
1 

 

Welcome Back! 

 

Lydia Ulatowski, Interim Vice 

President of Academic Affairs  

Dear Colleagues,  

Happy new year and goodbye to 

2020!  Thank you for all you have 

done for our students, for each other, 

and for our college community since March.  In spite of your 

own personal hardships, you rose to the challenge of new 

teaching modalities which created the best learning 

environment possible for our students. 

In this new year, don’t dwell on past challenges and missteps. 

Instead, focus on what to do next. Move forward with lessons 

learned.  Unfortunately, Spring 2021 will begin with the same 

Covid restrictions and mandates.  But you have learned to 

accept and handle these trying circumstances with 

professionalism, creativity, and resilience.  And we are 

moving in a direction of hope for the future!  “Hope is the 

belief one holds during difficult circumstances that things will 

get better.” 

And they will… 

My best to you this semester and always, 

Lydia Ulatowski 

Interim Vice President of Academic Affairs 

 

Faculty Spotlight 

 

Jerry Truesdell, Professor of 

Mathematics  

 

When we closed down in March 

2020, I gave my pre-calculus class 

two choices: (1) finish the course 

using an electronic platform, or (2) 

complete a series of pencil-and-

paper problem sets. All except one 

student chose pencil-and-paper problem sets.  So, problem 

sets are what we did.  We had some trigonometry to finish up, 

as well as exponential modelling.   

 

I told my class we were going to talk about virus spread, and 

we were going to do so in a very meaningful way. In previous 

pre-calculus classes we had touched on virus spread, without 

doing anything of real substance.  This time I wanted to do 

more. I wanted to address mathematical modelling in general, 

with specific attention given to how a virus spreads.  I already 

had their attention, so why not seize the moment?  

 

I started with the Susceptible-Infected-Recovered (SIR) 

Model – the same model used by epidemiologists around the 

world that model the spread of COVID-19.  The SIR model 

was used with both the Oxford and Imperial College models 

in the UK – two models that have evolved through time and 

have received a significant amount of attention. I did not start 

teaching SIR, but rather, I started planning with SIR.  The 

Susceptible-Recovered-Infected model was my endgame.  

 

There were very few resources available, so first I had to 

derive the basic equations in terms of epidemiological 

variables.  This was not too difficult.  Then I had to figure out 

how to get pre-calculus students to understand SIR. That part 

was difficult.  I had to find a way to take my students from 

nothing to a significant level of understanding of an 

epidemiological model usually covered in a graduate-level 

course in epidemiology. And, I did not have much time to do 

it.  

 

I developed eleven lessons that begin with an exponential 

model, move on to an improvement called logistic growth 

(great for a zombie apocalypse and bacterial spread), and then 

on to SIR (great for virus spread). In the end, I developed 

some unique methods for giving pre-calculus students some 

powerful insights into how a virus spreads.  I also briefly had 

them thinking like an epidemiologist.  

Most significantly, we developed a useful model, together 

with a proper understanding of the scope of the SIR model 

and a complete understanding of the shortcomings of the 

more simplistic exponential and logistic models. This was not 

at all easy.  The subtle truths given by these models are not 

always obvious. The cyclical process of developing a 

mathematical model is usually reserved for upper-level 

undergraduates, if not graduate students.  
 

Mathematical models in physics are always an easy sell 

because our idealizations do not stray too far from the real 

world of experimental facts, and discrepancies can be easily 

explained by secondary forces and observational error.  These 

models in mathematical physics are so compelling that many 

physicists take a realist position that these are exact truths of 

the universe. It is not so easy with epidemiology.  As 

Governor Cuomo explained last spring, there are “too many 

variables for these models to predict what is going to happen.”  

Yes, Governor Cuomo did get things right, and often! 

 

If these epidemiological models do not work, then what good 

are they?  Do they contain any truth content at all? If so, what 

is this subtle truth? These questions, and others, were 

answered by every one of my students, each of which worked 
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all the way through my 

eleven short problem sets 

with mastery.  

 

Every high school student 

could and should learn 

this math.  Public health 

officials and politicians 

would have much better 

compliance if this knowledge were widely disseminated.  The 

truth given by these models is compelling. The numbers do 

not lie, and the various parameters of COVID-19 do set it 

apart from an ordinary flu. Voluntary compliance is much 

cheaper and much more effective than enforcement.  Through 

education the truth, indeed, can set us free.  Maybe we will 

get it right next time.  

Stay well. 
 

Some additional information: 

Brother Joe Wilkowski of St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute 

used Jerry’s materials and provided valuable commentary 

throughout the process.  
 

Course Syllabus  
 

Preparing Your Course Syllabus for the Semester 
 

As you prepare your syllabus/first day handouts, be sure to 

include the following items: 

 Course contact information (modality, location, days, 

times, etc.)  

 Course description (taken from the master syllabus or 

college catalog) 

 Student Learning Outcomes. Check with the master 

syllabus on file for accuracy and the most current 

version.  (Include the General Education student learning 

outcome if your course is designated for a General 

Education area.)  

 Attendance policy 

 Grading policy (point system, percentage, weights, 

assignments, etc.). Include how the course grades will be 

converted to letter grade. 

 Instructor contact, office hours and location. (Full-time 

faculty are required to have at least 5 office hours per 

week)  

 Required materials and texts. 

