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I magine, if you can, an academic uni-
verse in which the roles of teaching 
and research have been suddenly and 

magically reversed. 

Faculty members emerge from the library 
or laboratory and heave a sigh of relief: 
"Thank goodness I've finished all my re-
search for this year! Now I can get on with 
my real work!" Rushing back to the class-
room, they throw themselves with relish 
into the job they have trained to do 
through years of graduate study, the labor 
for which they are recognized and re-
warded by their peers and their institu-
tions: the "real work" of teaching. 

Committed research scholars, meanwhile, 
profess frustration at the inequities of the 
system, but their complaints fall on deaf 
ears. Indeed, their excessive attention to 
research is secretly regarded by their peers 
as a sign of intellectual deficiency. "If so-
and-so were a truly talented teacher," col-
leagues mutter to one another at cocktail 
parties, "s/he wouldn't waste so much time 
and energy on research." Newly hired fac-
ulty who want to pursue cutting-edge re-
search methodologies are actively discour-
aged by their department Chairs, who urge 
them to focus on their teaching instead: 
"You have to think about your career, you 
know!" 

When asked by administrators and promo-
tion committees to develop measures for 
demonstrating research competence, fac-
ulty rise up in anger. "How can anyone 
really measure or evaluate good research?" 
they demand. "Research is a private mat-
ter, a matter of personal style." These same 

scholars have no qualms, needless to say, 
about subjecting their teaching to collegial 
scrutiny and rigorous peer review. Indeed, 
they love to fly off to far-flung conferences 
where they can engage in lively discipli-
nary debates with teaching colleagues from 
around the world, leaving behind the 
drudgery of their research obligations. 

Top universities maintain their interna-
tional stature by offering generous funding 
for innovative teachers, with additional 
support from government and industry 
sources. Academic units devoted to the 
promotion of research excellence, by con-
trast, remain consistently underfunded and 
understaffed. University administrators do 
pay a certain amount of lip service to the 
importance of supporting stellar research-
ers; but under their breaths, they all recite 
the same mantra: "This is a teaching uni-
versity!" 
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I n nursing education and other academic disciplines 

there is a move towards student-centered learning 

as evidence of good teaching practice.  This type 

of learning contrasts with the traditional content-

centered approaches by focusing on the students as 

learners with unique learning styles and needs rather 

than a content-focused, teacher-directed model (Young 

& Maxwell, 2007). Paterson (2007) contends that teach-

ing strategies to promote student-centered learning fo-

cuses on helping students to make connections on what 

they need to know versus what the teacher wants them 

to know. Within this model, there is an emphasis on 

promoting critical dialogue and reflection regarding pro-

fessional nursing practice (Paterson).   

In our nursing program we use various strategies to pro-

mote student-centered learning and enhance the critical 

thinking abilities of our students. One such strategy is 

the use of concept mapping exercises in both the clinical 

practice and classroom settings. In addition to promoting 

active learning, educators contend that concept mapping 

helps to promote critical thinking and problem-solving 

when used with individual students or small groups (All 

& Haven, 1997; Kathol, Geiger & Hartig, 1998; Schus-

ter, 2000). The purpose of this article is to discuss both 

the process and outcome of using concept mapping in 

our nursing program. 

W H A T  A R E  C O N C E P T  M A P S ?  

A concept map is the graphic representation and organi-

zation of an explicit set of concepts and propositions that 

allows visualization of concept relationships.  According 

to Novak (1990), the process of developing and using 

concept maps assists learners’ develop and enhance the 

critical-thinking process. In nursing education, we use 

concept maps to identify patient problems and/or con-

cerns and as a guide to client-centered nursing care.  

Baugh and Mellott (1998) affirm that these graphic rep-

resentations more closely resemble students thinking 

patterns than some of the more linear forms of course 

assignments. Subsequently, when reviewing concept 

maps, educators and learners are readily able to discuss 

conceptual relationships, share information, correct mis-

perceptions, and easily identify missing concepts and 

linkages (Daley et al., 1999; Schuster, 2000).   Organiz-

ing information, identifying relationships, developing 

plans of action and considering additional possibilities are 

all key components in the concept mapping process.     

