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The following suggestions for enhancing teaching and learning are keyed to sections of the 
Instructor/Course Evaluation (ICE), an instrument adopted for the evaluation of teaching at Saint 
Mary’s University and based on the Students’ Evaluation of Educational Quality (SEEQ).  The ICE 
factors teaching into nine components, eight of which provide formative information that can be 
used to improve teaching and learning.  

The following suggestions were adapted by Professor Herbert W. Marsh, University of Western 
Sydney - Macarthur, Australia (developer of the SEEQ) with permission from: Davis, B. G., Wood, 
L., & Wilson, R. (1983). ABC’s of Teaching with Excellence.  Teaching Innovation and Evaluation 
Services, University of California.  Minor changes in language were made by Professor Beverly 
Cameron (University Teaching Services, University of Manitoba) to fit the Canadian context.  
Teaching Tips is reprinted with permission.

Current resources related to the eight formative ICE factors are available from the Office of Instructional 
Development, Saint Mary’s University.   Copies of the ICE questionnaire are available from the Senate Office.

Learning and Academic Value (ICE Factor 1):  In essence this factor denotes 
students’ subjective feelings of success gained by participation in a course and/or 
at the hands of a particular teacher.  Students who are challenged and stimulated, 
who consider their learning throughout the course to have been worthwhile, whose 
interest in the subject was increased, who are conscious of having understood the 
subject-matter and who generally rate the course highly are clearly expressing 
feelings of accomplishment with challenging learning tasks.
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The following ideas and suggestions have been used by outstanding university instructors.

���(JWF�ZPVS�TUVEFOUT�B�DPODFQUVBM�GSBNFXPSL�PO�XIJDI�UP�IBOH�NBKPS�JEFBT�BOE�UIF�GBDUVBM�
JOGPSNBUJPO�PG�B�DPVSTF�

The framework may be a structure, a theme, a conceptual typology, a controversial issue, or a theory.  
The conceptual framework should be made salient to students through repeated reference.

As one professor of Physiology points out, “To the uninitiated, our field looks like a mass of facts; by 
establishing a conceptual framework, I minimize the amount of rote memorization my students have 
to do.”

Often the framework can be represented symbolically or graphically.  Another physiologist, for 
example, begins each lecture by drawing the same outline of the whole human brain on the 
blackboard.  Details of the brain, in terms of structures and processes, change according to the 
specific topics to be covered in that day’s lecture.

A Sociology professor uses a basic typology as a conceptual framework for his course; this typology is 
sketched on the blackboard each day as a matrix into which new 
information is written.  He stresses the need to tie basic facts together to make conceptual linkages 
for students.

A History professor uses the concept “Attitudes toward Natural Resources” rather than chronology 
as an organizing principle.  A professor of Spanish literature identifies two or three major concepts 
(e.g., irony or tragedy) and applies them repeatedly in lectures, discussions and assignments to 
reinforce student understanding.

����1PTF�QBSBEPYFT�GPS�ZPVS�TUVEFOUT�UP�TPMWF�

A Chemistry professor emphasizes conceptual understanding by challenging his students with 
apparent paradoxes.  “Several times each semester I set up a demonstration to give a visual result that 
is at variance with what is described in the textbook.  My students are then helped to explain the 
paradox by applying a variety of problem solving techniques.  This kind of demonstration really gets 
students thinking.  Furthermore, many students tell me that they learn more from seeing than from 
reading.  It gives them another way of understanding and helps them gain self-confidence that they 
do in fact understand.”
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A Zoology professor focuses the first part of the course on fundamentals and the second part on 
state-of-the-art research.  “The first six weeks cover basic concepts and fundamental processes all my 
students must learn about the subject.  In this segment I eliminate many ‘nice to know’ concepts in 
favour of going over the basics in a very thorough way.”

“Because students are quite heterogeneous (including undergraduates who have taken only 
introductory Biology as well as graduate students in Zoology), I spend the first six weeks making 
certain that everyone is brought up to approximately the same level of understanding of the 
fundamentals.  Then in the last weeks of the course, I introduce the latest research experiments in 
the field.  In effect, the first half of the course is made up of ‘little white lies,’ that is, the simplified 
constructs of the field.  In the later weeks, the emphasis is on how research is actually done and how 
little we really know.”

A professor of Physics uses a similar strategy throughout his lower-division courses.  He divides 
course topics into three levels: those which are “Basic” (i.e., should be mastered by every student); 
those which are “Recommended” (i.e., should be mastered by every student seeking a good 
understanding of the subject); and those which are “Optional” (i.e., need to be mastered by those 
students with special interest in the subject).
 