 Course requirements and expectations 

 Detailed description of assignments and activities 

counted toward course grade 

 Information for students who may be eligible for 

accessibility services 

 Information for the Academic Center for Excellence 

(ACE) 

 Computer usage policy 

 Course schedule, calendar or outline of topics 

 Important dates  
 

Watch for more details in the system message, or contact Brad 

Wingert for more information: bwingert@niagaracc.suny.edu 

 

Reading Matters  

 

SAVE the Date!  

Monday, May 10 @ 1 pm 

Via Zoom Meeting (Link to 

follow) 

 

The Reading Matters Group 

announces the next book for 

discussion hosted by Suzanne 

Buffamanti, Humanities & 

Social Sciences Division. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 

“Voltaire” is the pen name 

under which French author-

philosopher François-Marie Arouet who published a number 

of books and pamphlets in the 18th century and a key figure 

in the European intellectual movement known as the 

Enlightenment. Voltaire was quite controversial in his day, in 

no small part because of the critical nature of his work. 

Before Saturday Night Live and similar satirical sketch 

comedy, there was Voltaire and his hilariously incisive (and 

compact) Candide. When things go pear-shaped for the naive 

title character, who has been taught that he is living in "the 

best of all possible worlds," his encounters with colorful folks 

make for an illuminating journey--especially for the reader.  

 

Join the Reading Matters Book Group for a discussion of this 

classic work in the context of social satire. 

 

*Copies of the book will be available in the Faculty Resource 

Center D106 Suite – watch for email and System Message 

Alerts. The HG Lewis Library will have copies for borrowing 

purposes. Personal Purchasing Info: $4 for the paperback with 

book code ISBN13: 9780486266893 at Barnes and Noble 

available for the nook or nook app for $.99 

 

Sudoku  

 

 
 

The eleven problem sets, 

together with a twelfth 

chapter, were bundled together 

and self-published through 

Amazon under the title, “The 

Mathematics of Virus Spread 

for Beginners.” 

mailto:bwingert@niagaracc.suny.edu
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Teaching Tips 

 

From: How to Give Effective Feedback to Your Students by 

Susan M. Brookhart 

Feedback says to a student, “Somebody cared enough about 

my work to read it and think about it!” Most teachers want to 

be that “somebody.” Feedback matches specific descriptions 

and suggestions with a particular student’s work. It is just-in-

time, just-for-me information delivered when and where it 

can do the most good.  

 

Feedback is an important component of the formative 

assessment process. Formative assessment gives information 

to teachers and students about how students are doing relative 

to classroom learning goals. From the student’s point of view, 

the formative assessment “script” reads like this: “What 

knowledge or skills do I aim to develop? How close am I 

now? What do I need to do next?” Giving good feedback is 

one of the skills teachers need to master as part of good 

formative assessment. Other formative assessment skills 

include having clear learning targets, and—usually after 

giving good feedback—helping students learn how to 

formulate new goals for themselves and action plans that will 

lead to achievement of these goals.  

 

Feedback can be very powerful if done well. The power of 

formative feedback lied in its double-barreled approach, 

addressing both cognitive and motivational factors at the 

same time. Good feedback gives students information they 

need so they can understand where they are in their learning 

and what to do next—the cognitive factor. Once they feel they 

understand what to do and why, most students develop a 

feeling that they have control over their own learning—the 

motivational factor.  

 

Good feedback contains information that a student can use, 

which means that the student has to be able to hear and 

understand it. Students can’t hear something that’s beyond 

their comprehension; nor can they hear something if they are 

not listening or are feeling like it would be useless to listen.  

 

If the classroom culture values finding and using suggestions 

for improvement, students will be able to use feedback, plan 

and execute steps for improvement, and in the long run reach 

further than they could if they were stuck with assignments 

on which they could already get an A without any new 

learning. It is not fair to students to present them with 

feedback and no opportunity to use it. It is not fair to students 

to present them with what seems like constructive criticism 

and then use it against them in a grade or final evaluation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assessment Practices 
 

“Assessment, Measurement, & Evaluation: 

Characteristics of a Good Assessment” is a 25 minute video 

presentation available on the FRCAE Blackboard page. In 

this presentation, you will learn about: 

 The differences between assessment, measurement, and 

evaluation 

 Reasons to assess 

 Types of assessment for application in your classes 

(formative, summative, normative, ipsative)  

 Objective scoring 

 Subjective scoring 

 Writing test items 

 Benefits and disadvantages of test items 

 Methods of estimating reliability (test/retest, parallel 

forms, internal consistency, and rater consistency)  

 

Student Learning Outcomes Reporting 

Reporting your results.  

1. Be sure that your Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) on 

your syllabus match those of the master syllabus in your 

department.  

2. Align your assignments, activities, and assessment to 

your SLOs. (You may include other assignments for 

teaching and learning purposes, but be sure you have at 

least the methods used to measure your specific SLOs). 

Ask: What is the purpose of this assessment?  

3. Pace your assessment strategies so that not everything is 

being measured at the end of the semester.  

4. Document your outcomes by using the JotForm link 

found in the NCCC Faculty Assessment Resource Center 

in Blackboard.  

 

***Important*** You do not need to have perfect results. The 

purpose of assessment is to find areas that need improvement 

and then to improve them.  

