 
immersed, with each student expressing their own version of pensive reflection 
and cognitive work, you might also become aware of another group in the back-
ground, similarly immersed, their body language echoing that of the first group. 
If only the photograph didn’t end there, with light streaming through the win-
dows, you might envision even more such groups, or begin to feel surrounded 
by them in all directions.

In a sense, there is nothing transcendent here: no apparent insight or a-ha 
moment. No one seems especially entertained. This is not a moment of levity 
or overt happiness. Yet, the guts of teaching and learning today play out through 
myriad instances like this: students with instructors, students with students, learn-
ing and teaching, struggling, thinking, and growing. For every a-ha moment of 
big, obvious learning, research tells us there are very likely many more moments 
of deliberate practice, challenging tasks, and effort to make sense of new ideas 
(Ambrose et al. 2010). If a photograph “isolates, preserves and presents a moment 
taken from a continuum” (Berger 2013, 20) then moments like these are worth 
pausing to notice. 

What is it like to be a student in today’s postsecondary classrooms? How can 
educators better understand and share students’ experiences? Perhaps surprising-
ly, a skilled photographer in a classroom quickly fades into the background, their 
movements and actions barely noticed after a few minutes. The camera’s lens, 
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2.02
A student in a math class at 
a doctoral institution raises a 
hand for assistance.
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then, has the unique ability to access all corners and perspectives in a classroom, 
and through these photographic perspectives, present a new view of today’s class-
rooms and learning environments, in which learning is nuanced, rich with mean-
ing, and of pressing importance.

Toward Learner-Centered Education
The idea of a paradigm shift holds a special allure in academic communities, so 
when an article entitled “From Teaching to Learning—A New Paradigm for 
Undergraduate Education” appeared in 1995, it seemed like we might be onto 
something big (Barr and Tagg 1995). The authors described a seismic shift al-
ready underway, already “lived in our hearts” (those of postsecondary teachers), 
but in need of clearer articulation. This big shift was to be from an “instruction 
paradigm,” in which colleges’ and universities’ missions and implicit beliefs put 
teaching at the center of the action (and all that goes along with a model where 
transferring or delivering knowledge is the goal: courses, content, credits), to a 
“learning paradigm,” in which the goal is to foster learning by creating environ-
ments where students discover and create knowledge (and therefore a focus on 
the design of conditions in which learners are empowered to succeed). In the 
years since 1995, the instructional paradigm has also come to be referred to as 
teacher-centered instruction, and the learning paradigm as student-centered, or 
more broadly, learner-centered instruction. 

Shifting from a teacher-centered to a learner-centered framework also means 
upending non-trivial expectations and structures, including power dynamics in 
the classroom, the roles of teachers and students, and the function of content 
(Weimar 2002). These shifts build on constructivism and liberation pedagogy, 
philosophies of education in which learning is understood as an active process 
of constructing new understanding and as a pathway to individual and societal 
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freedom from oppression (e.g., Piaget 1971; Vygotsky 1978; Freire 1993). More 
recently, educational researchers have produced a slew of evidence showing time 
and time again that learner-centered approaches—ones that actively engage stu-
dents in structured, guided activity, situating learning with the student—produce 
more effective, enduring, and inclusive learning. As these studies have accumu-
lated, meta-analyses and consensus studies have further demonstrated and syn-
thesized the effects of learner-centered instruction at larger scales (e.g., Freeman 
et al. 2014; Theobald et al. 2020; NRC 2015; NASEM 2016). Advocates for 
student-faculty partnerships, in which students and instructors work together 
to design courses, improve their shared learning and teaching experiences, and 
change educational practices in departments and institutions, point to potentially 
transformative benefits to this further extension of learner-centeredness (Cook-
Sather, Bovill, and Felten 2014). Now, in addition to its place in higher education 
as a philosophy and a paradigm, learner-centered instruction represents an array 
of evidence-based methods with the potential to make higher education more 
equitable for more students.

Higher education still struggles to fully and routinely embody learner-cen-
tered instruction. On the bright side, national surveys of US faculty show that 
learner-centered strategies like class discussions, cooperative learning, and stu-
dent-selected topics have been on the rise since the 1980s. At the same time, 
though, the decidedly teacher-centered approach of extensive lecturing has be-
come only slightly less common; in recent years, over half of all US faculty 
respondents reported using extensive lecturing in all or most of their classes 
(Stoltzenberg et al. 2019; Eagan et al. 2014). In some disciplines, such as STEM 
fields, the frequent use of teacher-centered approaches is even higher, and the 
aggregate numbers also mask differences in teaching methods across faculty de-
mographics, with, for example, women tending to implement more learner-cen-
tered approaches than men (Hurtado et al. 2012). Notably, women remain un-
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derrepresented in tenured faculty positions in the US (Hussar et al. 2020, 151) 
and in higher education leadership around the world (ACE 2021).

Given the complexity and sluggishness of changing the paradigm, it is im-
portant that people in higher education show and highlight learner-centered 
classrooms, making them a central part of the shared narrative among educators, 
students, and the public. Experts on how educational practices change have ar-
gued that symbols—the “cultural artifacts, language, knowledge, myths, values, 
and vision” and “underlying ways of thinking that give meaning to the struc-
tures,” such as in an academic department or a postsecondary institution—are 
crucial elements when culture and practice are changing (Reinholz and Apkar-
ian 2018). In the ongoing process of change from teacher- to learner-centered 
instruction, photographs should play a more central role. As John Berger, British 
art critic and novelist known for the book and 1970s BBC series Ways of Seeing 
mused, “Cameras are boxes for transporting appearances” (Berger 2013, 66). The 

2.03
Students in a biology 
class at a doctoral 
institution listen and take 
notes during a lecture.
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appearances we choose to transport—and what roles, relationships, activity, and 
content they show—become part of our collective symbols for teaching and 
learning in college classrooms. If we more often see images showing college 
teachers as the “sage on the stage” rather than the “guide on the side” (King 
1993) even as national data indicate that is becoming less likely, perhaps it is an 
indicator that our symbols have some catching up to do. 

Photographs from the classrooms visited throughout The Teaching and Learn-
ing Project allow us to see and share what learner-centered instruction looks like, 
such as the group of images in the next section. In such classes, instructors are not 
bound to the front of the room; they could be anywhere, poised to help, attend-
ing to students’ progress on tasks designed to engage and challenge. The expec-
tation of professing is undone. With the photograph’s viewpoint surrounded by 
students, it is their attention, rather than their teacher’s, that takes center stage. In 
foreground and background alike, students attend to one another. Gestures, gaz-
es, and triangulation between learners and the stuff of learning—the papers and 
calculators and laptops, books and coffee, pipettes and Erlenmeyer flasks—come 
together to freeze the frame on elusive instants in the complex process of learn-
ing in college. As we come to understand and practice teaching as facilitation 
and as partnership, the visual representation of postsecondary instructors ready to 
collaborate—holding back, listening, and helping—needs to command as much 
respect and admiration as earlier archetypes, and we need images alongside re-
search and exposition to make these modes of interaction part of the collective 
identity of college educators. Likewise, shifting the image of students in college 
classrooms from receivers to active contributors is vital: students’ interactions 
with fellow students and with themselves are as important as their relationships 
with the subject matter and instructors (Quinlan 2016). 
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2.04
A graduate student instructor 
assists students in a 
mathematics lab at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.05
Students in an African 
studies seminar at a doctoral 
institution engage in 
discussion.
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2.06
A faculty member in 
art history at a doctoral 
institution observes as 
students in her art history 
class engage in a small group 
exercise.
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2.07
A faculty member in 
chemistry at a master’s 
institution observes as 
students in his chemistry 
recitation session work in 
small groups.
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Emotion and Learning
It is not only what students do, but how they feel, that matters a great deal. The 
emotions that colleges and universities are willing to show, or not show, telegraph 
to students important expectations about higher education, learning, and more. 
You may very well approach the images that follow, 2.08 – 2.15, with your own 
set of expectations and values. Do you gravitate toward some photographs more 
than others, based on the apparent enjoyment, pride, or intensity of emotion they 
capture? Do some of these moments seem more collegiate or more academic 
than others—more in line with what you expect college to look like? How alike 
or dissimilar are these images from what you have encountered in university and 
college brochures, advertisements, and websites? (Note that a set of photographs 
on the theme of emotion and learning, with prompts for observation and re-
flection, are included in the online resource “Close Reading and Observation 
Exercises.”)

A deeper examination of emotion in the classroom through images offers 
another window into students’ experiences. Scholars of education have advanced 
the notion that “students are not only intellectual but also social and emotional 
beings, and that these dimensions interact with the classroom climate to influence 
learning” (Ambrose et al. 2010, 156). Much past work on emotion sought and 
found associations between positive emotions—especially more activating ones 
like enjoyment, excitement, pride, and hopefulness—and desired outcomes like 
motivation, achievement, and flow experiences (Pekrun et al. 2007). Moments of 
obvious joy and success, as shown in some of the photographs in the next group 
of images, capture times when classroom activity itself seems to elicit enjoyment 
and spontaneous expressions of delight, perhaps due to a flash of insight. Indeed, 
educators and students alike hope and long for these moments.

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
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But if we are after more than a passing insight or bit of levity, we need to 
reframe conceptions of emotion in higher education. Even in comprehensive 
models of affect in learning environments, researchers admit that “the overall ef-
fects of emotions on achievement are inevitably complex” and are linked in loops 
of “reciprocal causation” with other students, teachers, predictions, experiences, 
and learning itself (Pekrun et al. 2007, 28). Emotions that are not clearly posi-
tive or negative—expressions of confusion, absorption in thought, intensity, or 
struggling to understand—may actually be important signals of deeper learning: 
“Transformative learning is often initiated when learners come up against their 
limitations, go beyond the habitual, experience the unaccustomed, meet, split, or 
break down, face dilemmas, feel insecure, or must make incalculable decisions. 
Many examples indicate that irregular courses with obstacles, breaks, problems 
and challenges encourage emotional intensity and innovation, and in this way 
also promote transformative learning” (Illeris 2014, 11). So perhaps the student 
cradling head in hand and the one with the furrowed brow on the following pag-
es bring to light necessary moments of engagement and crucial parts of learning, 
even if we are not so used to seeing them in the official photographs and repre-
sentations of postsecondary learning.

Photographs represent and convey vital information about students’ emo-
tions, learning, and authentic experiences in today’s college and university class-
rooms. As Berger reflected, “A photograph is already a message about the events 
it records. . . . At its simplest, the message, decoded, means: I have decided that 
seeing this is worth recording” (Berger 2013, 18). The images that institutional 
leaders, communications staff, and faculty choose to use, alongside text and other 
media, convey to students, their families, and the public how higher education 
matters and what it entails. It should be worth recording that students in col-
lege encounter the kind of good challenge—sometimes called “desirable diffi-
culty” (Bjork 1994)—that leads to long-term retention, deep learning, and new 
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possibilities including jobs, careers, and contributions to their communities that 
will play out over their lifetimes. It should be worth sharing the message that 
universities are places where students and their teachers experience “passionate 
thought” (Neumann 2009)—an exhilarating and downright hard place of mean-
ingful discovery. Students deserve to know that the depth of their thinking and 
feeling—in the midst of learning, not just after, and including their authentic 
expressions of curiosity, struggle, and joyful success—are all worth recording.
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2.08
A faculty member in biology 
and forestry celebrates a 
student success in his soil 
science class at a mixed 
baccalaureate/associate’s 
institution.
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2.09
A student expresses happiness 
after answering a question in 
a business class at a doctoral 
institution.



STUDENT PERSPECTIvES   |   97

2.10
Students concentrate during 
a physics exam at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.11
Students in a disability 
history class at a doctoral 
institution review articles as 
part of a class discussion.
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2.12
A faculty member in 
communications connects 
with students after class at a 
baccalaureate institution.
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2.13
Students engage in discussion 
during a writing class at a 
doctoral institution.
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2.14
Students use clickers to 
respond to questions during 
a statistics class at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.15
Students share and discuss 
writing samples during 
a professional email 
communications workshop at 
a doctoral institution.
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Views from the Back of the Class
The images explored so far in this chapter have largely provided glimpses of 
what it is like to be embedded alongside today’s students, giving those outside of 
their institutions and classes a close-up perspective. We have not yet shown much, 
though, the views from the back of the class—something instructors may rarely 
have a chance to see. In some cases, all is well at the back of the room; for exam-
ple, one technical/professional instructor at a baccalaureate institution comment-
ed, upon viewing photographs of their class, “I like the images of students taking 
notes. They show the students are engaged with the material. Especially students 
in the back of the classroom. I did not see that before.” But in other cases, images 
raise new questions, as this STEM instructor from a baccalaureate institution 
remarked: “Am I getting excited about the topic because I love it and thinking 
students are with me, but maybe they are leaning back or not as engaged?” 

It may be hard to imagine what it is like to be one among a sea of students 
in today’s universities. We offer such views in the group of photographs that fol-
lows. Based on data that institutions make public, the percentage of undergrad-
uate classes with fifty or more students at US universities ranges from as low as 
5% to over 30% (Public University Honors 2019).  Some instructors manage to 
make even large lecture halls (a frequently used term for fixed-seat auditoriums 
and a reminder of their intended use) into active, learner-centered environments. 
In others, the professor appears as a distant figure on the horizon, along with a 
chalkboard or projector screen. In these examples, it is easy to empathize with 
students in the back rows, who may not perceive their presence as vital; whether 
they slump or sleep, attempt to multitask on other work or social media, attend 
alertly or lackadaisically has no immediate impact on what happens in the room, 
even as it may be important for their long-term learning. 
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A striking number of postsecondary students are employed: in 2018, approxi-
mately 27% of US full-time students worked twenty hours or more per week, and 
that figure was 71% for US students attending college part-time (NCES 2019a, 
Table 503.40). Given these employment rates, it is impossible to know whether 
a particular lecture hall nap is a result of a night shift, an all-nighter working on 
schoolwork, or something more whimsical. Students may also experience less 
risk in the back of the room; sitting in a circle, for example, can be experienced 
as a form of increased surveillance and coercion (Brookfield 2019), and the same 
could be true for being positioned closer to the front of a lecture hall. Given the 
complexity and many demands on students’ time and attention, engaging with 
students purposefully during class through learner-centered and collaborative 
approaches, while respecting the variety of demands and experiences that they 
bring into the room, becomes even more important. 

There are deeper implications when a student’s presence does not seem to 
matter in the class. If students can find no evidence that they belong, what are 
they to conclude? Mica Estrada and colleagues note that for historically margin-
alized and minoritized students—those whose races and ethnicities have been 
and continue to be far less prevalent in higher education than in the popula-
tion at large—their “sense of belonging and connection . . . to their academic 
community is complex and often obstructed. . . . There are real consequences to 
being in an academic environment that lacks cues affirming inclusion” (Estra-
da, Eroy-Reveles, and Matsui 2018). This crisis of belonging is especially acute 
in STEM subjects, where perhaps not coincidentally, learner-centered teaching 
methods are less likely to be employed than in other fields of study. The anti-
dotes require not only using more learner-centered methods in classes of all sizes 
(Theobald et al. 2020), but also persistently communicating “kindness, dignity, 
and connection” (Estrada, Eroy-Reveles, and Matsui 2018).
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When such communication occurs, we must also show it, in STEM fields 
and all disciplines. Let us show what kindness, belonging, and trust are like in 
colleges and universities. Let us extend that belonging and trust by sharing the 
reality and poignancy of what it means to learn in college today, through photo-
graphs and otherwise.
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2.16
Students sit in rows in a large 
mathematics class at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.17
Students use laptops during 
a large economics class at a 
doctoral institution.
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2.18
Students participate in a 
physics class at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.19
Students show different levels 
of engagement in a women’s 
studies class at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.20
Students prepare to work 
in small groups during a 
neurobiology course at a 
doctoral institution.
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2.21
Students use clickers to 
answer questions during a 
statistics class at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.22
Students participate in a large 
physics class at a doctoral 
institution.
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2.23
Students take notes during a 
mechanical engineering class 
at a baccalaureate institution.
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Teaching Beyond the Frame
We began this chapter by asking you one of the opening questions that we asked 
participants in The Teaching and Learning Project when we viewed and discussed 
photographs of their classes with them. But we are also aware of what photo-
graphs leave out—what is outside of the image, the selections presented here, and 
the project as a whole. As much as photographs fill in crucial information, such as 
perspectives and perceptions of students and of learning that we might otherwise 
miss, they remain incomplete. 