U S I N G  C O N C E P T  M A P S  I N  T H E  
C L I N I C A L  P R A C T I C E  S E T T I N G  

The concept maps used in nursing education are dia-

grams of patient health problems, typically organized in 

boxes with lines to demonstrate relationships. (Figure 1 

on page 4 provides an example of a basic concept map 

highlighting concerns related to a patient that fell and 

broke her ankle.)  In the clinical practice setting, the 

concept map exercise begins when the student receives a 

patient assignment. Students gather important data from 

the chart to help them understand the priority health 

problems of their patients and begin to formulate their 

concept map. When they assume care for their client, 

they collect additional data that helps them in the com-

pletion/revision of their concept map.  Data collected is 

clustered into nursing diagnoses specific to identified 

problems (i.e.: pain, mobility, anxiety) and patient needs 

can be prioritized. When creating concept maps, stu-

dents integrate theory to support the identified. Addi-

tionally, on a separate page, students can use the map to 

develop nursing interventions to specifically address each 

problem. Students’ concept maps depict priority patient 

problems while reflecting the interdependency among 

patient needs. For example, pain might influence mobil-

ity, stress, sleep, and so forth. Educators play a key role 

in helping the student to consider gaps in their concept 

maps and stimulate their critical thinking and problem 

solving through ongoing questions.  
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A ssessing and evaluating student learning using 

concept maps can take different forms. Educa-

tors can use concept maps as a tool to evaluate 

students’ understanding of their patients on a day-to-day 

basis. This assessment process occurs through active dia-

logue with individual students regarding the rationale 

for their priority problems and plans for nursing care. In 

this format, the concept map provides a basis for day-to-

day nursing care and requires ongoing revision as the 

patient’s needs and priorities change. Evaluating and 

providing written feedback on individual concept maps 

can also be included as part of a course grade.  

U S I N G  C O N C E P T  M A P S  I N  T H E  
C L A S S R O O M  S E T T I N G  

In the classroom setting, concept mapping can be used 

to foster critical thinking by using clinical case scenarios. 

Using detailed case studies, students work in small 

groups to formulate a concept map and identify the pri-

ority health needs of the patient and family.  Students 

divide the workload among the members by investigat-

ing one or two priority health needs for the family. Stu-

dents engage in independent study and bring their in-

formation back to the small group for discussion and 

application. In this format, students explore patient 

health problems in-depth and ensure that a holistic plan 

of care is developed. Following small group discussion 

and preparation, time in subsequent classes is allotted for 

presentation of the concept map.  

S T U D E N T  A N D  I N S T R U C T O R  R E -
S P O N S E S  T O  C O N C E P T  M A P P I N G  

Student and instructor responses to the concept map-

ping exercises used in the second year of our nursing 

program have overall been very positive.  In two recent 

studies in the clinical setting (Hicks-Moore, 2005; 

Hicks-Moore & Pastirik, 2005), students and instructors 

felt concept mapping was helpful in seeing the linkages 

between patients health problems, promoting critical 
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thinking, assisting with clinical preparation and helping 

students organize vast amounts of clinical data.  More-

over, in evaluating student concepts maps using a critical 

thinking scoring rubric (Facione & Facione, 1994), it 

was clear that concept mapping requires students to ac-

curately interpret, analyze and evaluate clinical data, 

identify salient reasons for the identification of problems 

and justify the inclusion of relevant client health prob-

lems (Hicks-Moore & Pastirik). Some of the disadvan-

tages of clinical concept mapping relate to acceptance; 

both faculty and student and consistent use of the 

method in the clinical setting. Interestingly, Daley et al. 

(1999) reported that faculty felt using concept maps in-

creased student learning throughout the semester, how-

ever, student feedback indicated that concept maps were 

a tedious exercise that was difficult to undertake in a 

final nursing course.  In our experience, orientation to 

the process of concept mapping early in the nursing 

program, including an explication of the pedagogical 

underpinning maximizes the benefits of using concept 

maps in both clinical and classroom settings. 
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I  once heard a teacher challenge a 

room full of students, “do not let 

anyone define who you are.”  

The challenge this teacher offered her 

students accentuates the measure of a 

truly good teacher.  The excellence of 

teaching is accredited to those who not 

only know their student body but who 

acknowledge 

that in every 

student there is 

unlimited po-

tential.  The 

good teacher 

acknowledges 

diversification 

and focuses on 

how to effec-

tively accentu-

ate the individ-

ual learner.   

The necessity of effective teaching skills 

is apparent as one looks at the diversity 

represented through the collective stu-

dent body.  An educator must have an 

appreciation for multiplicity and the 

role that this plays in the larger social 

structure.  The challenge for the teacher 

is to recognize and encourage individu-

ality.  When teachers recognize their 

students’ uniqueness, they, in effect, 

affirm their importance.  As students 

search for acceptance, a good teacher 

plays an important role in this process.  

Good teachers must be models for the 

idea of non-conformity.  