 
 

HG Lewis Library 
 

Ask a Librarian 
Your students can get research help with a librarian all day, 

every day! The Lewis Library subscribes to a virtual reference 

chat service, which connects patrons with librarians 24 hours 

a day, 7 days a week. NCCC librarians staff the chat service 

during the workday. After-hours, it is staffed by librarians 

from around the country. 

The “Ask a Librarian” reference chat is available through the 

Library website, course LibGuides, and through this 

webpage: https://libguides.niagaracc.suny.edu/Ask 

This page also includes Lewis Library FAQ such as “How do 

I choose a database?” and  

“Can I use a study room in the library?” 

To guarantee a response from an NCCC Librarian, students 

can submit a ticketed question here: 

 https://libguides.niagaracc.suny.edu/SubmitAQuestion 

 

https://owa2.niagaracc.suny.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=Kqz13V_foRgonMZqF1gQycKtg40w6PBtKMYvhwycPE-wDTc6e5HYCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2flibguides.niagaracc.suny.edu%2fAsk
https://owa2.niagaracc.suny.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=8UFBlLXRNCdQZOTrowsn4qq2jNp4-m6qMHPcg7c7pzWwDTc6e5HYCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2flibguides.niagaracc.suny.edu%2fSubmitAQuestion
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Library Research Skills Tutorial   

The Lewis Library provides access to millions of scholarly 

sources for research. The newly created Library Research 

Skills Tutorial will help students navigate the research 

process. They can complete the tutorial in its entirety or skip 

around to relevant sections.  

There are tips on developing a topic, search strategies, 

evaluating sources, and citing sources.  

The tutorial is located here: 

 https://libguides.niagaracc.suny.edu/RST 

It can be embedded into Blackboard using the LibApps LTI 

integration or added as a web link.  

If you have any questions on the tutorial, how to add it in 

Blackboard, or are interested in ways you can incorporate it 

as extra credit or as a required assignment, please let us know 

at refdesk@niagaracc.suny.edu.  

 

New Librarian 

Please welcome Andrew Aquino to 

NCCC! Andy is the new Public 

Services Librarian at the Lewis 

Library. He will oversee all 

circulation/access services, 

interlibrary loans, and reference 

services, as well as serve as co-lead 

on instruction. Along with a 

Bachelor’s Degree in Management 

Information Systems from Canisius 

College and a Master of Library Science from the University 

at Buffalo, Andy has over 10 years of experience in libraries. 

Most recently he served as lead Technology Trainer and 

Librarian with the Buffalo & Erie County Public 

Library. You can reach him at aaquino@niagaracc.suny.edu 

or 716-614-6791. 
 

Embed a Librarian in Your Class 
 

Do your students need research help? Instead of a one-shot 

library instruction session, consider embedding a librarian in 

your class. This way research help can be integrated 

throughout the semester. Depending on your preferences, the 

librarian could prepare a short asynchronous lesson each 

week, or to coincide with certain assignments. This can be 

done entirely through Blackboard and Zoom. If you are 

interested in integrating library instruction into your class or 

would like to schedule a standalone research class, contact 

Jean Linn or Andy Aquino. 

 

FRCAE Contact 
 

Watch the NCCC System Messages and NCCC Events 

Calendar for upcoming workshops 
 

FRCAE - D106 Suite   

Maureen Winters, Stenographer 

716-614-6790; winters@niagaracc.suny.edu 
 

Brad Wingert, Interim Coordinator, FRCAE/Interim 

Assistant Vice President of Academic Affairs  

bwingert@niagaracc.suny.edu  

First Day 

 

How to Teach a Good First Day of Class  

by James M. Lang 

JANUARY 4, 2019 – Chronicle of Higher Education  

 

I was 21 years old when I first stepped into a college 

classroom as an instructor. My master’s program had 

assigned me to teach a composition course and gave me a 

brief orientation to teaching the week before the semester 

began. I was so close in age to my students, so nervous about 

how they would perceive me, and so uncertain about what I 

was doing that I had precisely one goal for the first day of the 

semester: Get through it. 

 

I managed to achieve that modest goal. But over the course of 

the next couple of decades of full-time teaching, I have 

become much more aware of the extent to which the first day 

of class sets the tone for everything that follows. In her 

book, The Spark of Learning: Energizing the College 

Classroom With the Science of Emotion, the 

psychologist Sarah Rose Cavanagh explores how humans 

quickly make initial judgments of people, on the basis of thin 

slices of evidence. “On the first few days of class,” she 

explains, “students will be forming their impressions of you, 

and this impression may be more important than much of 

what you do later.” 

 

On that first day, I would argue, your students are forming a 

lasting impression not just of you as a teacher but of your 

course, too. Their early, thin-slice judgments are powerful 

enough to condition their attitudes toward the entire course, 

the effort they are willing to put into it, and the relationship 

they will have with you and their peers throughout the 

semester. 

 

So that first class meeting is a big deal. You want to give 

students a taste of the engaging intellectual journey they will 

undertake in the coming weeks — and you have great 

flexibility in how you go about it. Helping you to make that 

opening session as effective as possible, whatever your 

discipline, is the goal of this online guide. What you can 

expect to find here: 

 

 I’ll start, as we academics so love to do, with a little bit 

of theory — specifically, four core principles that can 

help shape your planning for the first day of your course. 