This limitation emerged in our conversations with participants, too. For ex-
ample, a humanities instructor at a baccalaureate institution shared this: “I was 
thinking about how the photos reference what’s beyond the frame. That’s hard to 
know. What are people thinking? You don’t know—that’s the thing about pho-
tography. It’s almost surreal, the possibilities for what surrounds the image.” Yet in 
that same conversation, details in the photographs opened up important aspects 
of teaching beyond the frame for our shared reflection and meaning-making: the 
instructor mentioned objects and examples of students’ work in the photographs 
that connected with their lives and interests, and although he did not know ev-
erything about his students, he nevertheless valued and appreciated what they 
each brought to the classroom and how they changed the space, him, and each 
other.

Berger distills the quality that allows photographs to be so limited, yet evoke 
so much: “A photograph quotes from appearances but, in quoting, simplifies 
them. This simplification can increase their legibility. Everything depends on 
the quality of the quotation chosen” (Berger 2013, 89). The quality Berger ref-
erences requires both particularity and generalizability. We learn something new 
from images showing normally inaccessible settings like college classrooms; we 
have not seen these before. And we recognize our own victories and struggles; 
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we consider the students beyond the frame and beyond the campus, including 
those who have not had access to educational opportunities. In encountering the 
photographic quotation, we realize there is a larger system in which this snapshot 
is embedded.

We are hopeful that higher education will continue to make progress on its 
long transition from teacher-centered to learner-centered instruction with an 
accelerated pace. As we choose how to convey this change, postsecondary educa-
tors will continue to talk and write, and we should also show the change through 
images so that our collective symbols for postsecondary learning align with what 
we know, and with what students need, from their colleges and universities.
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2.24
Students engage in discussion 
during a women’s studies 
recitation session at a doctoral 
institution.
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Questions for Further Reflection
• If someone were to take photographs of your classes, do you think they 

would show a more teacher-centered environment, a more learner-cen-
tered environment, an environment based on partnership, or a combina-
tion? How would you be able to tell?

• What kinds of emotions do you observe in the photographs in this chap-
ter? How comfortable or uncomfortable are you with seeing those emo-
tions in the images? How about in your classes?

• What reactions, emotions, and thoughts arise when you view the images 
in this chapter showing views from the back of and within large classes? 
How do you think these views compare with experiences students and 
faculty have in large classes at your institution?

• Do your institutional images tend to represent learner-centered, teach-
er-centered, or partnership-based instruction? Why do you think that is 
the case, and are there differences depending on the context?

• Outside of this volume, have you found examples of institutional images 
that show emotions that are not clearly happy or celebratory? What role 
do expressions of absorption, intensity, and challenge play in your institu-
tion’s values and representations?

• What questions do these and other images raise about what’s beyond the 
frame—about larger, systemic issues faced by students and faculty in high-
er education settings?
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3.01
A page from Martin’s 
notebook, written while 
photographing an office 
hour study session at a 
doctoral institution.



CHAPTER 3

Productive Chaos
The Messy Nature of Education

It’s a little chaotic at the beginning. . . . Students are handing in 
papers, reports, and picking up . . . cards. . . . A lot of times I can joke 
around with them. I get to know them. . . . You can tell who is having 
a good day, who is having a bad day. . . . [There are] many [photos] 
where you really can’t tell what exactly is happening. . . . [I] like the 
interaction of students, the blurred hand and action.” 
—STEM instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, master’s 
institution

Paradoxically, photography’s tendency to be literal-minded, to render 
extraordinary things matter-of-factly, plays right into the fantastical. 
—Wendy Ewald (2001, 71)
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Learning Is Messy
While making photographs during an open, multi-section statistics group study 
session, I had a sudden realization about my maybe-secret purpose in The Teach-
ing and Learning Project (first-person statements in this chapter are in reference to 
Martin Springborg). At that moment, I was enveloped in a fairly chaotic scene: 
amidst hundreds of students studying for an upcoming statistics exam. Students 
had no. 2 pencils with teeth marks wedged behind their ears. Papers and calcula-
tors were handed—or thrown—across tables. Laptops were propped on end and 
held in the air for optimal group viewing. It was loud, audibly and visually. 

3.02-3.03
Sequence of two 
photographs: Students 
in a statistics course at a 
doctoral institution engage 
in discussion during an 
office hour.
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To an outsider, I’m sure this room would have appeared to be the antithesis 
of a model learning environment. But there was learning happening here. In fact, 
I paused to reflect on the beauty of the learning process I was witnessing. I asked 
myself what learning looks like, in more than a rhetorical way, jotting the note 
to myself that appears at the beginning of this chapter. Really, I thought, what 
are we led to believe learning should look like? When we think of photographs 
or any other images of teaching and learning, we most likely envision the qui-
et classrooms, libraries, and other spaces so often repeated in both Western and 
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non-Western media and art (University of Minnesota, n.d.). These old images 
we’ve held of teaching and learning, if once the standard, no longer apply. No, I 
thought, this scene playing out in front of me, this is learning. Learning is messy. 
Learning is beautiful.

Ira Shor and Paulo Freire, in A Pedagogy for Liberation, also arrived at the 
conclusion that education is inherently an aesthetic experience—“a permanent 
process of formation” and “necessarily an artistic one” (1987, 118) due to the 
creativity and holistic perception involved in such deep and personal change. 
This process also involved, for Shor and Freire, “creative disruption” and asking 
“students to reperceive their prior understandings and to practice new percep-
tions as creative learners with the teacher” (116), as well as “inviting students 
to recreate themselves as listeners and speakers” and “reinventing the visual and 
verbal aspects of the classroom [as] two ways of addressing the destructive arts of 
passive education” (117). In essence, they argued for more mess and more beauty 
in learning.

The choices made in a learning environment impact students’ whole-being 
encounters with learning and their process of becoming themselves, their for-
mation. Together, these choices and processes form an aesthetic experience—one 
that taps into the hard-to-describe realm of the beautiful, the sublime, the cha-
otic, the fascinating, the wonderous, and other qualities that are deeply felt and 
sensed, and are powerful potential sources of meaning-making. But we want to 
stay close to the images here and not get too philosophical; look up aesthetics and 
you’ll quickly get a sense of where that discussion can go. This chapter explores 
photographs where the messy and wondrous nature of teaching and learning are 
especially present, where the aesthetics of what teaching looks like are especially 
accessible, and what they might mean for our changing understanding of higher 
education. 
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3.04
A writing center director and 
faculty member in English 
hangs posters with a student 
prior to class at a doctoral 
institution.
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3.05
An arts faculty member 
at a mixed baccalaureate/
associate’s institution shuttles 
supplies during a drawing 
class.
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3.06
A student visits with a faculty 
member after a comparative 
literature course at a 
baccalaureate institution.
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3.07
Students at a doctoral 
institution participate in 
a guided study group in 
chemistry.
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In the broader collection of photographs in The Teaching and Learning Project, 
it would have been easy to make visual decisions to depict chaotic scenes like the 
ones here as just that—chaos, as in utter disorder and confusion—and convey to 
a viewer an environment of anti-learning. Instead, some of my photographs go 
the other direction and border on romanticizing these kinds of scenes and the 
learning that takes place within them—an inclination that might make sense. As 
we’ve discussed in earlier chapters, the education part of higher education hasn’t 
always been highly regarded, and we are inclined to want to show you what is 
wonderful about it.

As a photographer, I am certainly not alone in finding a sense of beauty in 
chaos. I have been inspired by American photographer Emmet Gowin, who 
found and represented in his photographs beautiful disorder and meaning in 
subjects from everyday life, in family scenes, in people aging and dying, and in 
a wide range of emotions and contexts. As Gowin—himself a university faculty 
member who taught for nearly four decades—put it, “The photograph is able 
to synthesize what is before the camera in a way that we, ourselves, cannot. The 
beauty of this synthesis would be the fact that it is a reintroduction to reality. No 
one view better than another but fresh, something we could never have dreamed 
up” (Caponigro 1998). 

In the end, I have tried with my photographs to neither portray the inherent 
disorder in teaching and learning as negative, nor idealize it as more appealing 
than it really is. Rather, I hope to show you what is real and what is beautiful; 
what is happening and what is possible. One of our participants, a technical/pro-
fessional instructor at a baccalaureate institution, captured this contradiction well, 
noting that what stood out in the photographs were the “random things in the 
classroom that drive me nuts! For example, the cleaning supplies, chairs, printers, 
the flip paper that has been there forever. I do like teaching in this classroom, 
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however, because it’s conducive to interaction. The classroom seems less formal 
because of some of the chaos or disorganization in the environment.”

This discussion, too, walks a fine line between romanticizing and avoiding 
the chaos, especially when we start talking about the nature of the beauty therein. 
It’s hard to describe a visceral, aesthetic idea in a form other than its original. It’s 
like learning: the layered complexity that emerges through interactions between 
teachers and students cultivates the kinds of contained, messy challenges that lead 
to deep growth—where students are secure enough to risk new ways of thinking 
and being, and pushed enough to need to grow. This process is necessary for civic 
discourse, understanding and addressing complex phenomena, and engaging in 
uncomfortable yet productive collaboration. Ultimately, we find beauty in the 
mess, beauty in portraying the chaos through photographs, and “beautiful risks” 
(Beghetto 2019) and courage in entering into transformative teaching and learn-
ing. Teaching and learning are anything but stifling and serene, and contemporary 
images of these activities should be just as dynamic as the acts themselves.

It is important in this endeavor to raise up the reality that not everyone finds 
a positive aesthetic experience in the facets of learning that are messy. Debra 
Busman, who teaches courses in creative writing and social action at a Hispan-
ic-serving institution with a large population of students from farm-working 
families, explains: “For these students, as well as for other first-generation stu-
dents of color and working class white students, told from the jump that they 
were not college material, the very fact of their presence at a university is a charged 
act of political resistance. . . . [Taking] control of their own narrative . . . can be 
especially risky for students whose previous success was conditioned upon the 
very premise of silence and obedience. Many students from working class school 
districts have been taught that to be a ‘good student’ meant that you were quiet, 
well-behaved, that you stayed below the radar” (Busman 2017, 49). For some 
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students, then, participating in less-structured creation and discovery in class can 
be more a source of danger than learning.

Students take risks to learn. Instructors take risks to teach. Both risk letting 
go of order and moving into what can seem like a treacherous kind of chaos, all 
for the sake of remaking themselves. To be frank, I am in awe that learning ever 
happens, but my experience photographing, and now my ability to show those 
photographs to you, convinces me otherwise.

To be fair, faculty and students do not always experience such chaos. Kimber-
ly Dark explains: “When I think of teaching, at the college and university levels 
in particular, the structure of the experience offers safety first. I make a syllabus. 
We meet at a prescribed time and place and we move through the planned ma-
terial. . . . We learn by following the examples we’ve been given, and, at first, the 
structure of the role professor is the life jacket that keeps us afloat. . . . Students do 
their job and I do mine” (2017, 26-27). Those expected structures are what many 
of the photographs in this chapter deviate away from. Rather, they may represent 
what Dark articulates as “favorite moments” in teaching: “when I have a plan, 
held loosely, a command of the material and a desire to discover more . . . how 
I just stay present—and risk failing—as I bring that material to students” (29). 
In recognizing the beautiful messiness of learning, and forgiving when it doesn’t 
work perfectly, the photographs in this chapter may give you the opportunity to 
explore in new ways your aesthetic understanding of teaching and learning.
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Teaching Within Chaos
Similar themes of beautiful, vital chaos emerge when visualizing faculty work; we 
posit that making sure to include the chaos in visual representations is important 
for several reasons. The first is clarity about entering the profession of postsec-
ondary teaching. Across the many colleges and universities, and in all manner of 
institution types photographed for The Teaching and Learning Project, the reality 
of faculty work is rarely neat and orderly. Like real images of student learning, 
institutions would probably not choose real images of faculty work to advertise 
to the general public or in faculty recruitment efforts. Yet, faculty work-life de-
picted in this project is already understood by graduate students entering this job 
market, hoping themselves to become postsecondary instructors. Either they’ve 
embraced it to some extent themselves in graduate teaching assistant roles, or 
they’ve witnessed it in their parallel work with their faculty advisors and mentors. 
In many respects, graduate students are introduced to the realities of faculty work 
as part of their education—part of the hidden curricula in all graduate programs. 
That curriculum can be made more transparent with authentic depictions of 
faculty work.

3.08
Faculty and staff observe 
as a faculty member in 
geological and planetary 
science guides students 
in an earth sciences class 
at a doctoral institution. 
View a larger version of 
this photograph on the 
book website.

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/panoramic-images/
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3.09-3.11
Sequence of three photographs: A faculty member 
in neuroscience returns graded assignments as 
students prepare to work in small groups during a 
neurobiology course at a doctoral institution.
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Part of the productive chaos of faculty work comes from the different aspects 
of what that work entails; the intertwining of those aspects are a key element of 
the creativity and flexibility that many faculty members experience and that draw 
them to higher education settings, but it also introduces complexity. Photographs 
in this project depict the trilogy of faculty work: teaching, service, and scholarship 
(Kelly 2019). These distinct but related parts of the job are more or less noticeable 
at some institution types than others, but are nevertheless present everywhere. 
Teaching includes instruction and extends beyond the classroom to office hours, 
advising, and other forms of student engagement. Service encompasses faculty 
commitments to the institution such as committee assignments, leadership roles, 
and peer review. Scholarship signals the generation of new knowledge; it informs 
teaching and contributes to broader academic and public conversations through 
research in one’s field, creative work, publications, the scholarship of teaching 
and learning (SoTL), and other contributions. The lines between these different 
aspects of faculty work are rarely distinct; they are more like the overlapping 
bubbles of a Venn diagram, but blurred and fuzzy. Depicting these facets through 
photographs acknowledges and helps make sense of the importance of all three.

You have been engaging with photographic portrayals of teaching through-
out this volume. Here, that work itself may look more disordered. Wiebe et al., 
in their introduction to an edited volume that brings together postsecondary 
educators’ narratives of how their selves and identities come into play in their 
teaching, noted that “differences in teaching styles, methods, and philosophies 
. . . can appear chaotic and messy” (vii). They advise us to “resist the temptation 
to . . . reduce teaching to tidy boxes and neat platitudes that emphasize only our 
commonness,” and instead to shine light on “our ways of being in teaching, our 
differences and our commonness [that] come together in a shared sense of hu-
manity” (vii). Wiebe and co-editors sought to illuminate the messiness of teach-
ing through postsecondary educators’ stories. Here, we do so through images, 
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which bring a unique power and communicative potential into the complexity 
of college and university teaching.