Within the educational system, student 

affirmation is foundational for the learn-

ing challenge.  Before a student can 

embrace the banquet of knowledge that 

a teacher has to offer, they must feel 

unconditional acceptance.  A good stu-

dent-teacher relationship is the neces-

sary condition for the scholastics of 

learning.  Knowledge must be trans-

ferred to the 

s t u d e n t 

through the 

aesthetics of 

i n s p i r a t i o n .  

Therefore, a 

good teacher 

must be a mo-

t i v a t i o n a l 

speaker.  Ex-

citement is 

contagious and 

transmittable 

from the educator to the student.   

There is an intrinsic relationship be-

tween the ability of teachers to convey 

their subject matter and the student’s 

desire to learn.   

Teachers must be visionaries by en-

couraging their pupils to set goals and 

to stay focused on their dreams.  The 

famous words, “I have a dream,” still 

resonate.   Dreams are not squashed by 

challenges, they are built from chal-

lenges.  A well-rounded teacher knows 

that life’s obstacles are merely character 

building elements.  Although it is easy 

to focus on the momentary problems, 

such limited focus frustrates the educa-
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tional process.  When a 

teacher incites a student to 

challenge feelings of inade-

quacy, and dependency, they 

compel the learner to excel. 

It is vital that students have 

teachers that can present 

them with a well rounded 

education; one that recog-

nizes that academics are 

more than the recitation of 

facts.  Excellent teachers are 

the back bone of society and 

must be recognized for their 

invaluableness.  Every time a 

student is compelled toward 

achievement, the award of 

excellence is offered to their 

“teacher.” 

B Y  D A W N A  K I N G S T O N  
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A  large proportion of young adults in Canada 

pursue a university degree as a form of post 

secondary education immediately after gradua-

tion from high school.  As a result, most introductory 

university classes are primarily composed of 18 year old 

students who have had little or no 

formal educational experiences apart 

from those encountered while at-

tending public school.  Because they 

have no model for the mechanics of 

an educational system other than the 

high school model, this creates as-

sumptions among these young adult 

learners that the university learning 

environment is fundamentally similar 

to the high school learning environ-

ment.  This assumption is not valid 

for many reasons.  This article dis-

cusses ways that the typical high 

school learning environment differs 

from a typical university learning 

environment and discusses what I 

believe are three common miscon-

ceptions of first year university stu-

dents that instructors of first year courses need not only 

to be aware of, but also to encourage their students to 

re-evaluate so they can become successful university 

students. 

S T U D E N T  M I S C O N C E P T I O N  1 :    
I  A M  H E R E  B E C A U S E  I  H A V E  T O  B E  
H E R E .    

The New Brunswick Education Act currently requires 

people to attend high school or a home-schooling 

equivalent until they are 18 years of age.  While in high 

school, they are required to take courses in many di-

verse subjects in order to graduate.  Students almost in-

variably don’t enjoy every subject, and as a result, don’t 

always have a desire to do well in some.  Students com-

plain about these courses that they are not interested in 

and protest having to take them since they know they 

do not want to continue on in a related area later in life.   

In contrast, students attend university by choice, not by 

legal obligation.  Students choose their 

field of study and many of the courses that 

they take during their years at university.  

From the university perspective, it is as-

sumed that each student enrolled at the 

university has some form of desire to learn 

about their chosen area of focus, whether 

that desire stems from interest in the area, 

the  need for a university degree, or want-

ing to live up to parents expectations.  

Similarly,  professors must assume that 

every student enrolled in their courses has 

at least a small amount  of desire to learn 

about the material covered, whether stem-

ming from interest in the material or from 

it being a requirement for a desired de-

gree.  These are not unreasonable assump-

tions since every student chooses their 

own field of study and courses and since every student 

pays thousands of dollars in tuition to learn about their 

chosen area.  Courses that are required for particular 

degrees deal with subjects that are relevant to the cho-

sen degree.  Students need to realize that desire is a pre-

requisite for learning at the university level, because 

students who do not care have no motivation to do 

well.  It is therefore important for instructors of first 

year courses to stress to their students that they are here 

because, in one way or another, they want to be here, 

not because they have to be here.  If students are re-

peatedly reminded of their motivation for attending 

university, they will be in a better frame of mind to re-

ceive the information that they are presented with.   

D I S P E L L I N G  T H E  C O M M O N  M I S C O N C E P T I O N S  O F  F I R S T  Y E A R  S T U D E N T S  

Page 6 T E A C H I N G  M A T T E R S  



S T U D E N T  M I S C O N C E P T I O N  2 :   
I T  I S  T H E  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  O F  I N -
S T R U C T O R S  T O  M A K E  M E  D O  W E L L  
I N  A  C O U R S E .  