 Next, I’ll cover the logistics of a successful first day, 

including managing the space and technology as well as 

getting to know your students. 

 To show you how to put the principles and the logistics 

into practice, I will provide examples of what a good set 

of first-day activities might look like in four disciplines. 

 I’ll finish with some suggestions for how to support the 

good work you have done on the first day with some 

follow-up activities. 

 

https://owa2.niagaracc.suny.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=6PBaE1zGyAfzLzuzdHh2j3QPwQ1M1DUAMuBJuLGFySKwDTc6e5HYCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2flibguides.niagaracc.suny.edu%2fRST
mailto:refdesk@niagaracc.suny.edu
mailto:winters@niagaracc.suny.edu
mailto:bwingert@niagaracc.suny.edu
https://www.amazon.com/Spark-Learning-Energizing-Classroom-Education/dp/1943665338
https://www.amazon.com/Spark-Learning-Energizing-Classroom-Education/dp/1943665338
https://sarahrosecav-wordpress-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/
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Four Key Principles 

As you devise your plan of attack, these four principles can 

help you decide which activities and approaches will best 

draw your students into the course and prepare them to learn. 

 

Principle No. 1: Curiosity 

 

Too many college courses are presented to students as boxes 

of content: “British Literature From 1800 to the Present,” 

“Inorganic Chemistry,” “Principles of Sociology.” We walk 

into the room on the first day of the semester, open this box 

of knowledge and skills for the students, hand it over, and 

expect them to give it back three months later in the form of 

a final exam. The first class meeting usually affirms that 

approach. We tell students all about what we will cover 

throughout the semester, even though they might have no 

particular or prior interest in our subject matter. 

 

Instead, consider the first day as your best opportunity to 

spark students’ curiosity and invite them into a fascinating 

intellectual journey. In his book, What the Best College 

Teachers Do, Ken Bain argues that instructors should build 

and present learning experiences around deep questions and 

problems. Highly effective college instructors recollect what 

first fascinated them about their discipline, pay attention to 

what fascinates students today, and make a connection with 

those issues at the opening of the semester. Such instructors 

reflect upon why the course should matter, and work to 

convey the significance of its content to students as well as to 

their world beyond the classroom. 

 

All of which is why I can’t recommend strongly enough: Do 

not begin the first day of the semester by immediately handing 

out the syllabus. Instead, spark their curiosity about the 

content first, and then demonstrate — with a review of the 

syllabus — how the course content can help satisfy that 

curiosity. (I’ll offer some examples of how to do that in 

various types of courses below.) 

 

Principle No. 2: Community 

 

We do not teach brains on sticks. We teach human beings who 

are inspired by wonder, driven toward community, beset by 

fears and anxieties, and influenced in countless other ways by 

aspects of their lives beyond the purely cognitive. For both 

you and your students, those emotions will be at a peak on the 

first day of the semester, and they can have a significant 

influence on what happens in your classroom. 

 

You can support those emotions on the first day by fostering 

a sense of community in the room — even one filled with 

several hundred students. The intellectual journey you are 

taking together comes in the form of a caravan, and while you 

might be the leader, you want all of them to contribute to the 

learning experiences you will be creating for them. How do 

you convey that? 

 

 Humanize yourself to the students. Talk with as many 

of them individually as you can, and provide 

opportunities for them to meet and communicate with one 

another. Humanizing yourself can take the form of 

humorous asides, occasional self-disclosure, or a more 

formally narrated description of your own intellectual 

journey. 

 Greet each student, if you can. That’s impossible if 

your course has an enrollment of 200, but it’s easily done 

in a class of 20 or 30. Instead of standing at the front of 

the room and calling out students’ names from the roster 

sheet, get to class early and walk around, asking students 

for their names and a fact or two about themselves: class 

year, major, hometown. Let them know you’re glad they 

have joined you for the semester. 

 Giving students the opportunity to communicate with 

one another does not have to take the form of the 

dreaded icebreaker. Instead, divide students into pairs 

or small groups, give them a simple task to complete, and 

offer a brief injunction before they start: “Make sure you 

introduce yourself before you start talking.” 

The more comfortable the students feel with you and with one 

another from the beginning, the more comfortable they will 

be participating throughout the semester. 

 

Principle No. 3: Learning 

 

You don’t have to wait until the second class meeting for 

students to start learning in your course. But that doesn’t 

mean you have to jump right into content delivery on the first 

day. Here are two ways to get them learning on the first day. 

 

 Ask students to try a cognitive task before they are 

ready. That’s one of the most effective ways to spark 

learning, according to excellent evidence. This trying-

before-they’re-ready can take many forms: It might 

involve attempting to solve a problem before they have 

the skills they need to be successful, or working to 

complete a challenging task that they will face again at 

the end of the course. The idea is to require students to 

draw upon whatever knowledge they might bring into the 

room. As they retrieve and work with that knowledge, 

they are creating what the authors of Make It Stick: The 

Science of Successful Learning call “fertile grounds” for 

new knowledge and skill acquisition. Moreover, the 

students’ partial or unsuccessful attempts to complete the 

task will give you a clear view of the current state of their 

understanding — knowledge you can use to shape the 

opening weeks of the course. 