Photographs of faculty engaged in important non-instructional aspects of 
their work also break down popular culture’s portrayal of professors and their 
workdays. The myth is that they spend a couple of hours in contact with their 
students and the rest of their time thinking deeply in idyllic silence. This popular 
misconception—that faculty only teach, and do so in not that many hours of the 
day or week—sometimes makes it difficult for those working within higher ed-
ucation to communicate with those who work in other sectors, to answer ques-
tions from, say, legislators who make decisions about higher education funding. 
Questions, like “why can’t you just tell faculty what to do?” miss the deep sense 
of care among faculty and administrators alike, and those asking these questions 
seem ignorant of the gravity of responsibility through collaborative governance 
and the value of faculty scholarship as part of academics’ identity and life’s work. 
The photographs of The Teaching and Learning Project help illuminate these rarely 
seen aspects of faculty work, chaotic as these may sometimes be. And in that il-
lumination, they give us a more honest portrayal of higher education—one that 
may help introduce the work of postsecondary faculty, along with its relevance, 
to the public conversation.
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3.12
A faculty member in 
biostatistics facilitates a 
class discussion at a doctoral 
institution.
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3.13
Students retrieve graded 
assignments after a physics 
class at a doctoral institution.
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3.14
A faculty member in dance 
leads students in a modern 
dance class at a doctoral 
institution.
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3.15
Students stretch during a 
modern dance class at a 
doctoral institution.
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3.16
Students compare work 
during a mathematics lab at a 
doctoral institution.
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3.17
Students engage in discussion 
during a statistics office hour 
at a doctoral institution.
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3.18
Specimens in a geology 
classroom at a doctoral 
institution.
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3.19
Multiple overlapping 
exposures show students 
working in teams during 
an earth sciences class at a 
doctoral institution.
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3.20
A student solves problems on 
a dry-erase wall in a writing 
center at a doctoral institution.
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3.21
A faculty member in 
chemistry references notes 
during a chemistry class at a 
doctoral institution.
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3.22
Students present work in a 
photography class at a doctoral 
institution.
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3.23
A faculty member in 
kinesiology guides students 
in a martial arts class at a 
baccalaureate institution.
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3.24
Students analyze plant 
samples during a population 
biology class at a doctoral 
institution.
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3.25
Students work during a 
chemical engineering lab at a 
doctoral institution.
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Questions for Further Reflection
• What are your beliefs about how orderly or messy teaching and learning 

should be? How do you think those beliefs might influence your approach 
to teaching?

• To what extent do the images that portray teaching and learning in your 
institution embrace or hide any of the untidy aspects of teaching? In what 
ways are these representations helpful or unhelpful?

• When might instructors and students need more order and organization 
and when might exploring some degree of chaos or disorder be helpful? 
Why?

• What aspects of teaching do you consider to be beautiful? What might the 
benefits be for instructors and institutions if there were greater recogni-
tion of the ways in which teaching and learning can be exquisite?



4.01
Students watch a video in a medical ethics class at an associate’s 
institution.



CHAPTER 4

The Physical and  
Technological Environment
The Where and How of Teaching

The classroom, with all its limitations, remains a location of possibility. 
—bell hooks (1994, 207)

Learning activities are always about more than the space; and space 
is always about more than just the learning activities that go on in it.
  —Jos Boys (2011, 85)
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Compromises and Collisions
In higher education, few topics will start a heated discussion as quickly as park-
ing, space, and technology. Parking is beyond our scope, but space and technology 
figure prominently in the photographs of The Teaching and Learning Project. While 
US higher education headlines over the past decade highlight large private do-
nations and the new buildings, classrooms, labs, and technologies they have made 
possible, Martin rarely photographed in brand-new spaces. He did not set out 
to avoid them; they simply weren’t dominant in the project’s sampling of classes, 
meetings, and events. The contrast between shiny new campus spaces—promi-
nent in press coverage, fundraising, and admissions materials—and the long-de-
ferred maintenance, much-needed upgrades, and hodgepodge nature of behind-
the-scenes classrooms and offices (Marcus 2016) is reflected in the photographs.

Despite these contrasts between new and old, the message in the images 
is predominantly not one of limitation and decline. Rather, I come away with 
appreciation for the complex interplay between spaces, technologies, and the 
people who teach and learn with and within them (first-person statements in 
this chapter are in reference to Cassandra Volpe Horii). The choices that instruc-
tors and students make together to challenge apparent constraints and create the 
kinds of environments and interactions that foster deep learning and collabora-
tion are particularly compelling.

Higher education, though, can get a little stuck thinking that outdated spaces 
and technologies mean nothing has changed. A particular mid-fourteenth-cen-
tury illustration that has been included in many lectures, blogs, theses, and pub-
lications on the state of modern education is a ready example (e.g., Pinker-
ton 2016; Vikberg 2012; Bates 2019). Apart from the robes, hats, parchment, and 
quills, the illustration has become an icon of sorts because of its familiarity: in it, 
a professor speaks from a podium to university students in the tiered rows of a 
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lecture hall; some pay rapt attention, while others appear to have dozed off, be-
come distracted by personal technology (their parchments and quills), or started 
chatting with one another. The illustration is often used to make the point that 
higher education is painfully slow to change.

Certainly, we find examples of all these familiar tropes in photographs of col-
lege and university classrooms—you will see them, too. But these familiar clichés 
are not the whole story. We also see teachers and students adapting and altering 
expectations for and uses of classrooms and technologies in ways that range from 
mundane workarounds to inspired innovations. We see the visual traces of the 
relationships between teaching and learning, and the physical space and tech-
nologies in and through which they occur, defined by “compromises, collisions, 
and unexpected outcomes” (Boys 2011, 35). More than anything, we see a future 
in which educators and learners deliberately embrace the possibility of entering 
learning spaces together, be they physical or virtual, with mutual transformation 
in mind.

As you encounter the photographs from a variety of postsecondary teaching 
and learning settings that follow, consider what aspects of space and technology 
stand out to you; how the people in them appear to use, adapt, or adapt to them; 
and to what extent they seem to support or hinder teaching and learning.
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4.02
A faculty member in 
chemistry speaks to students 
in a chemistry class at a 
baccalaureate institution.
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4.03
A faculty member in 
mechanical engineering 
gestures to her presentation 
in a thermal science class at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.04
A faculty member in biology 
speaks with students during a 
biology class at an associate’s 
institution.
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4.05
Students in a religious studies 
class at a doctoral institution 
track a presentation projected 
to multiple locations in the 
classroom.
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4.06
A graduate teaching assistant 
works with students during a 
physics recitation section at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.07
A graduate student leads a 
chemistry study group at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.08
A faculty member in art 
demonstrates a technique to a 
student in a drawing class at 
an associate’s institution.
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Learning Spaces
Some learning spaces convey their purpose at a glance. In addition to painted 
and printed titles labeling rooms by department, we find easels in studio art, min-
eral specimens in geology, music stands in performance, and Bunsen burners in 
chemistry. In some cases, such as the science suite in image 4.04, the glass-walled 
classrooms also communicate institutional values and goals: the physical trans-
parency of the learning space allows anyone walking by to view the activities, 
people, and learning happening inside. Creating a transparent space, it is hoped, 
leads to a transparent educational experience, in which students have ready access 
to learning opportunities, an understanding of their purpose, and an ability to see 
themselves doing science (Winkelmes, Boye, and Tapp 2019). But learning spaces 
are not obligated to tell us what they are for or why they matter; rather, educa-
tional spaces and the people who teach and learn within are in two-way rela-
tionships. Put another way, “we make the space and the space makes us” (Doorley 
and Witthoft 2012, 158), or in recent architectural thinking, “meaning-making 
occurs through the activation of space by our bodies . . . space and its occupation 
are not separate or in a behaviorist stimuli-response relationship, but endlessly 
informing and influencing each other” (Boys 2011, 6). 

A ubiquitous kind of higher education space, the lecture hall, allows us to 
explore such relationships. An auditorium with fixed seats in rows, all facing 
forward, conveys certain structural messages: the teacher is in charge; students’ 
attention belongs at the front of the room; students generally stay seated and have 
little need for interaction. Such messages can be as frustrating for teachers as they 
are oppressive for students. One STEM instructor at a bachelor’s institution felt 
trapped: “I’m limited in how far I can move because of the setup. I spend a lot 
of time at the podium because that’s where the computer is. . . . The little slice of 
chalkboard between screen and podium is where I do most of my writing.” An-
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other STEM professor from a doctoral institution put their frustration this way: 
“From the student’s perspective, I’m dwarfed by the slide and screen. In my mind, 
I always think ‘there’s the professor.’ In reality, ‘there’s the slide!’ . . . I hate it for 
teaching. It looks like a movie theater—big screen, passive learning. . . . Ideally, it’s 
less about me and more about students interacting.” While fixed seats and huge 
screens may not communicate an educational ideal, in The Teaching and Learning 
Project photographs, what instructors and students decide to do in a space often 
dances with such expectations in unexpected ways—sometimes in alignment, 
sometimes at odds, rarely static. As you view the next group of images, notice 
how teachers and students work within and around the messages conveyed by 
the space: are they conforming, rebelling, or adjusting? How can you tell?
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4.09
A faculty member in 
chemistry annotates a 
presentation during a 
chemistry class at a doctoral 
institution.
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4.10
A student in the back of a 
chemistry class at a doctoral 
institution raises a hand to 
ask a question.
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4.11
A faculty member in 
chemistry engages students in 
small group discussion during 
a large chemistry class at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.12
Students in a large chemistry 
class at a doctoral institution 
engage in small group 
discussion.
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The question of our physical presence—of human bodies together in a room, 
for the purpose of learning—is an important one. How we position ourselves 
and relate physically in classrooms carries and creates meaning, value, and power. 
As bell hooks reflected:

Teachers may insist that it doesn’t matter whether you stand be-
hind the podium or the desk, but it does. I remember in my early 
teaching days that when I first tried to move out from behind the 
desk, I felt really nervous. I remember thinking, “This really is about 
power. I really do feel more ‘in control’ when I’m behind the podi-
um or behind the desk than when I’m walking toward my students, 
standing close to them. . .” Acknowledging that we are bodies in 
the classroom has been important for me, especially in my efforts to 
disrupt the notion of professor as omnipotent, all-knowing mind. 
(1994, 138)

In Teaching to Transgress, hooks shared these thoughts in dialogue with philoso-
pher Ron Scapp, who responded to the idea of teachers occupying space in less 
hierarchical ways: “You bring with you a certain kind of potential. . . . As we 
come physically close, suddenly what I have to say is not coming from behind 
this invisible line. . . . As people move around it becomes more evident that we 
work in the classroom” (138). Moreover, we engage in shared work in the class-
room, teachers and students alike—a quality that contributes to the classroom as 
“a location of possibility” (207).

Take another moment to sit with the images on the preceding pages. What 
do you feel when the professor is far away and students are passive? When she is 
close by and engaged? When she is somewhere else, and students’ peer-to-peer 
interactions are in focus? Certainly, the room, along with the technology, shaped 
aspects of what happened in this classroom, but the temporary occupants have 
also found ways around and between its constraints, arranging themselves to 
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engage, learn, and subvert some of the expectations about teaching and learn-
ing built into the space itself. (Note that photographs 4.09 – 4.12 and associat-
ed prompts for observation and reflection are included in the online resource 
“Close Reading and Observation Exercises.”

On college and university campuses today, the act of “breaching” (Boys 2011, 
173) the apparent expectations of the physical space holds particular significance. 
Evidence about what forms of teaching best promote learning in higher edu-
cation has grown markedly over the past several decades. From an educational 
research perspective, it is now clear: well-implemented teaching methods that 
engage students in some form of interactive or collaborative work in the class-
room—on their own or interspersed with segments of lecture—tend to result in 
increased learning, often with quantitatively larger benefits for marginalized stu-
dents, such as those with identities and backgrounds disproportionately excluded 
from higher education (Theobald et al. 2020; Freeman et al. 2014). Researchers 
propose a variety of mechanisms for the documented effectiveness of this family 
of active learning methods, including helping students connect new learning to 
what they already know, prompting students to practice recall and application of 
concepts, and enhancing a sense of belonging (Ambrose et al. 2010). 

Over the past several decades, colleges and universities have been designing 
and building some classrooms with active learning in mind; these spaces often 
have moveable tables and chairs, allowing student groups to gather around tables 
facing one another. They may not have a single, fixed room orientation, and 
they allow teachers to move among groups of students. But research suggests it 
is not the space itself that improves learning; rather it is what happens inside that 
matters (Stoltzfus and Libarkin 2016). That is not to say that learning spaces are 
inconsequential; in fact, room setup may contribute to shifting teachers’ meth-
ods and beliefs, as well as to institutional efforts to change the overall culture of 
teaching and learning (Talbert and Mor-Avi 2019). Whether supported by the 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
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format of the learning space or in contrast to it, the choices of the people in the 
learning spaces are crucial. 

Due to the relatively long lifetime of built environments like classrooms, 
instructors and students entering today’s and tomorrow’s learning spaces, rede-
signed or not, may need to work purposefully against the physical forms and ar-
rangements that they find. Moreover, during a day in the life of a typical college 
classroom, a single room may host lectures, discussions, student group projects, 
adjunct faculty office hours, student club meetings, and faculty or administrative 
committee meetings. It will host these functions regardless of what is inside, and 

4.13
A faculty member in 
mathematics assists 
students during a large 
mathematics class at a 
doctoral institution.
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except for those classes with specialized or unique equipment, how the room is 
used will be based largely on the implicit or deliberate choices of people who 
attend.

Borrowing a term from computer science and popular culture, chemistry 
professor John Pollard found purpose in implementing intentional classroom 
“hacks” at the University of Arizona. Starting out, Pollard tried to implement 
active, collaborative strategies in crowded lecture halls, but found that the “class-
room space was working against me.” When trying to circulate among students, 
he and the instructional team could not interact with most of the students due 
to the layout (John Pollard, interview with author, December 7, 2020). Pollard 
worked with colleagues on campus to find alternatives and ended up collaborat-
ing with the library, technology support, the teaching and learning center, and 
the provost to take over a large, open space with temporary equipment and pilot 
a new format. Echoing bell hooks’s reflections, Pollard describes his early days 
teaching there: 

I brought my entire class in there one day; there were pillars with 
temporary monitors on them, rented round tables everywhere, and 
screens set up around the room. I remember the first day of class in 
that space—it was such a different experience to be in the center of 
this huge group of students. I put the microphone on and remem-
ber feeling very uncomfortable, thinking “this was a bad idea,” but 
it worked well. The ability to sit at a table with students, to be on 
the same level, completely changed my engagement with students. 
It’s like eating together and having a great conversation that you 
don’t want to stop; it has transformed what it means to gather stu-
dents together. (Interview with author, December 7, 2020)

Pollard’s creative ways around the limitations of traditional learning spaces 
sparked enthusiasm for changing not only classroom methods, but the entire 
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undergraduate chemistry curriculum. The institution eventually took note of 
the impressive results and created over forty redesigned active learning class-
rooms (Talanquer and Pollard 2017). Pollard explains the long-lasting impacts 
on teachers, too: “Space matters. It’s been the most effective and transformative 
tool to help faculty move toward evidence-based instruction. Suddenly instead 
of working against you, the space is working with you” (interview with author, 
December 7, 2020). Changing the space does not lead directly to changes in 
teaching, but rather, an array of complex interactions; altered learning spaces 
may express changing beliefs of teachers and students, advance commitments 

4.14
A faculty member in 
music conducts during a 
music class at a doctoral 
institution.
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to equity and inclusion, mobilize interest in exploring educational approaches, 
and support long-term adoption of new methods, even in the face of challenges 
(Knaub et al. 2016; Mulcahy, Cleveland, and Aberton 2015; Strijbos, Kirschner, 
and Martens 2004).

