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Dr. James M. Lang will be speaking at the annual Faculty 
Luncheon on Friday, May 18th.

James Lang is a professor of English and director of the 
Center for Teaching Excellence at Assumption College in 
Worcester, Massachusetts. Dr. Lang regularly writes about 
teaching in The Chronicle of Higher Education and is widely 
published in the scholarly literature. He is the author of 
several books on education. His most recent, Small Teaching, 
is a highly-praised book on small techniques that help 
improve classroom teaching.

Lane Williams of the Communication Department and 
a member of the Publication Committee conducted this 
interview in preparation for Dr. Lang's visit. Lane Williams 
remarks are signified with gray text, Dr. Lang's with black.

Could you describe for me what you mean by the title of 
your book Small Teaching? 
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Small Teaching is about looking for small opportunities 
to make changes to the way that we design and teach 
college courses and will improve student learning. There 
have been a lot of arguments and proposals in recent years 
about higher education and how we need to transform 
it into something dramatically different. I think some 
of those arguments are convincing, but they can be less 
convincing for faculty members, who are teaching heavy 
loads and working with a lot of students and just don’t have 
the time or energy to imagine that completely new way 
of teaching. Small Teaching is about still trying to make 
a positive difference to students by looking for smaller 
ways in which we can effect positive change. It does so 
by drawing on research on human learning and trying to 
understand how that research can help us create the most 
effective learning environments for our students. 

I was wondering if you wouldn't mind telling me more 
of the story about the process whereby you came to think 
and write about these small changes. Was there a moment 
where you thought this has to work, or something along 
those lines? 

There are two origin stories to this. The first is that I, for 
many years now, have been giving workshops to faculty 
and other college campuses. When I first started doing 
that, I was recommending more significant changes and 
new ways of teaching and learning in higher education. 
But what I found was that I was often speaking to faculty 
groups in October or March when they were in the middle 
of their semester, and they just didn’t have the opportunity 
to make significant changes to their teaching when they 
were buried in student papers and prepping for class and 
all the other work of the semester. I wanted to try and 
think about ways in which I could be useful to faculty, who 
are going to be in the classroom tomorrow or the day after 
I left, and what kinds of things could I recommend that 
would be helpful to them. 

While I was thinking about all those things, I was 
watching my children play in baseball and softball games. 
I was thinking about the fact there’s an approach to 
improving or winning baseball games, instead of trying 
to engage in big dramatic efforts and hit home runs and 
grand slams, focus on doing the small things that will 
make a big difference, like stealing bases and defensive 
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fundamentals. That got me thinking about a similar 
approach that we could take to teaching. We don’t need 
dramatic transformations; focusing on small things in 
teaching could make a big difference just the way that it 
does and many other areas of life including habits. Small, 
developing kind of habits that rely on small everyday 
activities can make a big positive change to our lives. You 
know what you can do if you want to lose weight. You 
can do a crash diet for 30 days and fast and dramatically 
change what you do, but often people go back to their old 
habits. Whereas, if you can habituate yourself to small 
changes in the way you eat, that’s more likely to have a 
positive, long-term effect. 

I was really interested when I saw the title of your book. 
Of course, you wouldn't be surprised to know that most of 
us here at BYU-Idaho are Latter-Day-Saints and there's an 
old Book of Mormon axiom, which is just what you say—by 
small and simple things great things are brought to pass. 

That’s interesting. It really is interesting. 

I think it is, and I think your framework can appeal 
to people here very much. I was just wondering what 
the response has been as you've gone around in this 
framework of small things? Something you found that 
people have really appreciated?

Absolutely. People love the idea that small changes can 
make a difference. I like to think that it’s an empowering 
thing for faculty to see that you can do something small 
that will make a difference. So far what I’ve experienced, 
and I’ve given workshops or lectures on this topic at least 
50 times now at different places, it’s been pretty universally 
well-received. You do have people that believe that 
dramatic transformations are necessary, but even those 
people recognize that we can — you can — get to dramatic 
transformations by taking small steps and those small 
steps can ultimately lead to great things. So yeah, it’s been 
very well-received. It’s definitely been my most popular 
piece of writing in this argument that small changes can 
make a difference. 