 Invite students to think about the course from a 

metacognitive perspective. (But don’t freak them out by 

using the word “metacognitive.”) In other words: What 

kinds of learning strategies will they have to use in order 

to be successful in the course? What kinds of support will 

https://bit.ly/1JJLodf
https://bit.ly/1f1yht6
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they need from you to make those strategies work? Which 

strategies have been effective, or ineffective, for them in 

the past? For example, ask students on the first day to 

reflect upon the best and worst classes they have taken in 

your field (or related fields), and to describe what made 

those courses successful for them, or not. Put their 

responses on the board. Then invite them each to draw up 

a list of individual actions they will need to take to do 

well in the course, and a list of actions they would like to 

see taken by you and their peers. Those lists can be shared 

and discussed in class, or afterward on the learning-

management system. 

Whichever approach you use, the most important element is 

basic: Set aside a chunk of class time on that first day for 

students to engage in cognitive work of some kind. Writing 

class? Have them write on the first day. A problem-solving 

course? Have them work on a problem. A discussion-based 

class? Get them talking. The point is that if you want your 

students actively engaged in learning throughout the 

semester, actively engage them in learning on the first day. 
 

Principle No. 4: Expectations 

 

The previous three principles will guide you in devising 

creative, engaging activities for opening day. But you can’t 

ignore the fact that students will bring a host of expectations 

— things they will want to know right away — into the room 

with them. What shape will the course take? What materials 

will they have to buy? What tests, projects, and other 

assignments will they be required to complete? Are there any 

special obligations (such as field trips or community service) 

that might differentiate your course from a typical one? 
 

An important practical reason for answering those questions 

on the first day is that not all students who show up will 

remain enrolled. Although you might be tempted to take it 

personally, my experience as an academic adviser suggests 

that students tend to switch in and out of courses during the 

first week because of logistical issues in their academic and 

personal lives. A student might discover on the first day that 

three of her courses require extensive amounts of writing, and 

decide to postpone one of them until next semester, so as not 

to be overwhelmed with deadlines. Or a student might switch 

into another section after he discovers that you have a 

required field trip that conflicts with a family wedding. 
 

So allot at least some time of Day 1 to outlining the 

parameters of the course beyond subject matter: materials, 

assessments, policies, key dates and deadlines. You’ll have 

all of that information handily available to you in the form 

of your carefully constructed syllabus. I don’t recommend 

reading the entire syllabus aloud in the first class. Give 

students copies in print and online, and then highlight the 

major elements. Set aside time for questions. Some 

instructors give students a no-points or low-stakes syllabus 

quiz on or immediately after the first day of class, ensuring 

that they get familiar with the most important aspects of the 

course. 

Before the First Day 

 

To put the four core principles into practice requires a few 

practical considerations before the semester starts. Doing 

some advance work to familiarize yourself with the students, 

the space, and the technology available in the classroom will 

support the activities you have planned. 

 

The Students 

 

I often teach English composition, a class designed for first-

year students at my college. Some years ago, I planned a first-

day activity that asked students to think about what they had 

learned in their high-school writing classes. When I arrived in 

the classroom, however, I discovered — while looking over 

the roster for the first time — that more than half of the 

students were sophomore and juniors who had put off taking 

composition until now. My first-day planning fell apart, and I 

had to devise another strategy on the fly. 

 

I learned from that experience the importance of taking a 

close look at the roster in advance of my planning, and 

uncovering whatever I could learn about the students before 

the semester began. At my college, the roster lists only the 

class year and contact details of each student. But even that 

basic information helps me understand the level at which I 

should pitch the opening of the course, and the kinds of first-

day activities or examples that will resonate with the actual 

students in the room, instead of the ones I imagined would be 

there. 

 

Your institution’s learning-management system offers you 

opportunities to gather information about your students. You 

can send a message, or post an announcement, before the first 

class asking them to introduce themselves — via a discussion 

post, a short video they make with their phones or laptops, or 

an email sent directly to you with some basic information 

about themselves. 

 

Being able to recognize and make connections with students 

on the first day will go a long way toward creating that strong 

sense of community in the course. 

 

The Space 

 

When I was a new teacher, still suffering from an excess of 

first-day jitters, a senior faculty member gave me some advice 

that had always worked to calm his own nerves. He would go 

to his new classroom a few days before each semester and get 

to know the space. He would make a full walking circuit of 

the room, getting himself comfortable with every corner, 

every angle, every perspective. That allowed him to teach 

more confidently on the first day. 

 

I’ve been following that practice myself ever since — not 

only in my courses, but also when I have to give presentations 

at conferences or on other campuses. This ritual not only 

helps alleviate those first-day nerves but also informs me 

https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/interactives/advice-syllabus
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/The-3-Essential-Functions-of/228909
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/The-3-Essential-Functions-of/228909
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what kinds of adjustments I am going to have to make that 

semester for group work or other class activities. I see how 

much board space I have, whether the seats and chairs or table 

are fixed or have wheels, and whether I happen to be teaching 

in a space that has a thick column in the center of the room 

(as was the case on my campus until a few years ago until that 

classroom was, thankfully, closed). 

 

Get a preview of the room before the semester begins. Stand 

at the front and say a few words. Write something on the 

board, then walk to the back of the room or sit in a seat. 

Envision yourself in the shoes of your students. 