Through photographs of learning spaces, we have started to see them not so 
much as the walls, chairs, items, surfaces, and arrangements within, but as starting 
points for choices made by instructors and students together. The process of re-
designing learning spaces is as important as the results.
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4.15
A faculty member in 
applied behavior analysis 
at a doctoral institution 
conducts a discussion-
based class outside.

4.16
A faculty member in 
sociology conducts a class 
in an outdoor courtyard 
at a doctoral institution.
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Connecting through Technology
Technology can be novel and exciting, even in higher education, but at the core 
it should be useful. Postsecondary instructors may have access to a wide variety of 
things—ranging from physical items like erasable chalkboards and whiteboards, 
to digital devices like computers and tablets, to online applications and platforms 
like learning management systems and simulation software—each with char-
acteristics that enable and even prompt certain kinds of usefulness when em-
ployed to support learning, sometimes called “affordances” (Strijbos, Kirschner, 
and Martens 2004). As Derek Bruff aptly put it, “We should be intentional in 
how we use technology, looking for ways the technology can support student 
learning” (2019, 2).

We see in the photographs of The Teaching and Learning Project examples of 
classroom technological environments that are layered and nuanced. Sometimes, 
frankly, they’re a mess—dangling and tangled cords, old-school overhead pro-
jectors next to high-tech digital screens, and different generations of technology 
in the foreground and distance, with ubiquitous coffee cups and water bottles 
regularly endangering old and new devices. In one of the images that follows 
(4.17), a student works at a chalkboard while referring to a smartphone. Did the 
instructor ask students to bring their smartphones to the board? Possibly, but 
it seems just as likely that the chalkboard was there, a built-in technology well 
suited for simultaneous collaboration, display, and spatial arrangement of many 
concepts and ideas, and smartphones were a familiar way of accessing informa-
tion beyond the room. Teachers and learners use what is intuitive and familiar in 
new combinations to get the job done, sometimes resulting in unexpected and 
seemingly awkward arrangements that nevertheless work.

In contrast, instructors may tend to avoid trendy or flashy classroom technol-
ogies that are too fussy and difficult to use in real teaching life. One institution 
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I know installed smartboards, combination computer and whiteboard devices 
mounted on walls, in dozens of classrooms, at not a small cost, and found that few 
instructors used them because they were hard to set up and operate—a pattern 
others have observed as well (Boys 2011, 97). Recall Lee Shulman’s reflections 
on the complexity and near impossibility of teaching discussed in chapter 1, then 
add a finicky computer, a touch panel with multiple views controlling lights, 
screens, inputs, and outputs, and some new and unfamiliar software; it is easy to 
feel the potential for instructor and student overload. Attention is a commodity, 
and given the importance of focusing on student learning, we understand why 
technology use may be driven by what works most easily and reliably. For new 
technologies that have compelling features but take significant practice, instruc-
tors benefit from play spaces, both physical and virtual, away from students and 
outside of the teaching term, ideally supported by training, guidance, and access 
to instructional design and technology experts to answer their questions.

What we love the most in these learning-teaching-technology images are 
the moments where students are connecting over, around, and through technol-
ogy. The reality in college and university classrooms is that students bring what 
they have, including different brands and models of phones, tablets, and laptops; 
instructors must be ready to make whatever learning activities they have work 
with that great variety, and institutions should provide technology to students 
who need it. As discussed in chapter 2, emotion plays a crucial role in learning; 
in order to be useful, technologies must be able to facilitate not only exchange of 
information, but also students’ “affective encounters” (Boys 2011, 91). We often 
see sheets of paper—notes, worksheets, scratch paper—lending their reliable sur-
faces, ready for annotation and easy sharing alongside digital technologies. 

As you interact with the photographs that follow, images 4.17 – 4.21, take 
special note of the technologies that you find in the foreground and background 
alike, how they are employed by students and teachers, and the connections be-
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tween and among learners and instructors that you observe. (These photographs 
and prompts are included in the online resource “Close Reading and Observa-
tion Exercises.”)

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
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4.17
Students share key points 
from a group discussion 
during a women’s studies 
discussion section at a doctoral 
institution.
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4.18
Students use clickers to 
anonymously respond to 
questions during a physics 
class at a doctoral institution.
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4.19
Students engage in various 
ways during an economics 
class at a doctoral institution.
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4.20
Students engage in small 
group work during a 
chemistry class at a doctoral 
institution.
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4.21
Students work together during 
an information systems and 
technology class at a doctoral 
institution.



182   |   WHAT TEACHING LOOKS LIKE

Distance and Disruption
My perception of these images has shifted since COVID-19. As campuses with 
significant in-person educational programs, including my own, moved all teaching 
and learning online, some of our most taken-for-granted technologies when on 
campus became our biggest challenges. In particular, the ease of working together 
on a shared surface (paper, chalkboard, screen), concurrent with the immersive 
communication of in-person interaction, was especially difficult to recreate with 
available online tools. We patched together software and equipment, shipping items 
to students and arranging no-contact pickup for instructors as needed; we were 
fortunate to be able to do so, as this financial investment was not feasible in all 
institutions and regions. Students turned to non-educational messaging and collab-
oration platforms from business, video gaming, and other sectors. Training for and 
discussions among instructors prompted sharing practices among many who had 
never before taught online. We found a way, but with far fewer of the affective en-
counters that make postsecondary learning the textured, supportive, and immersive 
experience we know and want it to be. 

Of course, teachers have been teaching and students have been learning on-
line for decades; the key disruption due to the COVID-19 pandemic was that, 
suddenly, the great majority had no other choice. In 2018, 35% of the over 19.6 
million students enrolled in degree-granting postsecondary institutions in the 
United States took at least one distance course, typically delivered via online 
technologies (NCES 2019a, table 311.15). As colleges and universities are noto-
riously slow to change, going from about one-third of students studying some 
online to well over three-quarters of students studying mostly or completely 
online during the pandemic (Hess 2020) is an epic shift. Because online courses 
were historically offered less by some institutions than others, this change also 
caused institutions that had few or no online offerings before the pandemic to 
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suddenly spin up the infrastructure to function fully online (Burns and McCor-
mack 2020). It also means that quite a few faculty who had never taught a fully 
or partially online course did so in 2020-2021 (Lederman 2019, 2020).

The photographs of The Teaching and Learning Project explore various modes 
of distance learning, including those in the next group of images (4.22 – 4.26), 
which show courses with remote participants joining via videoconference and 
instructors teaching online from home, alongside their families, pets, and house-
hold activities. However, the full range of experiences with online education is 
not shown; these photos sample relatively privileged remote and home envi-
ronments with adequate technology and internet service, which is not the case 
for many students and is an ongoing barrier to equity (Lederman 2020). As you 
contemplate these photographs, we ask you to hold in your mind, too, what is 
not in the frame: parents of young children, who may need to teach and learn 
from home while caregiving; students lacking personal computers; students with 
inadequate internet at home, struggling to access courses on mobile phones, 
sometimes studying in parking lots near free Wi-Fi signals. The downsides of dis-
tance education’s flexibility and access include distraction, burnout, and inequity.

The Teaching and Learning Project photographs could inform the development 
of new educational technologies, as they highlight the distinct need for affec-
tive, personal connection. We need, for example, technologies that enable better 
eye contact during videoconferencing, applications that support multi-stream 
collaboration without forcing a choice between sharing emotion and sharing 
content, and ways to interact online that give participants the feeling of being 
part of a community, rather than the isolation of appearing as one of many tiny 
boxes. Those and other functions also need to be accessible across commonly 
used platforms, without expensive add-on equipment; until internet access be-
comes universally available regardless of income or geography, they must also 
not rely on excessive bandwidth. In a world where postsecondary teaching may 
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be interrupted by natural disasters, more frequent severe weather due to climate 
change, and outbreaks of disease, knowing that teaching and learning can contin-
ue through adequate, effective technologies is more critical than ever.
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4.22
A remote guest speaker joins 
a communications class at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.23
A faculty member in 
management at a doctoral 
institution prepares for 
students in her project 
management class to 
collaborate remotely with 
students from another 
institution.
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4.24
A faculty member in business 
administration at a master’s 
institution teaches online 
as her son works on his 
homework.
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4.25-4.26
Sequence of two 
photographs: A faculty 
member in business 
administration at a 
master’s institution 
teaches online.
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Unstaging the Future
The Teaching and Learning Project encountered several spaces purposely made to 
stay unfixed, raw, and changeable, with elements designed to be transformed over 
and over again with and by students and educators. These spaces open up a po-
tentially powerful vision for future postsecondary teaching space and technology.

Unlike the active learning classrooms discussed earlier, these rooms not only 
have moveable tables and chairs, but often have reconfigurable walls and par-
titions, feature flexible vertical and horizontal display areas for students’ work, 
and may be set up with zones for different kinds of learning activities such as 
discussion, individual or small group work, use of computers or other equip-
ment, and extended forms of physical making and exploration through models, 
artifacts, experiments, and prototypes. In the photographs that follow, images 
4.27 – 4.31, these unstaged spaces were used for graphic design and architecture 
classes, though I have also been involved in the use of unconventional, blank 
slate learning spaces to explore new formats and modes of teaching in the social 
sciences and STEM fields, and they may be just as relevant in the humanities and 
other areas.

Having so many degrees of freedom in a learning environment may seem 
daunting. However, an unstaged space does not need to remain completely am-
biguous—aspects can be temporarily fixed to support student exploration of 
new and more complex modes of thinking and discovery, as you see in the pho-
tographs of students interacting with each other and with work in progress. The 
difference is the intentionality: unstaged spaces may prompt instructors to make 
conscious decisions about configuration and technologies. They also allow for 
the possibility that some of those choices involve the current students. Such class-
rooms embody the complex interplay we have been exploring, almost requiring 
that the people involved in teaching and learning consider themselves as physical 
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beings and humans in relationship; that they help shape the space and technolo-
gy; and that the space and technology in turn activate and support their learning 
and discovery. Unstaged spaces make it clear that “learning activities are . . . about 
more than the space; . . . Space is . . . about more than just the learning activities” 
(Boys 2011, 85). They are also well suited to the gradual untethering of technol-
ogy through greater wireless access and modularity that we are experiencing in 
the twenty-first century, and they make room for a future of as-yet-unknown de-
velopments in the research on learning. No classroom can make learning happen, 
but perhaps we can think of radically flexible spaces as important and purposeful 
parts of the ecosystem of higher education classrooms and technologies.



THE PHYSICAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL ENvIRONMENT   |   191

4.27-4.28
Sequence of two images: 
A faculty member in 
graphic design facilitates 
critique during a 
typography class at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.29
Students work independently 
during a typography class at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.30
Students work independently 
during a design class at a 
doctoral institution.
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4.31
Students listen to peer 
presentations during a design 
class at a doctoral institution.
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Questions for Further Reflection
• As you reflect on the spaces in which you teach, consider what you think 

these spaces communicate or imply about the nature of teaching and 
learning. To what extent has your teaching aligned with, adapted to, or 
breached the apparent expectations built into the space? 

• Think of a time when your use of technology in teaching seemed partic-
ularly effective or conducive to learning for your students. If you were to 
see photographs of that time, what might you notice about the way the 
technology was used?

• In what ways do educational development offerings at your institution 
assume that space dictates activities? In what ways do or could they en-
courage instructors to hack or breach the apparent expectations built into 
teaching spaces and technologies?

• Who makes decisions about teaching spaces and technologies at your 
institution? Are they informed by visual representations of current uses, 
alongside other data and evidence? How might such visual evidence com-
plement the decision-making process?



5.01
A medical student at a doctoral institution works with a patient 
at a free clinic as part of a service learning program.



CHAPTER 5

Beyond Campus
Teaching and Learning in Context

Seasoned practitioners don’t always . . . perform [like a] textbook. . . . 
Clinical skills, versus other knowledge, are best lived or learned in the 
clinic. 
—technical/professional instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, 
doctoral institution 

[The students] have an understanding of how their design has an 
impact on the people they are trying to help. . . . They know that 
these people have loved ones. . . . It’s challenging, but if I could, I 
would definitely do this every semester. 
—STEM instructor and participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, doctoral 
institution
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Off the Campus Map
Through photographs in preceding chapters, we have visited and reflected on 
many of the places within college and university campuses where teaching and 
learning occur, including classrooms of many kinds, neat and chaotic alike. But a 
college or university is more than its campus, and learning extends well outside 
the lines of the campus map. Institutions are part of their communities; students 
and faculty learn and collaborate with nonprofit and civic organizations, K-12 
schools, and a wide range of employers. As central as classroom-based learning 
is, these partnerships, when structured well, become crucial for postsecondary 
institutions and for their larger communities. Campus-community partnerships 
create new pathways for access to higher education and ensure that the education 
offered is authentic, relevant, and embracing of complexity.

As physical campuses emptied during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the 
roles of physical campuses came into question; some argued against their ability 
to endure in their current forms (e.g., Taparia 2020; McKenzie 2019; DeVaney 
2020). This questioning arrived alongside high-profile US institutional closures 
and consolidations in recent years, reflecting economic and demographic forces 
already straining finances within the higher education sector in the United States 
(Education Dive 2020; Butrymowicz and D’Amato 2020)—phenomena that are 
shared, to varying degrees, with institutions in the UK, Australia, and elsewhere 
that are facing enrollment disruptions and budget shortfalls due to the coro-
navirus pandemic (Witze 2020). In this chapter, as you see how postsecondary 
institutions intertwine with their communities through examples in the United 
States, it is an opportunity to reflect on and become clearer about the purpose 
of college and university campuses more broadly—not as isolated enclaves, but 
as organizations that support productive, contextual learning benefitting not just 
students, but also neighbors, families, institutions, businesses, and communities. 
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Learning in the Community
Learning that brings postsecondary students together with community partners, 
usually through structured coursework with guidance and mentorship from col-
lege or university faculty, has several names in the United States, including service 
learning, field-based experiential learning, and community-based learning. These 
approaches have been heralded as “high impact practices” due to their association 
with student success broadly, and more specifically for their contributions to deep 
learning, the kind where students “integrate, synthesize, and apply knowledge . . . 
understand themselves in relation to others and the larger world, and . . . acquire 
the intellectual tools and ethical grounding to act with confidence for the bet-
terment of the human condition” (Kuh 2008, 17). It is no wonder that in recent 
years, such learning experiences have extended beyond settings where they were 
first implemented, such as health and education, to new applications including 
computer science hack-a-thons, urban studies projects, environmental fieldwork, 
and business and design projects (e.g., Lara and Lockwood 2016; Brail 2013).

This type of learning can help to resolve apparent tensions between the ideal 
of a liberal education and the practical need for career preparation. Communi-
ty-based learning supports students’ development of deep and broad critical think-
ing, grounded in real-world experiences, which are frequently among the intended 
outcomes of a liberal education; at the same time, US employers report being 
more likely to hire recent graduates with such experiences due to their confi-
dence in the way these experiences contribute to employers’ top-tier desired skills, 
including communication, critical thinking, ethical judgment, teamwork, and 
real-world applications (Hart Research Associates 2018). The positive impacts of 
community-based learning and service learning programs on student success in 
US higher education are well researched and extend to students’ professional and 
social development (Trager 2020). Having engaged my own students in service 
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learning, I can personally attest to those positive impacts (first-person statements 
in this chapter are in reference to Martin Springborg). For example, students in 
one of my photography courses could choose a service learning project teaching 
high school students about documentary photography. Those high school stu-
dents could, as a result, incorporate photography into their volunteer work with 
younger kids and other organizations. Some of my most accomplished students 
took part in this and other service learning partnerships, and a few of them went 
on to transfer to prestigious universities. The rough diagram pictured in figure 
5.02 illustrates how this train-the-trainer model worked with our institution, 
Inver Hills Community College (IHCC), connecting with a community partner, 

5.02
An impromptu 
illustration of a service 
learning program at an 
associate’s institution.
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Fresh Force, which in turn coordinated volunteers at many school sites across 
the region.

