
 

Teaching grad students to teach effectively
doesn't compromise research careers, study
finds
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A new Portland State University study suggests that universities should
do more to invest in training graduate students in 21st century teaching
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methods, and that doing so does not mean that they would be any less
prepared for a career in research.

In fact, the study found that Ph.D. students who are trained in evidence-
based teaching—methods that emphasize interactive, collaborative and
hands-on learning rather than just traditional lecture—can be just as
competitive of researchers, if not better, than those who are not.

The study, published online June 25 in the journal PLOS ONE, was
authored by Erin Shortlidge, an assistant professor of biology at PSU's
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, and Sarah Eddy, an assistant
professor of biology at Florida International University's STEM
Transformation Institute.

The authors found there was a positive relationship between increased
training in evidence-based teaching and students' confidence in their
preparedness for a research career, their ability to communicate their
research and their research productivity, as measured by the number of
papers they publish.

The findings run counter to a widespread perception that any time spent
teaching, or even learning about teaching methods, will take away from
research productivity for faculty and graduate students.

But Shortlidge said that amid a national push for universities to do a
better job of teaching science, technology, engineering and math
(STEM), it's critical that graduate students—who as future faculty
members will likely be required to teach—learn effective teaching
methods.

Evidence-based teaching can include the use of interactive tools such as
clickers, small-group discussions and course-based undergraduate
research experiences.
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The study surveyed 338 students who were at least in their second year
of a Ph.D. program in the life sciences, the STEM discipline that
consistently awards the greatest number of doctorate degrees.

Shortlidge said that oftentimes graduate students who do participate in
professional development opportunities in teaching have to seek them
out on their own, with few receiving substantial training in student
-centered teaching methods.

"There doesn't seem to be evidence that if universities invest in training 
graduate students in 21st century teaching methods, they're going to be
harming their productivity; if anything, they could be benefiting them,"
Shortlidge said. "Graduate students can shift the paradigm moving
forward, and take on this national push to be a better teacher as well as a
cutting-edge researcher."

  More information: Erin E. Shortlidge et al, The trade-off between
graduate student research and teaching: A myth?, PLOS ONE (2018). 
DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0199576
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