 

The Technology 

 

If you plan to use any technology in support of your teaching 

— either on the first day or during the semester — you will, 

of course, want to test it in advance. How many times have 

you sat groaning inwardly while a conference presenter 

stands at the front of the room flummoxed by some 

technological issue that should have been addressed before 

the start of the presentation? Spending the first class session 

exclaiming in frustration at a confusing control panel won’t 

set the stage for an effective semester. 

 

Get into the classroom before the first day and test everything 

you might conceivably use throughout the semester. Plug in 

your laptop and make sure you know how to ensure it will 

appear on the classroom screen. If you’re going to show a 

video, check the volume. If you’re going to use polling or 

other activities that require students to use a connected device, 

ensure that the room has good wireless connectivity. 

 

And remember that teaching technologies are not just digital 

— any tool that will support your teaching counts as 

technology. Make sure the board erases, the chairs can be 

moved, and that you have a space for your materials at the 

front of the room. 

 

Do all of this well enough in advance so that you can contact 

your IT department or buildings-and-grounds office to 

resolve any problems before the semester starts. 

 

The Wardrobe Question 

 

Like it or not, students will notice what you are wearing and 

how you present yourself on the first day of class. If you wear 

casual clothes, encourage students to call you by your first 

name, and put the desks in a circle, you are forming a different 

impression than if you wear a three-piece suit, refer to 

yourself as “Doctor,” and stand at a podium. Neither of those 

impressions is necessarily right or wrong, but they do have 

implications for the level of authority you project in the 

classroom. 

 

Some faculty members wish to project a strong sense of 

authority, emphasizing their expertise and leadership. For 

them, more-formal attire and forms of address will support 

that perception. Others wish to present themselves as informal 

guides or companions on the course journey; casual dress and 

a relaxed manner can help convey that. New and younger 

instructors often feel compelled to emphasize their authority 

early in the semester, while this 49-year-old, in his 20th year 

of full-time teaching, feels pretty comfortable wearing jeans 

on the first day of the semester. 

 

Of course, this question is an especially pressing 

one for female and nonwhite faculty members, whose 

authority tends to be subject to more criticism than that of 

white men. Across higher education, we should all be 

working to dismantle the prejudices that would lead students 

to question the authority of professors based on these aspects 

of our identities. But if you are concerned that some 

aspect of your identity might cause students to question your 

authority or take you less seriously as an expert in your field, 

you can find advice on how to proceed via the links in this 

paragraph. 

 

The First Day of Class 

 

Don’t think you have to hit all four of the core principles in 

the first 50 or 75 minutes of the semester (although doing so 

is less difficult than you might imagine). Some well-designed 

activities can allow you to hit two or three at the same time. 

The following four models — for courses in English 

composition, history, psychology, and linear algebra — 

demonstrate how a set of well-designed first-day activities 

can put the principles into practice. 

 

English Composition 

 

This model draws from my own experience in teaching a 

composition course that has a “community-engaged” focus — 

my students interact with a local nonprofit organization 

throughout the semester, producing written material for its 

website. Here’s how I spend the first day of class: 

 

 I arrive 10 minutes early. Roster in hand, I walk around 

the room and introduce myself to students, asking them 

questions about their major/intended major, hometown, 

and any previous writing courses they might have taken. 

 I make a brief introduction to the grounding principle of 

the course — that writing has the power to change their 

lives for the better, both in their academic work and in 

their lives outside of the classroom. Indeed, writing 

probably has already helped determine their future, in the 

form of their college application essays. 

 Students spend 15 minutes writing a paragraph in 

response to the following prompts: “When has a piece of 

writing, something you either either wrote or read, made 

a significant impact on your life? What qualities or 

context made that piece of writing so significant?” 

 Next, I ask students to introduce themselves to two or 

three people sitting near them, and to work in small 

groups to create a list of qualities of powerful writing. 

https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/Cute-Outfitsthe-Academic/241309
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/Cute-Outfitsthe-Academic/241309
https://chroniclevitae.com/news/2043-why-we-must-stop-relying-on-student-ratings-of-teaching
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/The-Semester-s-Ending-Time/243212
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/Why-We-Must-Stop-Relying-on/243213
https://chroniclevitae.com/news/1742-do-their-stereotypes-affect-your-teaching
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/A-Black-Female-Professor/146739
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/A-Black-Female-Professor/146739
https://www-chronicle-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/article/The-Stress-of-Being-a-Minority/244607
https://chroniclevitae.com/news/1329-fashion-matters
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After 10 minutes, I shift the activity to a class-wide 

discussion. We use the whiteboard to list and categorize 

the qualities they have identified, noting along the way 

the ones that connect with our learning objectives. 

 The class finishes with a review of the syllabus, with a 

focus on how the community-engaged learning they will 

complete has the power to make an impact. 

 After students leave, I take a picture of the board, with the 

intention of showing students the images on the last day 

of the semester and inviting them to consider how their 

perspectives have changed. 

A History Survey Course 

 

This model comes from an excellent blog post by Cate 

Denial, chair of the history department at Knox College, on 

how she conducts the first day of the semester in her lower-

level history courses. 

 

 After introducing herself, she offers students the 

opportunity to ask any question about her they would like. 