Such positive impacts are also recognized by faculty and students at insti-
tutions across the United States. The national Campus Compact, the “only na-
tional higher education association dedicated solely to campus-based civic en-
gagement,” lists 1,022 member institutions, each providing community-based 
learning programs and opportunities (Campus Compact, n.d.). I’ve made pho-
tographs of service learning courses at several institutions. Some of these courses 
were especially fitting of one institution’s Jesuit focus, where the service learning 
program is devoted to carrying out the mission of positive community involve-
ment and impact; elsewhere, service learning courses enabled colleges and uni-
versities to connect with and contribute to their surrounding communities and 
engage students in applied learning.

5.03
Students in a sociology 
class at a doctoral 
institution serve at a 
community food shelf.
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In order to document service learning courses, I worked with staff from both 
centers for teaching and learning and well-established service learning programs. 
Many of my images from these courses illustrate the institutions’ deep roots of 
service to the community and the rich learning experiences that emerge from 
those traditions; in some cases they are embedded across the curriculum. The 
images show engineering faculty and students visiting sites to evaluate their pro-
totype designs in use by children with disabilities. They show students treating 
patients at a local free clinic. They show students preparing food and serving 
those in the community who are in need of a hot meal. The images emphasize 
human connections with community members that simply cannot be replicated 
or approximated within the physical borders of a campus. As you spend time 
with images 5.04 – 5.07, consider how the service part of the learning comes 
through in the photographs. (These photographs and prompts, with several oth-
ers from this chapter, are included in the online resource “Close Reading and 
Observation Exercises.”)

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
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5.04-5.05
Sequence of two 
photographs: A faculty 
member in engineering 
at a doctoral institution 
works with her students 
at a community 
organization for children 
with disabilities, where 
children use adaptive 
learning tools designed by 
the students.
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5.06
Medical students at a doctoral 
institution work with a 
patient at a free clinic as part 
of a service learning program.
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5.07
A faculty member in 
physician assistant studies at 
a doctoral institution with a 
patient at a free clinic as part 
of a service learning program.
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There is much more going on than you might notice on first viewing these 
images. These service learning experiences entail more than committing to and 
providing service, and more than simply applying classroom or textbook ideas in 
new settings—they involve complex negotiations and networks of support. Stu-
dents may be navigating new dimensions of their identities, for example, as future 
members of a profession. In an interview for The Teaching and Learning Project, one 
faculty member involved in guiding students’ community-based learning ob-
served: “Professionalism . . . it’s something to talk about it, but another to practice 
it. Tools [and] uniforms mean something. Junior practitioners are wearing them, 
[others] are not.” This instructor went on to reflect on the multiple layers of 
observing, modeling, and relationship-building happening in community-based 
settings: “Students get to see their own teachers practicing. . . . They listen to how 
their teachers interact with [community members], how they address their con-
cerns [and] develop rapport. Sometimes that observation is better than hearing 
the teacher try to describe this.” 

Service and community-based learning also has the potential to support 
postsecondary students’ exploration and integration of identity and values. At 
Caltech, the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Outreach found that students 
participating in community-based learning with local public K-12 schools not 
only gained skills in teaching, communication, and deeper understanding of their 
STEM studies, but also reported enhanced patience, reflection on their growth 
and change while in college, and awareness of unearned socioeconomic privileg-
es that helped some of them succeed in STEM fields. Cassandra and colleagues 
understand these developments as part of the formation of students’ identities, 
including their reflection on the social context for scientific learning and work, 
as well as the importance of partnership and collaboration with communities 
(Horii and Aiken 2013). Other institutions have purposefully embedded com-
munity engagement in courses within general education and various disciplines, 
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such as one college’s required ethics and diversity course, where this form of 
learning encouraged “connections between one’s ethical values and one’s actions 
in our diverse world” and “deeper engagement with the cultural, social, and other 
organizational systems that bind communities together” (Caldwell-O’Keefe and 
Recla 2020, 153).

Whether built into a course, or structured as a co-curricular activity, service 
and community-based learning benefit from careful incorporation of structures 
and methods that support equitable participation. Buffie Longmire-Avital’s crit-
ical analysis of ways in which high impact practices can reproduce or disrupt 
longstanding higher education inequities offers important guidance. For exam-
ple, Longmire documents multiple barriers to the participation of historically 
minoritized students, ranging from awareness of opportunities and their benefits, 
to financial and personal barriers, to ongoing systemic unconscious bias among 
instructors and mentors (Longmire-Avital 2018, 2019b). Community-engaged 
learning also needs instructors and mentors who are prepared to model criti-
cal reflection (Caldwell-O’Keefe and Recla 2020). Longmire-Avital articulates 
a model for critical mentoring that prioritizes mentors’ own reflection on their 
positionality and privilege, along with the cultural wealth that historically mi-
noritized students contribute, the potentially reparative impact of high impact 
practices on educational inequities, and the need for self-care for students and 
mentors alike (Longmire-Avital 2019a, 2020). 

In addition to building these forms of instructor/mentor preparation and 
reflection into these experiences, fulfilling the potential of service and commu-
nity-based learning also takes often unseen labor in the form of planning and 
follow-up work. Teachers of service learning courses often work closely with 
students before and after their interactions with community partners. As you see 
these interactions in the photographs, particularly in images 5.08 – 5.14, some 
may look much like other classroom-based learning. Notice if your encoun-
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ter with the community components changes your perspective on those seem-
ingly routine PowerPoint presentations and discussions, including the nature of 
the work of the faculty and students—the work behind the service learning. At 
times, these photographs capture moments when service learning students are 
being coached on-site by their faculty mentors, or when they are pausing to 
grapple with challenging issues and unfamiliar routines in these new-for-them 
community settings. In other cases, we get a glimpse of the collaboration and 
relationship-building that happens between postsecondary teachers and commu-
nity partners, who must also invest time and effort with each other.

The preparation and follow-up, along with the long-term support for and 
connection between postsecondary institutions and service learning sites, are 
crucial for both the learning part and the service part of service learning. The 
second portion of that equation has not received nearly as much attention, with 
many fewer studies exploring the benefits and challenges for community-based 
organizations when they partner with postsecondary institutions. In studies that 
do so, though, the importance of true reciprocity and collaboration emerge as 
critical elements underlying the success of service and community-based learn-
ing programs, especially transparency, clarity, communication, and collaborative 
planning (Blouin and Perry 2009; Karasik 2020). Postsecondary instructors and 
community partners alike invest time, effort, and attention into creating and 
maintaining equitable partnerships, as well as in preparing students to conduct 
themselves in ways that are suitable to the specific community settings, while 
students are still learning what those roles entail and how to apply knowledge 
and skills from class to new environments. Staff and offices supporting service 
and community-based learning also support these efforts: for example, at Caltech, 
the staff at the center that coordinates educational partnerships cultivates cam-
pus–K-12 partnerships on a district-wide basis, ensuring that teachers’ input and 
needs are built into the planning process and that postsecondary students are well 
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prepared for their work with younger students. The behind-the-scenes work of 
college and university faculty and staff, in partnership with community-based or-
ganizations, is what drives these powerful connections; as with other infrequently 
seen aspects of higher education, this work is worth making more visible and 
tangible through photographs.
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5.08
A faculty member in 
physician assistant studies at 
a doctoral institution consults 
with students at a free clinic 
as part of a service learning 
program.
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5.09
Medical students at a doctoral 
institution with a patient at a 
free clinic as part of a service 
learning program.
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5.10
A faculty member in 
engineering at a doctoral 
institution reflects with 
engineering students during a 
discussion in a service learning 
class.
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5.11
A faculty member in sociology 
at a doctoral institution 
answers questions from 
students following a campus 
presentation.
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5.12
A faculty member in sociology 
at a doctoral institution gives 
a campus presentation on her 
research.
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5.13-5.14
Sequence of two 
photographs: A faculty 
member in sociology at 
a doctoral institution 
consults with the director 
of a community food 
shelf as part of a service 
learning partnership.
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Blurring the Boundaries
Higher education institutions in the United States are increasingly expanding 
learning beyond their campuses and beyond their typical students through pro-
grams that bring learning to students who might not otherwise have access, 
thereby lowering barriers to participation in college courses. Although online 
education may get more attention in this regard, concurrent and dual enrollment 
programs—both of which open college courses up to secondary school students, 
either at the secondary school site or elsewhere—have important roles to play 
(NACEP, n.d.).

I photographed dual enrollment classes at a technical college, and while some 
lines were clearly drawn to distinguish secondary school students’ physical space 
within the college’s culinary program, students otherwise largely worked and 
learned alongside each other in the sprawling, fully operational college kitchen, 
regardless of their age or enrollment status. I remember thinking as I photographed 
in this environment that this was a far cry from any learning experiences I had 
before college. Students exhibited significantly more professionalism and rigor in 
the interactions playing out before me, where they were ultimately responsible 
for the complete range of tasks required to staff, prepare, and serve banquet-style 
meals for events. The precision, teamwork, technical knowledge and skill devel-
opment, and adoption of professional roles and comportment, among secondary 
and postsecondary students alike, stood out. As with any well-designed, complex 
college course—but one with added challenges of sourcing fresh ingredients, 
ensuring that banquet guests are served, and managing students at very different 
places in their educational trajectories—faculty invested substantial planning and 
behind-the-scenes work on logistics, not to mention the administrative and insti-
tutional commitment and coordination behind these hors d’oeuvres (see images 
5.15 – 5.21).
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5.15-5.16
Sequence of two 
photographs: A faculty 
member in culinary arts 
consults with culinary 
students at an associate’s 
institution.
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5.17
Space in a culinary arts 
kitchen is reserved for 
high school students at an 
associate’s institution.
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5.18-5.20
Sequence of three photographs: 
Students in a culinary arts 
program at an associate’s 
institution prepare to serve 
food for a campus event.
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5.21
Faculty in a culinary arts 
program at an associate’s 
institution reflect on their 
work.
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In addition to dual and concurrent enrollment, other kinds of programs 
also blur the lines between formal college enrollment and alternative settings, 
locations, and forms of access. For example, a collaboration between Colum-
bus City Schools and Otterbein University has brought college and secondary 
teachers together through professional learning communities; along with other 
initiatives, this effort aims to build bridges between high school and university 
faculty and support students’ transition to college (Otterbein University 2019). 
College-in-prison programs, where postsecondary faculty teach credit-bearing 
courses for incarcerated individuals working toward their degrees, are also re-
inventing what it means to be in college, while demonstrating positive impacts 
for participating students and reimagining justice in the US (Ken Burns Pres-
ents 2019; Fain 2019; Gerstmann 2019; Prison Studies Project, n.d.). As colleges 
and universities consider other communities where access to education is lim-
ited, newer programs are working to bring full-scholarship, academically rigor-
ous liberal arts courses to isolated communities through partnerships with local 
community organizations (e.g., Bard Microcollege, n.d.). We hope that these ex-
amples, along with those shown in this chapter’s photographs, spark expansive 
thinking about the locations, formats, and students we imagine when we picture 
higher education.

Whether higher education extends beyond the campus map through service 
and community-based learning, or whether the lines between college students 
and learners in the community become less distinct, postsecondary institutions 
are expanding the opportunities they provide. As we come to understand that a 
liberal arts education, which is fully compatible with technical and professional 
preparation, builds a more caring, compassionate, and civically engaged citizen-
ry (AAC&U 2020), colleges and universities must continue to increase their 
contributions to their communities. After all, postsecondary institutions consist 
not only of students, faculty, and staff, but also of neighbors, job holders, leaders, 
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volunteers, parents, and many other roles, right alongside community members. 
Ties are built on face-to-face, person-to-person experiences, which result in 
benefits not only to the community, but authentic learning for students, who 
will leave their postsecondary paths with the desire and ability to keep learning. 
We hope that they truly embrace the identity of a lifelong learner, due in part 
to their learning experiences outside the classroom and beyond the boundaries 
of the campus.
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5.22
A faculty member in culinary 
arts prepares a table for a 
campus event.
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Questions for Further Reflection
• What locations, formats, and students do you imagine when you picture 

higher education? How do the photographs in this chapter align with or 
challenge your conceptions?

• What do the photographs in this chapter communicate about the teach-
ing practices and supports associated with service and community-based 
learning? 

• If your campus includes service learning programs or opportunities, how 
are those activities made visible to people on campus? To people in the 
community? If photographs are present, or absent, in communications, 
why do you think that might be the case?



Chapter 6

Hidden Work:

Educational Labor Revealed

6.01
A faculty member in chemistry at a baccalaureate institution 
assists students during office hours.



CHAPTER 6

Hidden Work
Educational Labor Revealed

My job can go from one end of the spectrum to the other, from crisis 
to amazing. Some days it’s very very serious and others it’s jumping 
for joy. [The photographs] captured both ends of the spectrum in 
one day—some photos where we’re doing serious paperwork, others 
where we’re happy and celebrating. I like seeing that range. 
—participant in The Teaching and Learning Project, baccalaureate institution, field not 
specified

All faculty members must be properly supported financially, with 
appropriate job stability and support. They also should be affectively 
supported. 
—former dean, public university
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Sectors and Status
One of my earliest insights from the beginnings of The Teaching and Learning Proj-
ect was the revelation of the many kinds of normally invisible work taking place 
on college and university campuses (first-person statements in this chapter are in 
reference to Martin Springborg). By photographing faculty, staff, and adminis-
trators in their offices, in centers for teaching and learning, in conference rooms, 
libraries, and casual campus spaces, the project began not only to burst typical 
university silos, but to cultivate empathy for and understanding of the education-
al labor undertaken by those filling the many different roles in postsecondary 
institutions today. The photographs also soon began to confront larger issues with 
contingent labor in higher education, such as the increasing numbers of adjunct 
faculty, with new immediacy.

When I first started formally making photographs for The Teaching and Learn-
ing Project—declaring it a project, describing it as such when asking people if 
they’d like to participate, and making sure participants gave informed consent for 
their inclusion in it—I was surprised at the number of “yes” responses I received; 
I had anticipated far more rejection. As much as I was an insider to various aca-
demic sectors, I perceived the walls of privacy to be high around my colleagues’ 
work; it turned out that no one had ever asked.

I started by photographing my closest faculty colleagues, which led to con-
versations with and photographs of their deans, which led to conversations with 
and photographs of college provosts and presidents—all connected in some way 
to making sure teaching and learning could happen, and could continue to hap-
pen term after term, year after year. Not long after starting this project docu-
menting postsecondary teaching and learning, I found I was dedicating just as 
much effort to documenting the hidden work of teaching, including the work 
of instructors beyond the classroom, and the work of administrators and aca-
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demic staff. This unexpected development showed the connectedness of major 
campus sectors to each other and to student success. We introduced you to some 
of these behind-the-scenes views as early as the introduction, and you may wish 
to go back to images 0.08 – 0.13 again, now observing with curiosity how 
these normally obscured views surface other dimensions of teaching that may 
be important. Likewise as you view the photographs in the next section, images 
6.03 – 6.07, consider whether you have seen photographs documenting aspects 
of administrative and staff work that are necessary for the teaching and learning 
endeavors of instructors and students to continue, and what your experience, as 
well as the images, might mean. (Note that a selection of these photographs and 
prompts for reflection or discussion are included in the online resource “Close 
Reading and Observation Exercises.”)