Would you mind sharing with me some anecdotal 
experiences that you've had that faculty around the country 
have shared with you as they implemented changes and 
the kind of outcomes that they've experienced?

I have had a lot of people latch on to a technique I 
recommended in the book called, The Minute Thesis, 
which is a simple way to get students to try and make new 
and interesting connections between the different things 
they’ve learned. I wrote a blog piece about how to actually 
put it into practice. I’ve had many people tell me they 
tried this with their students, and it was a really fun and 
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engaging experience. I’ve also had a lot of people just tell 
me they have tried — they put into practice — the small 
five-minute activities that I recommend in the book, and 
they’ve heard from their students that these things have 
been really helpful to them for their learning. So, those 
quick, little five-minute quizzes or learning activities at the 
beginning or end of class have become folded into their 
teaching very naturally. They’ve heard reports that they’ve 
had their students say, “This has really helped us do better 
on the exams when we’ve had lots of little opportunities all 
along to take these quizzes or do this little activity at the 
end of class.” I’ve heard a lot of that from people who come 
in for a workshop and has read the book beforehand and 
presents these ideas. As I’ve been presenting these ideas, 
they’ve already worked very well for them. That’s been 
great to hear. 

What is the relationship, on a more global scale, 
between small changes and, what may be a buzzword, 
critical thinking among students? You addressed it a little 
bit near the beginning of the book, and I thought about  
it a lot as I was reading it. That's something I think a 
lot about in my teaching: how can I help my students 
accomplish that critical thinking that seems to be so 
valuable among employers?

Critical thinking is a challenging thing to try and 
develop in students in part, because it has so many 
different definitions of it. I guess for me critical thinking 
is actually one of those bigger things that is worthwhile 
to try and break down into smaller components that you 
can help students with. So for me, part of critical thinking 
is precisely about helping students see how things are 
connected together, or how things are the frameworks 
and structures or organizations that help us understand 
knowledge; that’s the thing that we can get at specifically. 
But then there might be another part of critical thinking 
which is, “Okay, how do I evaluate the truth of a claim?” 
and that’s one piece of critical thinking. I have a hard time 
seeing teaching critical thinking as an easily developed 
or manageable scale. I guess it’s just my personality, but I 
tend to want to break it down into these smaller activities 
we can then develop concrete strategies around. I think 
small teaching works for that but it has to be there as a 
middle step where you have to think about, “What are 

the components of this? What are the parts of it that I can 
build these smaller activities around?”

When you mentioned the Minute Papers where you 
explain or maybe predict and so forth that there's a 
lot of writing in these small things that you talk about. 
When you evaluate those, do you evaluate for things like 
grammar, spelling, sentence structure, or do you leave it 
be, and if so, why? 

I think the writing research tells us that we want to have 
both a mix of formal and informal writing. If we want 
to help students as writers, and the informal writing is 
more about process and thinking, it’s okay to let some of 
that stuff go for the informal writing as we get students 
to even acknowledge that this is something for you to 
think about or work on. But for a grade, for example, 
don’t worry about that in class. But then as we get into 
the more formal writing, we pay more attention to those 
things, so that tends to be my practice. When students 
are doing in-class writing exercises, I tell them not to 
worry about it, and don’t get stuck on making sure that 
they’re writing perfectly. In this case, I’m just listening for 
thoughts and ideas, and then we’re going to translate those 
into something more formal as we go into our papers. So 
that it actually mirrors, in some ways, the way a lot of 
professional writers work, which is to say, I sit down, and 
I bang out a draft. Well, the draft is 50 percent of the work. 
The other 50 percent is the revising, and the revision is 
really where I worry about making sure that everything is 
correct. That’s the message I want to convey to students. It’s 
ok to just bang something out initially, but that’s only the 
first step. The next step is the work of putting it together in 
a way that’s acceptable for our readers. 