����4USFTT�UIF�NPTU�FOEVSJOH�WBMVFT�PG�USVUIT�JO�ZPVS�EJTDJQMJOF�

“I stress the permanent values in literature, the emotional responses that a particular novel or 
collection of novels elicits from us all,” says one professor of English.  “I try to get my students to 
understand why they respond to a given novel the way they do.”  After a class has discussed how they 
feel about a novel - the common emotions it arouses - he tries to lead them to analyze, understand, 
and explain why nearly everyone feels the way they do.  He poses questions such as: ‘What must 
literature be like in order to get us to respond the way we do?’ and ‘Why does a particular novel 
effect everyone in the same way?’  “Behind all my questions is the search for a way of analyzing and 
discussing literature that will explain the most with the fewest assumptions.”

����5PVDI�CBTF�SFQFBUFEMZ�XJUI�UIF�GVOEBNFOUBMT�PS�CBTJDT�

One Engineering professor believes that too much of science and engineering is presented to students 
in a rote, plug-in-the numbers way.  “There are thousands of formulae, but all of these are variations 
on a limited number of basic ideas or theories.  These basic ideas are ‘ideal theories’ from which are 
derived all the ‘approximate’ or ‘technical theories’ which engineers use.  I try to teach my students 
how to judge when they can use an approximate theory with confidence and when they are obliged 
to go to a more rigorous level.  In this way, I keep touching base with the fundamentals to reinforce 
students’ understanding of them.”

Another Engineering instructor concurs.  ‘’Students are typically presented with 100 different 
equations in each course they take.  They are exposed to 1100-1200 equations overall.  Rote 
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problems are  then  seen as common  to many students not just the group’s representative.  Faculty 
members can be very intimidating for some first year students, even those of us who try very hard not 
to be.  Also, many of these students were at the top of their high school classes and it is difficult for 
them to adjust to the competition at university.  While it is difficult for them to admit that they don’t 
understand something, there is a certain comfort in knowing that some of their fellow students are in 
the same boat and that by joining forces they can help one another.”

�����4DIFEVMF�BO�JOEJWJEVBM�BQQPJOUNFOU�XJUI�FBDI�TUVEFOU�

A Statistics professor felt that he was not being successful in generating class discussion.  At the end 
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One professor of English assigns the work of a literary critic and then asks students to write an 
essay taking an adversary position.  “If my assignments are provocative, I get better results.  I stress 
the importance of their presenting a personal point of view.  They should enjoy doing the paper; it 
should provide them with a personal learning experience.”

A Psychology professor asks students to write an evaluation or critique of a paper by a professional 
psychologist.  “The process of analysis and evaluation captures what I am trying to do in the course,” 
he explains.

�����(JWF�BTTJHONFOUT�XIJDI�QVU�ZPVS�TUVEFOUT�JO�UIF�SPMF�PG�BOPUIFS�

A History professor reports that she used to give rather standard writing assignments, e.g., “compare 
author X and Y’s views on A,” where the two authors tended to be professional historians.  “Most 
undergraduates, however, find the arguments of current historians somewhat arcane,” she says.  
‘’Therefore, most recently I have asked students to read a collection of the 18th century speeches on 
why Louis XVI should be killed and assigned them the task of writing their own speech as if they had 
been living during the French Revolution.”

“Undergraduates really are enthusiastic about this kind of assignment and do an incredibly good 
job.  It helps them to identify with the issues of the time; in fact many students went to great lengths 
to research the authenticity of their own empathic interpretations.  Next year, I intend to take this 
assignment a step further by dividing students into small groups and having them actually deliver 
their speeches to the group.”

�����"TTJHO�iUIPVHIU�QSPCMFNTw�XIJDI�BSF�UZQJDBM�PG�UIF�QSPCMFNT�GBDFE�CZ�QSPGFTTJPOBMT�JO�UIF�
mFME�

A Forestry professor assigns weekly “thought problems” which are the same type of questions 
professional foresters are asked, such as, ‘What is killing that tree?’; not name six factors which can 
kill trees.”

�����6TF�SFBM�QSPCMFNT�BOE�IBWF�ZPVS�TUVEFOUT�TPMWF�UIFN�

An Engineering professor presents students with problems based on real cases.  “For example,” he 
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The value of this approach is to give students experience solving the type of practical problems they 
will encounter as professionals,” he explains.  “Also, because the problems are based on actual cases, 
it gives students a chance to compare their own problem-solving skills with those of practicing 
engineers.”

�����6TF�DBTF�TUVEJFT�UP�HJWF�TUVEFOUT�QSBDUJDF�BU�BOTXFSJOH�QSBDUJDF�RVFTUJPOT�

A professor of Anthropology carefully prepares case study assignments to give her lower division 
students exposure to primary research techniques and strategies.  Students are presented with a 
collection of photos, maps, and narrative information which depict a site as an archaeologist would 
see it.  Students must answer a series of questions, e.g., “What changes in eating habits can you infer 
from the artifacts found at two different levels?”