6.02
An outline of an 
organizational chart at an 
associate’s institution.

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
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6.03
A book with notes on the lap 
of an interim president at an 
associate’s institution.
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6.04
A student gets assistance from 
the coordinator of a center for 
international student services 
at a baccalaureate institution.
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6.05
The office doorway of the 
coordinator of a center for 
international student services 
at a baccalaureate institution.
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6.06
Outside the office of a faculty 
member in engineering at a 
master’s institution.



234   |   WHAT TEACHING LOOKS LIKE

By photographing and talking with faculty colleagues and their deans, I was 
also introduced to many of the contingent faculty members working in various 
departments at my own institution, including part-time, adjunct, and non-ten-
ure-track faculty. Due to the rise of part-time faculty appointments in the Unit-
ed States and given that part-time and full-time contingent faculty outnumber 
tenured and tenure-track faculty across the spectrum of institution types (AAUP 
2018), students are very likely to be taught by adjunct or part-time instructors 
from the beginning of college—they are a crucial part of students’ higher edu-
cation experience. Yet, many contingent faculty struggle to make ends meet in 
the US and elsewhere. In Japan, part-time lecturers, whose numbers have risen in 
recent decades, often teach at multiple institutions simultaneously, yet still count 
among the country’s working poor (Kimie 2021). The situation is similar in 
the US, where part-time adjunct instructors comprise at least 40% of all faculty 
(Douglas-Gabriel 2019) and where the vast majority, 89 percent as of 2014, teach 
at more than one institution (House Committee on Education and the Work-
force 2014). As The Teaching and Learning Project expanded to institutions across 
the US, contingent faculty remained a strong focus of the work. Given their sheer 
numbers, it makes sense that The Teaching and Learning Project features many con-
tingent and part-time faculty doing impressive work—in teaching, service, and 
scholarship. Beyond their ubiquitous presence, though, two things stand out: first, 
their vital role is often misunderstood by their own full-time and tenure-track 
faculty colleagues. Second, perhaps as a result, students often misperceive the role 
and importance of part-time and contingent faculty, especially if students are able 
to observe distinct differences in an institution’s engagement with or recognition 
of faculty according to employment status. This epidemic of misunderstanding 
and under recognition is playing out in the US in debates citing, for example, 
falsehoods such as the subversion of the professoriate by part-time hires (Scott 
2020), which fail to recognize that contingent faculty are often doing the best 
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they can to serve students, with few resources and many hurdles. Similar lack of 
support and struggles are likewise documented among sessional instructors in 
Australia, New Zealand, the European Union, and the United Kingdom (Harvey 
2017).

Leora Baron-Nixon gives sage advice to colleges and universities in their 
employment and engagement of part-time faculty. With an eye toward student 
success, she affirms that “to provide, support, or sustain quality educational pro-
grams, all faculty members need to be part of their institution’s creative, intel-
lectual, and administrative fabric. To meet the challenge, an institution should 
create and foster an organizational climate and culture that are . . . inclusive” of 
all faculty. She goes on to describe an ideal state in which “the roles of all faculty 
who are engaged in teaching are identical” and “nonteaching roles of teachers, 
such as participation in institutional life, student advising, and professional con-
tributions, are expected from and valued by all” (Baron-Nixon 2007, 15). The 
photographs of contingent faculty in The Teaching and Learning Project convey 
the ways in which part-time and contingent faculty members’ engagement with 
students, dedication to teaching, and participation in the life of the institution 
are as vibrant and crucial as those of their tenure-track colleagues. Yet, the photo-
graphs also highlight that these contributions are often made without dedicated 
office space or job security, through office hours in borrowed corners and briefly 
empty classrooms, while teaching dizzying schedules of classes at multiple insti-
tutions and online, in some cases alongside other jobs. I hope that seeing these 
contributions and difficulties lends a new urgency to calls for action to support 
non-tenure-track faculty more substantively and effectively. Academic staff, too, 
may feel their contributions to the life of teaching and learning in their institu-
tions are hidden and underrecognized, yet in so many ways, the work of higher 
education could not happen without them, and The Teaching and Learning Project 
makes those contributions undeniably real. In the United States, the term “staff ” 
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typically includes non-teaching roles, ranging widely across institutional func-
tions: groundskeeping, information technology, residential support, accounting, 
and more. Academic staff members, as we will use the term within a US context, 
then, are non-faculty employees whose work is connected closely with academ-
ics: e.g., educational developers, librarians, administrative support personnel who 
organize and support other aspects of teaching such as scheduling, enrollment, 
and financial aid, and in some cases, depending on their self-identification, staff 
members in student affairs who work closely with students on academic support 
such as tutoring, coaching, and advising.

Academic staff tend to work in a liminal domain—a “betwixt and between” 
existence (Little and Green 2012) that defies clear role definitions and boundar-
ies. On a practical level, academic staff may or may not hold secondary, part-time 
faculty appointments and they are often not included in governance and institu-
tional decision-making, yet they work directly with students and teachers, sup-
porting and contributing to the institution’s educational goals. They frequently 
find themselves “in the uncomfortable space between the administration and the 
faculty, carrying out the edicts of the former while trying to appease the latter” 
(Bessette 2020). Educational developers, a subset of this larger set of academic 
staff, often serve as a crucial “link between . . . disciplinary academics, academic 
leaders, administrators, national research project members, graduate teaching as-
sistants, doctoral students, and other academic developers,” despite holding some-
times precarious and overlapping identities (Sutherland 2015, 209). 

In the group of photographs that follows, images 6.08 – 6.16, part-time, full-
time, adjunct, and tenure-track faculty, along with academic staff members, are 
shown engaged in various aspects of their work, some of which are rarely seen in 
images. How do the possibly contingent and liminal statuses of adjunct or part-
time faculty and academic staff appear to you in these photographs? In what ways 
are those statuses visible or invisible?
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6.07
A faculty member in 
engineering at a master’s 
institution works in his office 
at the end of the day.
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6.08
A faculty member in history 
at a baccalaureate institution 
meets with a student in an 
unused classroom.
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6.09
A faculty member in English 
at a baccalaureate institution 
quickly stops in his office 
between classes.
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6.10
Faculty in biology hold a 
departmental meeting at a 
doctoral institution.
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6.11-6.12
Sequence of two photographs: 
Faculty in philosophy meet as 
a department at an associate’s 
institution.
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6.13
A director of a center for 
teaching and learning at a 
doctoral institution consults 
with a teaching assistant.



244   |   WHAT TEACHING LOOKS LIKE

6.14
A staff member in a center 
for teaching and learning at a 
doctoral institution conducts 
a session for faculty and 
graduate students during a 
teaching certificate program.
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6.15
A director of a center for 
teaching and learning at a 
doctoral institution conducts a 
teaching consultation with a 
faculty member.
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6.16
A librarian at a master’s 
institution retrieves items from 
the institution’s archives.
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Misperceptions about contingent faculty and staff are perhaps matched by 
misperceptions about higher level administrative leaders and the function of ad-
ministration more broadly in supporting teaching and learning. In the United 
States, deans, provosts, presidents, and various vice, associate, and assistant versions 
of those positions, and in some cases directors and other roles, are counted among 
an institution’s administration, and are generally charged with supporting, fund-
ing, evaluating, organizing, and improving teaching and learning, depending on 
the role. A lack of knowledge about colleagues’ work and contributions to the 
teaching and learning endeavor across campus sectors frequently leads to break-
downs in communication and trust between administrators, faculty, and staff, yet 
communication and trust are two essential elements for people working together 
toward a common goal like student success. 

This erosion of community in postsecondary institutions may be exacerbated 
by ever-growing changes to the faculty and staff workforce, such as the increase 
in part-time and contingent faculty and the addition of mid-level administrators 
(Kezar, DePaola, and Scott 2019). These changes can have a direct and negative 
impact on long-standing higher education structures, such as faculty shared gov-
ernance. Kezar, DePaola, and Scott note that “these various trends taken together 
create a very different kind of academic community than has existed at any time 
in the past. Faculty and staff are turning over in their roles more than ever and are 
largely unavailable given their contingent and outsourced status. And interactions 
among faculty and staff are likely to be tainted by their low morale, declining 
satisfaction, and overall feelings of disengagement” (2019, 95). 

Alongside these negative consequences, though, mid-level administrators 
are often needed to ensure that institutions comply with increasingly complex 
national and regional regulations. Ideally, such administrators also provide vital 
support to faculty and students, though their roles may be perceived as detracting 
from, rather than supporting, those playing a more direct instructional role. In a 
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similarly complicated way, contingent faculty may allow institutions to respond 
to changing student interests and enrollments more nimbly, even as their growing 
numbers raise concerns about instability, low pay, and lack of support. Despite 
these complexities, The Teaching and Learning Project frequently found members 
of all these groups to be highly engaged and dedicated—not “unavailable” at 
all, though not as connected as they could be, either. The community aspect of 
postsecondary work—creating an environment in which trust is maintained—is 
essential, and while imperfect, shows up in the efforts to connect across roles in 
the photographs. In images 6.17 – 6.23, what connections and disconnections 
between and among administrators, faculty, and staff stand out to you? 
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6.17
Doors to the offices of the vice 
provost and general counsel at 
a doctoral institution.
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6.18
A dean of allied health at an 
associate’s institution speaks 
to a colleague during a staff 
meeting.
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6.19
A dean of allied health 
assists an emergency medical 
technician student at an 
associate’s institution.
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6.20-6.21
Sequence of two 
photographs: A president 
at an associate’s 
institution facilitates an 
interdepartmental meeting 
of staff and faculty.
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6.22
An interim president at an 
associate’s institution facilitates 
an interdepartmental meeting 
of staff and faculty.
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6.23
A vice president for academic 
and student affairs at an 
associate’s institution talks 
with staff in enrollment 
services.
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Three Perspectives on Supporting Teaching 
In an effort to provide a first-hand account of hidden work in higher educa-
tion, I talked with three US college administrators who agreed to frank inter-
views provided their names not be used (personal communications with Martin 
Springborg, February 11, 2020 – March 9, 2020). They included a community 
college president, a community college vice president of academic affairs (a role 
equivalent to provost at many institutions in the US, or a deputy vice-chancellor 
in the UK), and a former college dean in a large public university. I asked each of 
them to address a common set of questions about their career path, institutional 
roles, and how current issues related to teaching in postsecondary education play 
out in their work. Prior to their current roles, they held a variety of tenure-track 
and contingent faculty appointments and administrative appointments in aca-
demic affairs, grants and research, technology, and online education. They rep-
resent administrative roles that traditionally work the most closely with faculty 
and provide support for teaching and learning. In elucidating the nature of hid-
den educational labor, these three administrators focused on why, how, and from 
whom their work and that of faculty and staff remains hidden; often-overlooked 
financial and workload burdens; and how to remedy these issues. 

Hidden Work
These administrators shared revealing perspectives on the hidden nature of their 
own work, as well as that of faculty and staff. Certain aspects of teaching and 
supporting students only became visible as their roles evolved. The president ex-
plained that “as I got further into my career, I started to get curious about other 
things that impacted students. . . . It challenged my ideas of my responsibility 
and where that ended.” The same president noted, “When I moved into [a] dean 
role, [I] had more of an appreciation for the resources everyone needs to teach 
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well,” and later, “as a [vice president I addressed] more questions, like how do 
you measure the value of what you do . . . and how do you measure the impact 
of [academic] programs?” Finally, “As president, [I’m] dealing with [the] board of 
trustees, policies, marketing and branding the institution, [and] legislators.” This 
president also realized how hard it is to retain the perspectives that were so close 
earlier in their teaching career, noting that “I have to work hard every day to 
keep [the] pulse of students” and regretting being “more detached from faculty 
than I’d like to be.”

It is striking how obscured each of these roles are from the views of virtually 
any other stations in postsecondary education; in parallel, photographs like those 
in images 6.26 – 6.29, showing closed-door administrative meetings, are very 
rarely portrayed publicly, contributing to these obscured perceptions of adminis-
trative work. The VP of academic affairs articulated more hidden administrative 
work in efforts to better support students: “It’s amazing how fast the institution 
has needed to change. A lot of that is on the shoulders of the upper leadership 
of an institution.” Despite the effort needed to make major changes, this admin-
istrator also lamented that “there really isn’t any awareness of higher education 
administration as work. [Administrators] have been portrayed . . . as guys in the 
office with a cigar—some kind of upper echelon of the institution with not a 
lot of accountability,” when nothing could be further from the truth. The VP of 
academic affairs noted wryly that “as a dean, you often have responsibility and 
accountability, but not authority.” 

All three were acutely concerned about the under recognition of contingent 
faculty and academic staff at their institutions. Broadly, the president explained 
that “people who are drawn to higher education already have a passion for stu-
dent learning and success. It would be great if we could recognize more people 
for what they do and support them. . . . We could do a better job recognizing 
peoples’ talents and gifts and ability to help students succeed.” 
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Two of the interviewees noted structural divides between contingent and 
tenure-track faculty. Pointing out that most faculty governance roles are held by 
tenure-track faculty, the VP of academic affairs observed that “faculty leadership 
makes decisions that are in the best interest of full-time faculty.” The president 
voiced additional dividing lines between full-time and part-time faculty, who 
“are in different bargaining units. . . . I think this needs to be fixed. It would 
build relationships across the college if there were more opportunities for these 
two groups to come together. Currently, part-time faculty are not invited to the 
table—to full-time faculty conversations”; part-time faculty “also get invited to 
other things on campus, but often those events are scheduled at times our part-
time faculty cannot attend.”

Concern about public perception of educational labor (or lack thereof) was 
also evident. The former dean remarked that “the mass media . . . tends to mis-
understand the nuances of the college experience for both faculty members and 
students. . . . Faculty members are often portrayed as having easy careers, with 
light and easy workloads, guaranteed jobs, high pay, and a similar lack of respon-
sibility.” They also pointed out that “in the popular media, the work and issues of 
the part-time and/or adjunct faculty member receives little to no attention. This 
lack of attention probably stems from the same ignorance. . . . As with any labor 
issue, greater visibility is likely to result in positive change.” As The Teaching and 
Learning Project has done for other hidden dimensions of higher education, we 
hope that the photographs contribute to this type of change. 
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6.24
A provost and vice president 
of academic affairs at an 
associate’s institution works in 
her office.
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6.25
A dean of allied health at an 
associate’s institution walks to 
her office between meetings.
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6.26
Staff and administrators from 
several different offices meet at 
a doctoral institution.
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6.27
A president consults with a 
staff member at an associate’s 
institution.
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6.28
A whiteboard during a budget 
meeting at an associate’s 
institution.
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6.29
A president and chief 
financial officer at an 
associate’s institution talk 
before a faculty shared 
governance meeting.
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Workload and Finances
These administrators had much to say about the intertwined problems of over-
work and institutional finances, both of which function as additional hidden fac-
tors complicating the labor required to teach in postsecondary institutions. The 
former dean explained that “the current crisis seems to center on cost, return on 
investment for both students and society, and who should be financing a high-
er education. This focus requires institutions to be very cautious about the use 
of their fiscal resources, which sometimes results in an over-reliance on faculty 
members who are part-time or adjunct.” Also recognizing the injustice in relying 
on contingent instructors, the same former dean explained that “I have seen too 
many faculty members in the last twenty years or so that have had a very hard 
time making ends meet, through no fault of their own . . . because the institution 
would not hire them full-time—would not create a necessary position.”