In public school, it is the responsibility of each teacher 

to ensure that their students reach a particular level of 

understanding with regard to the subject they are teach-

ing.  If students are not understanding the information 

that they are being presented with, the teacher needs to 

find another way to present the information to them so 

that they understand it.  Teachers need to ensure that 

students have learned important concepts before allow-

ing them to continue on to the next grade or next level 

of the course.  At the university level, the responsibility 

for learning is passed from the instructor to the student.  

The role of the instructor becomes one of  presenting 

information concerning a particular subject in a variety 

of different ways for students.  It is up to  students to 

take advantage of these different resources and presenta-

tion formats to help them learn the material that they 

want to learn.  If a student does not take advantage of 

the material presented to him/her and receives a poor 

grade on a test or in a course overall, the instructor of 

the course cannot be blamed as long as they  have pre-

sented and tested material clearly and fairly.  If a student 

has difficulty with the  information presented, then it is 

ultimately up to the student to resolve these difficulties 

with the instructor before they are tested on the mate-

rial.  This means that it is important for instructors of 

first year courses to stress to their students that they are 

in charge of their own learning and that it is their re-

sponsibility to seek help when they are having difficulty.  

If students are repeatedly reminded that no one is going 

to make them learn their material, they will remain 

more focused and attentive during class and likely more 

prepared for test situations.   

S T U D E N T  M I S C O N C E P T I O N  3 :    
I  D O N ’ T  N E E D  T O  T H I N K  A B O U T  
W H A T  I  D O  W I T H  M Y  T I M E .  

When students are living at home and attending high 

school, many of their decisions concerning their time 

are made for them (e.g. law dictates that students must 

attend school until they are 18 and parents commonly 

dictate that students must be home by a certain hour at 

night).  If students do not comply with these time man-

agement rules, they face some form of punishment.   

Their priorities are influenced by the punishments  they 

would incur if they do not comply with these time 

management rules.  When most first year students begin 

at university, these time management rules are lifted and 

students must re-evaluate their priorities and fully man-

age their own time for the first time in their lives.  

Many students fail to carefully examine their priorities 

and do not successfully manage their time.  Students 

need to be reminded that time management is crucial 

for success in tasks that they set as high priorities.  Al-

though instructors cannot set attending classes and 

learning material as priorities for students, there are ways 

that instructors can influence students’ choice of these 

activities as priorities.  Reminding students of their im-

plicit desire to learn stemming from their choice to reg-

ister for this class and reminding students that learning is 

their own responsibility are two ways to encourage 

study as a high priority.  Giving grades for assignments is 

another way to encourage study as a high priority but 

the result of this method is often that students make the 

grade for the assignment the priority, rather than the 

process involved in attaining the grade. 

E N T E R I N G  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  L E A R N I N G  E N V I R O N M E N T  
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are left to figure out for themselves.  

Since knowledge of the importance of 

these three areas is a prerequisite for 

doing well in any subject at the univer-

sity level, perhaps instructors should 

stress this information within first year 

courses along with course material that 

is covered during class.  Doing this 

could greatly improve the learning en-

vironment of first year classes and de-

crease the failure rate of first year 

courses. 

C O N C L U S I O N  

First year university students, who have 

a high motivation to learn, take respon-

sibility for their own learning, and 

properly manage their time with learn-

ing as a high priority should have no 

problem being successful during their 

first, and following years at university.  

Learning the importance of these three 

skills is arguably one of the biggest hur-

dles that any first  year university stu-

dent must overcome in order to be a 

successful student.  Presently, this is 

something that most first  year students 
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V I C E  P R E S I D E N T S  E X C E L L E N C E  I N  T E A C H I N G  

This workshop will address critical issues in-

volved in using work teams in a classroom and 

helping them to sustain their effectiveness. In 

this workshop participants will: 

• Review current research on using teams in 

the classroom 

• Experience strategies for getting teams off 

to a good start 

• Discover how personal leadership can help 

a team develop over time 

• Understand ways to manage conflict, deal 

with difference, and develop critical think-

ing skills amongst team members; and, 

• Explore issues related to team evaluation. 

The workshop design combines theory and 

practice through small and large group discus-

sion and structured exercises, the use of film 

and brief presentations, and the application of 

learning to participants’ classroom examples. 

Participants will be provided with printed 

handouts and references for further reading. 