If you could implement one approach to recommend  
to faculty, what would the one or one of those simple 
things be?

My favorite thing is the connection notebooks. I think I 
wrote about those, where the students have to have a little 
notebook, and at the end of class once a week they have 
to write about a connection between what we did that day 
and something outside of class. That might be a connection 
to something they learned in another class they’ve 
experienced outside of school. It might be a connection 
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between what we did in class that day and something that 
we did in a previous class period. But I just think that 
that’s missing so much from education where everything 
is so siloed. We learn it in this class, then we’re done with 
it. Or, we learn it in this course, and then we’re done with 
it. I really, really believe we could do more to help students 
integrate their education. Those connection notebooks for 
me are some version of one that is online, or on paper, or 
done orally I think; or if I did tear my teacher down and 
start over again from scratch, that’s what I would keep. I 
would keep those connection books.

Personally and professionally, I teach writing and 
research and data and so forth. I find students come to 
class with a lot of baggage. They've had bad experiences 
in the past. They struggle a little bit, and I found your last 
chapters very interesting in that conversation. What do you 
suggest to those of us who have students that might have 
had bad experiences? What little things might help them 
with their self-efficacy? What might help them with their 
understanding of their confidence? 

I think there’s a combination here that we have to think 
about of autonomy and support. Some combination of 
those two things is what is really important for motivating 
and helping students succeed. 

We want to be able to give them some sense of autonomy 
of their learning. They have some agency, and when they’re 
doing their work, they have some ability to control what 
the process or the product looks like. They have choices 
in terms of what they’re doing, but then throughout that 
process we continue to make sure we provide support. One 
of the best ways to think about this is when I’m giving or 
creating an assessment, I’m going to give them a structure, 
which has support built into it. Maybe they were writing 
a longer paper. We’ve got checks along the way, and I 
never get feedback from their peers on the way. But, they 
also have some autonomy in that process, which is they 

get to choose the topic, or they get to choose how we talk 
together about how they want to time the stages of it, or 
they get some sense this is not just like I’m demanding 
that they jump through these five hoops. Instead, it’s a 
collaborative process of how we — how they — get to 
demonstrate their learning. I think the sweet spot is there 
between autonomy and support. There was a chapter of 
the book-which I didn’t ultimately include-which is 
about autonomy and agency and how we help give students 
that sense of autonomy and agency. If I ever do a second 
version, I’ll include that chapter, because I have come to 
believe it’s really important students get some sense of 
control over their learning. But at the same time they do 
need. You can’t just say, “Okay write a 10-page paper,” or 

“You’re off on your own. It’s due on this date.” You’ve got to 
give them support to the process. 

We're talking a lot on this campus, as people are 
nationally, about what is sometimes called retention. What 
small things have you noticed that help in that remarkable 
and important activity?

All the small, active-engagement activities I recommend 
in the book are ones that are more likely to help 
traditionally underrepresented students succeed in college. 
Students, who are really successful learners and always 
have been and come to college with that background, are 
going to succeed no matter what. You can lecture those 
students, you can do discussion groups, or however they’re 
going to figure it out - and they’re going to - they’re 
going to do fine. It’s the students who have not traditionally 
been successful as learners, that are going to be in trouble 
and likely to drop out of school. They’re just put into 
lecture rooms, spoken to by a professor, and asked to kind 
of go off on their own and turn in their work at some 
future date. These kind of quick-engagement activities that 
let a professor get to know their students, gives students 
a chance to test their understanding and get feedback on 
it, that allows them to engage with their peers through 
peer instruction activities or small group activities and 
feel like part of a learning community as opposed to just 
being an audience member. Those are the things that can 
help retention. I think that these small teaching activities 
I recommend in the book are ones that are going to reach 
especially traditionally underrepresented students, and 
that’s what we need to help with retention.  t

It's a collaborative process of 
how we —how they— get to 
demonstrate their learning.