The VP of academic affairs traced how institutional finances contribute to 
overwork: “We have a low rate of pay for adjuncts and faculty. These employees, 
as a result, keep up-taking work: overloads [and] working at other institutions in 
addition to their regular workload. It’s a challenge for any institution to find . . . 
the resources to pay faculty enough to keep them from needing to do this.” The 
president also explained that for academic work in their state, “there is no max-
imum workload. If the employee wants to work sixty hours [per week], they are 
allowed . . . so quality vs. quantity is a problem.” This overwork also detracts from 
the ability of institutions to break down silos and cultivate leadership from with-
in; as this president explained, “Because faculty are teaching so much, it is harder 
for them to branch out into other aspects of the institution, [such as] accredita-
tion efforts [and] administrative functions.” The VP of academic affairs testified 
to these challenges existing on top of an already increased expectation for faculty 
work, with a “notable progression in the amount of work administration expects 
of faculty over and above their teaching load.” Counter to the public perception 



HIDDEN WORK   |   265

that faculty have it easy, many are on a trajectory of intractably increasing work-
loads, fueled by troubled financial support for higher education.

Strategies for Change
The administrators I spoke with were highly engaged in thinking about and en-
acting changes to help reveal hidden aspects of postsecondary educational labor 
in multiple ways. The college president worked to ensure recognition for adjunct 
faculty through events: “We have great adjuncts. 90 percent have been with us for 
more than ten years. I give a talk at a special dinner we have for them. Every fall, 
we get together and talk about contracts, engagement (with them, with the col-
lege), and highlight the things they are doing.” The VP of academic affairs shared 
that faculty governance “is slowly changing—more adjuncts are represented in 
faculty shared leadership roles.” 

Others focused on redefining roles to better meet modern needs in the high-
er education sector. The former dean had given this substantial thought: “The 
traditional tenure-track appointment of faculty members is important in meeting 
the goals of teaching, research, and service, but these faculty members can require 
a commitment from the institution that may not most appropriately meet the 
needs of either the institution or the students. We are starting to see more insti-
tutions hiring faculty members who are concentrated on teaching, with a lesser 
emphasis on research and service, yet still hired full time and with opportuni-
ties for promotion. This is a positive step.” Communication and shared planning 
can also play important roles in improving the environment for postsecondary 
teachers. This president shared one such approach for engaging faculty across 
appointment types, as well as staff, in the future of the institution: “I introduced 
the college to a one-year conversation process that . . . will focus on big questions 
including: What organizational structure do we need to achieve the results our 
students need to be successful? What roles and positions are needed or not need-
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ed? How will we educate? When? Where? What will we teach?” While partici-
pating in strategic conversations like these takes time, it also has the potential to 
bring forth that same passion for student learning and success that the president 
also noted as a hallmark of those drawn to working in higher education, and it 
can build a truly shared investment across roles in forward-looking, creative, and 
strategic planning. 
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Questions for Further Reflection
As you review the photographs in this chapter and throughout the book, as well 
as those you find online and in publications about higher education from your 
own institution and elsewhere, consider the work you observe in each frame:

• What signs or symbols show you, or hide from you, whether those doing 
the work are faculty, staff, or administrators? 

• Can you tell which students are taught by contingent or tenure-track, 
part-time or full-time faculty? 

• Where do you find evidence of silos being broken down or enforced, and 
a sense of community and collaboration being eroded or fostered? 

• What other insights emerge for you about the nature of postsecondary 
educational work, hidden and revealed?
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7.01
A faculty member in art at an 
associate’s institution surveys the 
installation of The Teaching and 
Learning Project work in the 
college art gallery. (Reproduced by 
permission from Luke Austin.)
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CHAPTER 7

Photographs and Change Agents
Campus Communities Encountering Themselves

If people only thought we could dare look at ourselves. 
—Dorothea Lange (1964)
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Defining Change
Throughout this book, we have explored ways in which photographs both re-
flect and have the potential to improve higher education. Anne Whiston Spirn 
discovered this same “synergy” between “the observing and portraying of the 
world and acting to change it” (Spirn 2008, xiii) in the work of photographer 
Dorothea Lange, who was herself aware of the possibilities when we “dare look 
at ourselves” (Spirn 2008, 8). Contemporary photographers such as Dawoud Bey 
have broken new ground in intending for photographs to exist “in conversation 
with communities,” as he did with an exhibit of high school student portraits 
alongside the words of those portrayed, which “influenced curators and educa-
tors to consider how their work could have a greater impact” (Shakur 2018).

Of course, disciplines such as the fine arts, art history, design, journalism, and 
communications have long histories of employing, researching, creating, and in-
tegrating photographs into theory and practice. Documentary photographs have 
also played crucial roles in social change processes almost since the invention 
of the medium (Tate n.d.; Hostetler 2004).  However, the use of documentary 
photography as an intentional and integrated strategy for systemic change of 
educational institutions and practices themselves is still relatively new for high-
er education. This chapter documents ways in which postsecondary institutions 
have so far leveraged the intrinsic properties and power of photographs to sup-
port their efforts to improve teaching, learning, campus climate, and other facets 
of their educational endeavors. 

Colleges and universities have been grappling with the need for and process 
of organizational change for decades, with increasing urgency. Institutions around 
the world are examining change processes related to student access and success 
(Geertsema and van der Rijst 2021), sustainability practices within colleges and 
universities (Hoover and Harder 2015), and the role of educational developers in 
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change processes (Gachago et al. 2021; Fossland and Sandvoll 2021). In the Unit-
ed States, as shortcomings persist, such as inadequate graduation rates, mounting 
educational debt, and inequities that are particularly harmful to marginalized stu-
dents, national organizations and initiatives focused on studying, accelerating, and 
fostering major systemic changes have emerged (ASCN, n.d.; American Acad-
emy of Arts & Sciences 2017; NASEM, n.d.). To quote from the vision state-
ment of one such endeavor, these efforts are bringing educators together so that 
“students in every institutional setting experience teaching that aligns with what 
we know about how people learn, and that draws in and supports all students,” 
with coordinated projects helping to “integrate what is known and soon to be 
discovered about organizing, leading, and evaluating change efforts to maximize 
the individual and collective efforts” of those involved (ASCN, n.d.).

Broader recognition has emerged that isolated actions at individual institu-
tions do not tend to shift the larger cultures and systems enough. Some projects 
have focused on identifying “levers” for change—actions that might have an out-
sized impact compared to the effort, backed by evidence from various academic 
disciplines (Laursen 2019). The higher education community is also becoming 
clearer about terminology and tools, defining a “change agent” as a person or 
group working to shift instructional practices, a “change practice” as a tactic or 
method to foster improvement, and a “change strategy” as a coherent, systematic 
plan (Henderson, Beach, and Finkelstein 2011). In this framework, creating and 
sharing photographs is one change practice that is beginning to be employed by 
change agents. What change strategies are guiding such use?

This chapter provides answers to that question in the form of intentional 
strategies that led to the photographs you have encountered throughout this 
volume and intentional strategies that leveraged those photographs to further 
advance institutional change priorities. Many of the changes, both intended and 
observed, are related to the culture of teaching and learning within higher edu-
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cation communities. Indeed, it is often “the goal of a   to modify culture in par-
ticular ways, in order to support meaningful change” (Reinholz and Apkarian 
2018, 3). Culture consists of people’s identities, relationships, implicit and explicit 
messages about worth, structures of power, and traditions. Change agents look 
to culture because it is pervasive and may be unconscious for those who have 
lived and worked within a context for a long time. Changing practices without 
changing culture leads to a high likelihood of those new practices falling by the 
wayside, as unsupported and unintegrated add-ons without clear value, making 
changes to teaching culture a “wicked problem” (Sagy, Hod, and Kali 2019).

Institutions that hosted The Teaching and Learning Project both intended and 
observed changes in the culture of teaching. We include reflections from change 
agents at seven of the twenty-one campuses that have participated in The Teaching 
and Learning Project, including contributions from Cassandra Volpe Horii, co-au-
thor of this book, in her former capacity as assistant vice provost and director of 
the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Outreach (CTLO) at Caltech. The other 
six contributors and their contexts are as follows:

• Karishma Collette, assistant director, Center for Research on Learning 
and Teaching at the University of Michigan: This center used photographs 
to help launch the University of Michigan foundational course initiative, 
which was “a multi-year large course transformation project sponsored by 
the president’s office” with the “aim to support the success of all students 
from a wide range of backgrounds and motivations, and to increase in-
structor satisfaction and joy in the teaching of large introductory courses” 
(document emailed to authors, August 2, 2019).

• Larkin Hood, associate research professor in the Schreyer Institute for 
Teaching Excellence, Penn State University: This large university system has 
twenty-four campus locations across the state, with the research-focused 
University Park flagship campus often receiving more attention than others; 
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photographs from “campuses other than University Park helped make the 
work of faculty at the campuses more visible to the greater university com-
munity,” culminating in an exhibit of the photographs (document emailed 
to authors, January 30, 2020).

• Simon Huelsbeck, faculty member and division leader in studio art, Roch-
ester Community and Technical College: This institution is a member of 
Minnesota State, the third largest system of state colleges and universities 
in the US, where the scale of the system can lead to faculty feeling discon-
nected from system-wide initiatives. Martin photographed Huelsbeck’s 
class and shadowed the interim president; the visit culminated in a photo-
graphic exhibit (document emailed to authors, January 14, 2020).

• Sara Kacin, assistant provost for faculty development and faculty success 
and director of the Office of Teaching and Learning, and Mathew Ouellett, 
former associate provost and director of the Office of Teaching and Learn-
ing (later at Cornell University), Wayne State University: “We planned 
an itinerary that included meeting with staff to talk about consultations, 
visiting and photographing classes across the disciplines, and headlining 
our annual Innovations in Teaching and Learning Luncheon. We invited 
faculty colleagues to participate in the project with an eye towards captur-
ing a range of learning environments, disciplines, students, and instructors” 
(document emailed to authors, September 1, 2019).

• Stacey Lawrence, senior associate director for STEM initiatives, and Mary 
Wright, associate provost for teaching and learning and executive director, 
in the Harriet W. Sheridan Center for Teaching and Learning at Brown 
University: “Although the Sheridan Center had been in existence for over 
40 years, we were a relatively new integrated center bridging teaching 
initiatives and learning support with a number of new programs to fill 
Brown’s strategic plan for teaching and learning. During Martin’s visit, we 
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focused on Sheridan programs and staff as part of this transition” (docu-
ment emailed to authors, August 21. 2019).

• Serge Petchenyi, multimedia creative lead, Diane Sempler, senior associ-
ate director, and Mathew Ouellett, executive director in the Center for 
Teaching Excellence, Cornell University: “Having recently merged aca-
demic technologies and teaching center units, The Teaching and Learning 
Project provided an entirely new way to think about photography and 
the work of the media team in our newly combined center” (document 
emailed to authors, September 1, 2019).

Reflections from these contributors explore several aspects of change in the sec-
tions that follow: changing communication, changing community, and changing 
practice.

Changing Communication
Images are a common element in post-secondary institutional communications; 
photographs regularly occupy prominent places in college and university maga-
zines, admissions brochures, websites, digital materials, and displays on walls and 
in hallways within physical spaces. Campuses participating in The Teaching and 
Learning Project approached this work with the hopes of improving communica-
tion and ended up with valuable new resources to enhance digital and print ma-
terials. At the University of Michigan, for example, Collette explained that “the 
photographs have been a key resource in publicity and communication about 
our services, programs, and events. They’ve been utilized in our annual reports, 
blog posts, project presentations and brochures, and are a prominent feature on 
the inaugural website of the new University of Michigan-led multi-institution 
Sloan Equity and Inclusion in STEM Introductory Courses research initiative.” 
But the nature of these photographs provided more than utility: Martin’s work, 
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in the tradition of documentary photography, differs from images geared toward 
advertising; it also draws upon his experience as a postsecondary instructor and 
educational developer. As such, these photographs helped campuses change the 
nature of communications about teaching and learning. At Caltech, Martin visit-
ed and made photographs soon after the launch of the new teaching center. The 
resulting images were compelling, showing modern classes rather than staged in-
teractions, and they captured institution-wide attention. This momentum helped 
spur the publication of a prominent article on new teaching-related initiatives 
in the campus’s flagship publication, spreading awareness of and interest in im-
proving teaching (Allan 2013). The photographs also served as artwork for the 
center’s physical space, surrounding center visitors with meaningful, compelling 
images. 

Participants at Wayne State University experienced similar impacts on com-
munication about teaching and learning:

7.02
A page spread from 
Caltech’s Engineering 
& Science magazine 
features The Teaching 
and Learning Project 
photographs to illustrate 
the doctoral institution’s 
commitment to teaching 
and learning. (Photograph 
reprinted with permission 
from the institution, 
courtesy of Caltech 
Magazine).
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The images from the project changed the way we used visuals to 
articulate and communicate our priorities. We placed posters of our 
faculty and staff everywhere, especially in the library and classroom 
spaces. The images were quickly incorporated into our website and 
print publications, becoming central to all of our communications 
with faculty. Once others saw these photos, they intuitively under-
stood their power to authentically communicate the teaching and 
learning experience, hence the provost’s office and student support 
offices wanted to use these photos, as opposed to staged or stock 
photos.

Other project participants found new and vital ways to represent their own work. 
Lawrence and Wright at Brown University observed:

Like many educational developers, we have facilitated numerous 
workshops and receive feedback from instructors about the sense 
of community and support they experience in our programs. How-
ever, prior to Martin’s visit, we did not have access to photos that 
represent this sentiment. In fact, when putting together reports or 
promotional materials, it is relatively difficult to capture the essence 
of our work. The typical images are usually posed group photos 
at events and institutes. Occasionally, we have candid photos of 
awardees, but not of the moments that preceded their awards. We 
cannot convey the work we do with static images because educa-
tional development is dynamic, just as teaching is dynamic.

Lawrence and Wright invite us to revisit a theme explored in chapter 2, 
emotion. They have encountered “a stereotypical view of center for teaching 
and learning spaces as locations of remediation.” What they found in Martin’s 
photographs, though, was a palpable sense of joy, which became an important 
lever for change:
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An aspect of the Sheridan Center’s work that is made visible 
through the photographs is the enthusiasm that participants bring 
to our programs. Many of the images highlight a sense of vibran-
cy and joy, whether it is a highly animated graduate student in a 
Sheridan program or a faculty member who is laughing together 
with students. As a tool to make joy visible, The Teaching and Learn-
ing Project photographs serve as a powerful lever to motivate other 
instructors to engage in instructional development. In our annual 
reports or work with our development office, we frequently pull 
from these photos because of their power in capturing this essence 
of our work.
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7.03-7.04
Sequence of two 
photographs: Staff in a 
center for teaching and 
learning at a doctoral 
institution conduct a 
session for faculty and 
graduate students during 
a teaching certificate 
program.
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7.05-7.07
Sequence of three 
photographs: Faculty and 
graduate students at a 
doctoral institution engage 
in discussion during 
a teaching certificate 
program at a center for 
teaching and learning.
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7.08-7.10
Sequence of three 
photographs: A staff 
member in a center for 
teaching and learning 
at a doctoral institution 
facilitates a session for 
faculty and graduate 
students during a 
teaching certificate 
program.
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Changing Community
Campuses also employed photographs—and even the process of deciding what, 
where, and whom to photograph—in creative ways, leading to enriching com-
munity interactions, deeper relationships, connections across institutional silos, 
and a profound sense of recognition that is often missing in the day-to-day work 
of postsecondary instructors. 