“I do this,” she explained to me in an email, “because I 

will be asking so many questions of them during the term, 

it only seems fair to let them start by asking a whole lot 

of questions of me! Those questions vary wildly — from 

whether I have pets to what we’ll be covering in the 

course, from my favorite binge-watch on Netflix to how 

long I’ve been at Knox.” 

 Then she hands out a “document packet” of sources 

related to a single historical event. The content of each 

packet varies from student to student; some items are in 

every packet, others are not. For this exercise, Denial 

chooses a historical event that she will not cover in the 

course, in order to ensure that all students — including 

those who might have signed up for the course because of 

existing interest or expertise — will have to struggle with 

unfamiliar sources. 

 Students are put into random groups — selected in 

advance by the instructor — and asked “to put the sources 

in the order that makes the most sense to them, and tell 

the story the sources supply.” This activity, Denial says, 

takes 15 to 20 minutes. Afterward, each group is asked to 

share their story with the class. 

 No two stories end up alike, and Denial then leads a 

discussion about that, which allows her to introduce a 

core theme of the class: “History changes as more sources 

are found, old ones are re-examined, and new theories 

suggest new interpretive frameworks. For the duration of 

the term, every student in the class will be a working 

historian, putting sources together to understand one part 

of our collective past.” 

 She finishes the day by distributing the syllabus and 

assigning students their first homework assignment: 

Annotate the syllabus with comments and questions. This 

serves dual purposes: allowing her to introduce the skill 

of annotation and encouraging a close reading of the 

syllabus. She and the students discuss their annotations in 

the next class session. 

An Upper-Level Psychology Course 

 

Sarah Rose Cavanagh, an associate professor of psychology 

at Assumption College and author of The Spark of Learning, 

uses a slide presentation to guide students through the first 

day of her upper-level “Brain and Behavior” course. Here’s 

how it works: 

 

 First she introduces herself, with a focus on her academic 

background and research, along with some personal (dog-

related) information. 

 Knowing that many students in this course are there only 

to fulfill a mandatory “biological” cornerstone of the 

psychology major, she announces that she is, nonetheless, 

determined to convince them that the subject matter is 

fascinating. She presents some philosophical puzzles 

(What does it mean that we’re using the organ we’re 

studying in order to study ... the organ we’re studying?). 

She talks about remarkable cases of brain injury and 

recovery. And she shows a trailer for a popular movie 

suggesting that we could become cognitively limitless 

through neuroenhancement. 

 Working in small groups, students anonymously 

complete an assignment aimed at testing their 

background knowledge of the brain — their ability to 

label its parts and functions, the parts of a neuron, and 

other foundational concepts. This exercise provides both 

a refresher for students and a benchmark of where this 

particular group stands in terms of previous preparation. 

 Next, Cavanagh collects information about her students. 

They each fill out a sheet, listing their name and major 

and answering two key questions: “What one topic do 

you hope you will learn about this semester?” and “What 

is one weird thing that your brain does?” The latter 

question is always good for some memorable tales. 

Brains are weird. 

 Discussion in her course happens in a variety of ways, 

some of which involve students moving around the 

classroom. To demonstrate how this works and to set it as 

the norm on the first day, she shows students slides with 

“You Must Choose” statements on them. Then she asks 

students to move to the side of the room concordant with 

their views and explain their choice to people standing 

near them. Some of those choices relate to course content 

(“True or False: You use only 10 percent of your brain”) 

and some are simply designed to loosen up and engage 

the students (“Star Wars or Star Trek”? “Cats or Dogs”?). 

 She finishes with a final set of slides featuring highlights 

of the syllabus and previews of the course content to 

come. 

http://catherinedenial.org/blog/uncategorized/making-the-first-day-matter/
http://catherinedenial.org/
http://catherinedenial.org/
http://catherinedenial.org/
https://sarahrosecav-wordpress-com.gate.lib.buffalo.edu/
https://www.amazon.com/Spark-Learning-Energizing-Classroom-Education/dp/1943665338
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A Mathematics Course 

 

This model comes from a blog post by Derek Bruff, director 

of the Vanderbilt University Center for Teaching, who wrote 

a book on the use of personal-response systems (often called 

“clickers”) and peer instruction in the classroom. Since those 

tools form an essential part of his teaching, he gets students 

using them on the first day of his linear-algebra course. 

 

 Before the first class, he identifies a math problem that 

students should be able to solve by the end of the 

semester, and phrases it as a multiple-choice question. 

One such problem gives students information about 

changes in the spotted-owl population and asks them to 

consider the following question: “Given these rates, in the 

long run does the population increase, decrease, or level 

off?” 

 Students work in small groups to come up with an answer, 

and then register it via their clickers. By displaying and 

discussing their responses, he guides them to the correct 

answer. 

 Then Bruff proposes another question, this one more 

complex than they are prepared to answer. 

 He concludes by noting that the course content will fill 

the gap between what they were capable of doing on the 

first day and what they could not yet master: “This 

[exercise] allowed me to make the point that we’ll have 

to develop some mathematical modeling tools in order to 

analyze this situation accurately and make valid 

predictions. This, I hope, provides students with some 

motivation to learn about those tools later in the 

semester.” 

 By engaging students in this kind of activity on the first 

day, Bruff is shaping their expectations about the kinds of 

in-class activities they will experience throughout the 

semester. He finds that students often expect a “chalk-

and-talk” math class, which isn’t how he teaches. They’re 

more open to active learning pedagogies if they know 

from the first day that that’s how his class operates. 