Institutions have employed a variety of approaches to selecting classes and 
locations for Martin to visit and make photographs, including open calls for 
participants, invitations related to a particular theme such as large classes, or se-
lection based on breadth of subjects and locations included in the photographs. 
View the online resource “Sample Institutional Visit Schedules” to see examples 
of what such schedules have included. Regardless of the process, participants 
found that the act of documentary photography itself opened up new pathways 
for acknowledging the value, effort, and importance of teaching, as Hood ex-
plains for Penn State University: “When our teaching center invited Martin, we 
reasoned that having photos would make teaching more visible to the university 
community. But we also learned in the process that the very act of taking a photo 
made teaching more valuable. To take a photo of someone’s actions emphasizes 
the importance of those actions. Asking faculty for permission to take photos 
communicates that they and their actions are worth documenting; it communi-
cates respect for the work they do as teachers.” Kacin and Ouellett expand on 
that sense of valuing the work of teaching in especially challenging times:

Like many public research universities, Wayne State University has 
experienced significant cuts in state support over the past decade. 
While good teaching is certainly important, other aspects of the 
faculty role are weighted differently, such as building one’s research 
profile. There was little recent history of celebrating teaching and 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/sample-institutional-visit-schedules/


284   |   WHAT TEACHING LOOKS LIKE

learning as a campus community, although there were certainly ex-
ceptions at the department and college levels. After Martin’s visit, 
everybody wanted copies of their classroom photos. For many, it 
was the first time seeing themselves in the act of teaching. It has 
been really lovely to see faculty recognize the significance of their 
work as teachers in new ways through this project. 

Similarly, the work of those who support teaching and learning on campuses 
can often seem invisible or misunderstood. Oversimplified representations of 
academic staff roles in higher education abound; sometimes, they are even vili-
fied or portrayed as requiring no particular expertise, despite the often-extensive 
academic and professional preparation needed to effectively work in such roles 
(Bessette 2021). Educational developers, a subset of academic staff who tend 
to bring a particularly wide range of disciplinary backgrounds and experiences 
to their work (Green and Little 2016), have at times struggled with a sense of 
precariousness (Sutherland 2015), which contradicts their positive ability to ef-
fect change (Plank 2019). The Teaching and Learning Project brought a new sense 
of recognition and clarity to these roles, as Lawrence and Wright discuss with 
respect to their own work: “We found that Martin’s lens made visible our work 
and highlighted a key lever for change, enjoyment. We would encourage other 
campuses to consider how they might use images to not only raise the visibility 
of teaching through photos of campus instructors, but also to leverage the core 
values engaged in their own work, such as reflection and enjoyment, through 
photos of themselves.”

Several institutions organized exhibits of photographs and other events in 
connection with their participation in The Teaching and Learning Project; examples 
of these exhibit materials are also available in the online resource “Photographic 
Exhibits in Higher Education: Examples and Suggestions.” Exhibits in which 
campus communities had the chance to see and reflect on their educational 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/photographic-exhibits-in-higher-education-examples-and-suggestions/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/photographic-exhibits-in-higher-education-examples-and-suggestions/
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endeavors have become unexpectedly meaningful experiences. At Wayne State 
University, Kacin and Ouellett “blew up the photos to poster size and curated an 
exhibit in the atrium of our Undergraduate Library. With students, faculty, and 
staff moving through this building on a daily basis, it is an essential hub on cam-
pus. Students loved seeing themselves and their instructors to the point that some 
posters even ‘walked off.’” At Cornell University, the resulting exhibit focused 
on particular teaching strategies, leading to deeper engagement and connection:

The spring 2019 provost’s seminar on teaching and learning was 
the first time we presented a public exhibition of the digital prints 
highlighting the active learning strategies happening in our class-
rooms. The photos were set up on easels along the perimeter of 
the reception area. As people walked into the room, they saw their 
colleagues and friends caught in the act of teaching. Instead of pro-
ceeding into the main dining room, everyone stopped, clustered 
around the posters, and talked to each other. In a moment, people 
were able to see and think in a different way, to be attentive to de-
tails, and, through the images, pierce the veil of isolation that can 
surround teaching. 

The very act of coming together to look at photographs can serve as a cat-
alyst for interaction and recognition. Penn State University tapped into this po-
tential with a gala event featuring The Teaching and Learning Project photographs, 
attended by faculty and campus leaders; instructors helped select images and 
stood next to their photographs during the event: “Some faculty appeared pleas-
antly overwhelmed by the experience, which gave them a chance to talk about 
their work with others, including those responsible for making decisions about 
teaching at the university. Upper-level administrators seemed to come away with 
a better sense of what happens in classes every day across the university.” Caltech 
also created an exhibit featuring images from The Teaching and Learning Project 
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along with photographs made by students and staff and archival images from 
the institution’s history; it was located in a common area that serves as the main 
entrance to the teaching center and where students, faculty, and staff often gath-
er before and after meetings and events. This exhibit, “Teaching and Writing at 
Caltech: Past, Present, Future” was a collaboration between the teaching center, 
writing center, and university archives; its creation extended our shared com-
mitments to the intentional use of visual rhetoric and engaged the campus and 
alumni community (Caltech 2018).

Such events can play a significant role in bridging divides between institu-
tional roles and creating a more positive campus climate. For example, Huelsbeck 
discusses new insights at Rochester Community and Technical College, one of 
thirty-seven campuses in the Minnesota State system:

I have often felt that I am an outsider in regards to the system-wide 
efforts. My colleagues are inclined to vent their frustrations with 
the system’s requirements. Many faculty seem to perceive that we 
are given so many hurdles that aren’t relevant to our day-to-day job 
of teaching our students. The Teaching and Learning Project exhibition 
helped to present the system of teaching and learning in a different 
light. It was a revelation to me that an artist, dedicated to improving 
teaching and learning, would be able to create work in this vein 
without irony—that in fact an artist would make work that, while 
realistic in its portrayal of the everyday mundane aspect of the work 
of teaching and learning, in the end could discover the nobility and 
the purpose of the work that we do each and every day.

These examples showcase the power of photographs, especially when viewed 
and discussed in community, to spark deeper understanding between and across 
people, roles, and organizational units within postsecondary institutions.
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7.11-7.12
Sequence of two 
photographs: Faculty, 
administrators, and staff 
view and reflect on prints 
from The Teaching and 
Learning Project made 
at their institutions. 
(Reproduced by 
permission from Deidre 
Yingling.)
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7.13-7.14
Sequence of two 
photographs: Students at 
an associate’s institution 
view photographs from 
The Teaching and 
Learning Project made 
at their institution. 
(Reproduced by 
permission from 
Luke Austin.)



PHOTOGRAPHS AND CHANGE AGENTS   |   289

Changing Practice
An unexpected yet powerful use of the photographs from The Teaching and 
Learning Project builds on the communication and community impacts described 
above, but brings the photographs into formal professional development for 
postsecondary instructors and into the larger context of organizational change. 
At the University of Michigan, educational developers found the photos to be 
“immensely valuable in icebreaker activities and as prompts for reflection and 
group discussion. In course design sessions, the images are a great vantage point 
from which participants can observe the complex ecosystem of large courses. 
They have generated rich discussions about inclusive teaching, climate, and stu-
dent experience in foundational courses, and about visible labor and the more 
behind-the-scenes work of teaching and managing them. They also helped build 
empathy across roles about the reality for various course stakeholders.” Collette 
further explains how and why this might be the case:

The photographs have enhanced audience rapport and participa-
tion. Attendees at our events hold various roles on campus (ad-
ministrative leaders, faculty, lecturers, graduate student instructors, 
undergraduate instructors) and come from a variety of academic 
disciplines. As facilitators, we strive to create structures for effective 
brainstorming and collaboration, encouraging participants to learn 
from each other. However, with different identities, life experienc-
es, and power hierarchies, inaccurate and hurtful preconceived no-
tions, as well as feelings of hesitation, vulnerability, and impatience 
across roles, can surface. When we’ve used The Teaching and Learning 
Project images as facilitation tools, participants tend to more easily 
offer their thoughts and experiences, and are willing to strategize 
together about improvements to classroom practices.  We hypoth-
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esize that the photographs provide a useful distance from personal 
experience and in this neutral zone of engagement, barriers in the 
room, perceived and real, are more readily lowered.

Penn State University has also incorporated photographs into their profes-
sional development programming. The images allow facilitators to ask specific 
questions, which engage participants and draw them into reflections on teaching, 
for example: “What do you notice about the body language of the instructor 
and/or students? What is the instructor doing to make contact with the students? 
What is happening in this class? What do you see that makes you say that?” Par-
ticipants’ answers lead to further investigation: 

The responses show not only what people think teaching is, but 
what they see as their own teaching challenges. Frequently viewers 
notice that in one particular photo, students’ heads are turned in 
different directions. When asked why they are interpreting the pho-
to as evidence of success or failure, people begin to support their 
impressions by pointing out details: some students are writing in 
their notebooks, so they must be paying attention. Other students 
have laptops open, so they must not be paying attention. These 
observations provide pathway to a discussion of how teachers in-
terpret student actions and enable participants to identify alternate 
interpretations. A photo can offer teachers the opportunity to iden-
tify what they expect of students and brainstorm ways to more 
explicitly communicate their expectations.

We encourage you to use this book and its supplementary resources and guides, 
all made available under a Creative Commons license (https://CreativeCommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0), for professional development at your institution. In 
particular, the “Close Reading and Observation Exercises,” available at https://
www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like, include 

https://CreativeCommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
https://CreativeCommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like/book-resources/close-reading-and-observation-exercises/
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
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selections that portray complex and thought-provoking teaching environments and 
interactions, and have the potential, through reflection and facilitated discussion, to 
spark dialogue and insights among instructors, staff, administrators, and others. 

At Cornell University, engagement with The Teaching and Learning Project also 
served an internal professional development purpose, supporting staff members 
from media production and academic backgrounds who had recently merged 
into a new center, to share experiences and establish common ground. For those 
with media expertise, joining photoshoots and discussing photographs “helped 
the team transition from a production unit to one with a pedagogical approach.” 
Following Martin’s visit, this team continued to make photographs focusing on 
active learning in real classrooms. They also adapted the consultation process 
developed for use with faculty (Springborg and Horii 2016) for conversations 
among media and academic staff, resulting in “a deeply enriching internal profes-
sional development opportunity for our team. In our own unit, we are now more 
aware of what our work is. Through photography, we are developing our ability 
to observe, listen, and engage in meaningful conversations with each other.”

Some campuses have intentionally brought The Teaching and Learning Project 
photographs to bear on larger goals and challenges as a change practice and as 
part of a coherent change strategy. For example, the University of Michigan 
foundational course initiative was aiming for large-scale changes, and the pho-
tographs helped them establish a baseline from which to measure such change: 
“Martin observed and photographed twenty distinct teaching and learning spac-
es, including large lecture auditoriums, small discussion sections, labs, office hours, 
peer-led study groups and writing consultations, exam halls, and instructional 
team meetings. Our three-day agenda enabled documentation of the multifacet-
ed student-student, instructor-student, and instructor-instructor interactions that 
are typical in these mammoth operations.” Whereas people at the University of 
Michigan sought a more thorough understanding of a particular kind of teaching 
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and learning environment, at Caltech they helped remedy a mismatch between 
reality and shared conceptions. Getting Martin into real classes helped to change 
and expand the institution’s shared conceptual model of teaching. It may be a 
cliché, but being able to show today’s teaching environment to varied campus 
stakeholders through photographs was worth many thousands of words.

Others have built photography into their organizational change strategies. 
At Wayne State University, “as a part of making teaching a more public and dy-
namic aspect of campus life, The Teaching and Learning Project made a discernable 
and important impact on warming up the climate for talking about teaching 
and learning in a kinder, friendlier way. The outgrowths of this program led to 
other complementary initiatives, too, such as our burgeoning Thank-a-Teach-
er program and the faculty-led Wayne State University Academy of Teachers.” 
At Brown University, the photographs contributed to a shared identity among 
Sheridan Center staff as leaders of organizational change: “We are located in a 
library, and having photos of our work in action gives passersby a glimpse of what 
happens in a workshop, class, small-group consultation, or tutoring session. They 
make our work visible. As facilitators, these photos have prompted our reflection 
on the work of Sheridan Center staff and capture how we are agents of change 
on our own campuses.” This self-recognition is an empowering form of support 
for academic staff doing transformational, but sometimes invisible, work to im-
prove teaching and learning.
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7.15
The Teaching and Learning 
Project photographs on 
permanent display in a center 
for teaching and learning 
at a doctoral institution. 
(Reproduced by permission 
from Ching Lee.)
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7.16
Staff in a center for teaching and learning at 
a doctoral institution prepare prints from The 
Teaching and Learning Project for display 
during an annual teaching and learning summit. 
(Reproduced by permission from the University 
of Virginia Center for Teaching Excellence.)



PHOTOGRAPHS AND CHANGE AGENTS   |   295

Making Photographs in Your Context
At this point, we hope you are excited about the possibility of incorporating au-
thentic, documentary-style photographs into your efforts to change and improve 
communication, community, and educational practice within your own context. 
In addition to those already mentioned elsewhere, the online resources asso-
ciated with this volume, available at https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.
org/books/what-teaching-looks-like, include samples of the following often-re-
quested artifacts and materials. We find that when starting to make photographs 
of postsecondary teaching and learning, these examples support those efforts, 
even as you may need to adapt the exact language and formats for your institu-
tion:

• “Guide to Making Photographs in Higher Education”—A short guide 
to making photographs of teaching and learning in a documentary style 
within higher education institutions, including working with professional 
photographers and those in training.

• “Sample Photograph Release Form” for subjects appearing in photo-
graphs.

• “Close Reading and Observation Exercises”—Prompts to use with spe-
cific photographs and sequences of photographs for use in reflection and 
discussion on educational practices (e.g., one-on-one and in educational/
professional development programs).

• “Photography-Based Instructional Consultation Prompts”—A guide to 
using photographs as part of individual consultations on teaching, particu-
larly with the same instructors whose classes appear in the images.

In addition, we refer you to the discussion and references in the introduction 
to this volume related to creating long-form descriptive text to accompany pho-

https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
https://www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/books/what-teaching-looks-like
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tographs, so that your use of images may be as accessible as possible for members 
of your community.

Future Roles of Photographs
Beyond supporting positive change within institutions, we believe that photo-
graphs have as-yet-unimagined roles to play in contributing to and shaping mod-
ern narratives about higher education. With new urgency, images like these have 
a place in building public trust, communicating the purposes and potentials of 
postsecondary education, and in advancing the sense of belonging and inclusion 
for diverse students, faculty, and staff. They also hold the promise of helping the 
higher education community grapple with its shortcomings and move forward 
collectively, with both intellectual and affective commitment, through the new 
ways of seeing that photographs make possible. 

The recognition of the power of images is growing within institutions of 
higher education. We have started to see postsecondary organizations embracing 
the metaphor of thinking through images, as with the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities effort to better define and communicate “What Lib-
eral Education Looks Like” (AAC&U 2020). Viji Sathy, a teaching professor of 
psychology and neuroscience at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
brings her photographic practice into classrooms, focusing on “visual represen-
tations of inclusiveness in educational spaces” (Sathy, n.d.). A growing number of 
faculty across disciplines, not only in the arts, are harnessing the power of photo-
graphs, both to enhance and reflect on their teaching practices. And with those 
photographs come new discussions with communications professionals about 
the ways in which authentic images can support institutional missions and goals.

Building on these new directions, we hope that postsecondary teachers, staff, 
administrators, and students are left with a sense of empowerment. Whether you 
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endeavor to make photographs yourself, collaborate with students and faculty in 
a nearby art department, or use this volume and accompanying online resources 
to launch professional learning communities exploring photography in higher 
education, the images you make about your own educational context and expe-
riences will have the potential to open up new conversations and collaborations 
within and beyond your institutions. May our understanding of what teach-
ing looks like continue to evolve alongside our educational practices, with and 
through photographs that reflect the beauty and complexity of higher education.
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7.17
A classroom at a doctoral 
institution is empty, quiet, 
and ready for students to 
arrive.
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