 And what about the syllabus? Bruff hands that out to 

students at the end of the first session, asking them to read 

it and bring questions to the next class. He finds the 

syllabus discussion less inviting than his problem-solving 

activity, particularly for the nonmajors who typically take 

his math courses, so he saves all the syllabus talk for Day 

2. 

One more issue to keep in mind as you plan for the first day: 

Context matters. What works for first-year students might not 

work as well for seniors. Obviously you can’t ask students 

new to college to reflect upon their previous college science 

courses. Likewise, students in a senior seminar might already 

know one another, so icebreaker activities will be superfluous 

for them. 

 

After the First Day 

 

Whatever you do on Day 1 will require some follow-up. Here 

are three pathways you can use to extend the reach of your 

first-day activities. 

 

The Learning Management System 

 

A quick and easy way is via your institution’s learning-

management system. Record a brief, informal video to 

convey your impressions of what students produced or 

discussed in class. Show your enthusiasm for a great start, 

remind them about any conclusions drawn, and point them to 

aspects of the course that will connect to the first-day 

activities. If you don’t like making videos, do it in writing. 

You could supplement both approaches with links to relevant 

resources, articles, or videos. 

 

In either case, finish your response, recorded or written, by 

pointing forward. How does what you accomplished on that 

first day set the stage for what will happen on the second day, 

the third, and beyond? 

 

The Next Class and Beyond 

 

Or, you can do all of that in person on the second day of class. 

Produce a PowerPoint with the key findings from your first 

meeting, or a word cloud with their impressions of the course 

content. If the students created a list of activities that would 

help them succeed in the course, pull their ideas together into 

a one-page handout for successful learning. 

 

As the semester continues, find small ways to link your 

opening-day activities to the current course content. In a 

senior seminar I teach on 21st-century British literature and 

culture, we watch a segment of the 2012 London Olympics 

on the first day, and analyze what it tells us about the British 

values that the organizers wanted to project to the world. As 

the semester continues, I refer back to those values whenever 

we can. Occasionally students, too, will refer back to that 

video in our class discussions, a connection I always affirm. 

 

The Last Day of the Semester 

 

I always like to close the course by pointing students back to 

where we started — in part, because I like to show them how 

far they have traveled in their learning. In my survey course 

on British literature, on the first day we do a group 

brainstorming session in which I ask students to tell me what 

associations they have with the word “British.” Their 

impressions are always woefully limited — they always 

mention the royal family, for example, and never say a word 

about the enormous impact that immigration has had on 

Britain in the past half-century. On the final day of class, 

when I show them images of the board from the first day, they 

can see how deeply their knowledge of British history and 

literature has grown. 

 

https://derekbruff.org/
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/
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From the start think about how to connect the first day to the 

last day, and vice-versa. 

 

Your efforts to link back to Day 1 will have the greatest 

impact if you can show students visually what they did. So 

put that on your agenda, too, for the first class. Take pictures 

of the board that day. Make copies of worksheets or surveys 

they filled out. Keep discussion-board posts or videos 

preserved throughout the semester. Now pull those bits of 

evidence together into a quick presentation. 

 

The First Day Online 

 

The four core principles that will guide you to an effective 

first day in a face-to-face classroom will do the same work for 

you in an online course. 

 

In the opening module of an online course, you can still 

identify and emphasize a problem or question to spark the 

curiosity of students, and you can still begin a content module 

by asking students to engage in some task before they are 

ready. But in the online environment, you face larger 

challenges in terms of building community and outlining 

expectations for the course, especially if you are teaching 

students who aren’t accustomed to taking online courses. 

Quick videos and discussion boards offer you great 

opportunities to build community. Some options: 

 

 Introduce yourself through a brief opening video and 

describe yourself more formally in a “Meet the 

Instructor” page included in your course pages. Present 

your formal credentials and intellectual journey on the 

page, and speak more informally in the video. 

 Follow the lead of the historian Cate Denial and invite 

each student to ask you a question about yourself. 

 Have students introduce themselves to one another in a 

discussion post, through either writing or a video. Post a 

comment or question in response to each student, just to 

let them know that you are present for them and interested 

in their learning. 

How to navigate an online course will not always be evident 

to your students, especially if they are adults returning to 

education after an absence or are students taking an online 

class as a supplement to their face-to-face courses. So it is 

especially important to provide another video or document 

that outlines how they can find the assistance they need, how 

to proceed through the course, and how to make sure their 

questions get answered. You can use an online annotation tool 

like hypothes.is, or an equivalent tool in the course-

management system your college uses, to have students 

annotate the syllabus with questions and comments. 

 

Online courses can easily become bloodless transactions of 

brains behind screens. In the opening of the course, establish 

your presence as a teacher who cares about their learning, and 

invite students to help you create a vibrant community of 

learners. 

A Lasting Impact 

 

Whatever you do on the first day of class, get beyond the goal 

of just getting through it. A little time invested in first-day 

planning can have a lasting impact. Start the semester off by 

fostering students’ curiosity, supporting their learning, and 

giving them a preview of how they will be engaging with you 

and one another, and with the course content, throughout the 

semester. 

 

 

 

Reflections  

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

https://web.hypothes.is/

