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When Patrick Blessinger asked me to sketch a reflective narrative around teaching and research, 

I did so with the intent of stimulating some meaningful discussion on a perennially debated 

theme. I hope you will find some meaning in this brief reflection. 

Following a recent move from Northampton, Massachusetts, to Los Angeles, California, I was 

going through some old boxes with a certain degree of excitement, the kind one might expect 

from a “sixty-something” year old academic still excited by intelligent questions, empirical 

research and the methodology of inquiry, reflective teaching, and the meaningful pursuit of 

learning through the life span. I immediately recognized one box as if it were a personalized time 

capsule; metaphorically written across its top in familiar handwriting was: Teaching, Learning, 

Inquiry. 

My Pedagogical Formula 

Opening the sacred container – which I started building when I was 28 

and a youthful American lecturer pursuing my craft at an English 

institution of higher learning – I immediately came across an engraved 

crystal bowl I received for university-level teaching (when I was in my 

40s). Resting inside, however, I found the one key item I was especially 

delighted to rediscover: a postcard of the Shakespeare monument at 

Leicester Square (circa 1978), and a pedagogical formula I wrote to 

myself one autumn day while sitting at the base of the Bard himself: 

Teach to navigate between inquiry and knowledge. All these years later, 

I still wondered what I was truly trying to proclaim, and looking back I 

realize the extent to which those words launched a thousand ideas which 

would occupy my thinking about teaching and learning for years to come. One might say I have 

been thinking “outside the box” for decades. 

Along with the crystal bowl and postcard were pictures from the event itself, and I readily 

recognized the smiles and aspirations of the students around me, holding what I now 

metaphorically see as a “crystal ball” of sorts. Also in the bowl was a thank you letter a student 

sent me in the 1980s, which ended with the following: “Throughout the course you always 
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respected our judgment by asking a very important question: What do you think, and how best 

would you state it?” 

When I first began lecturing as a postgraduate assistant in England, I worked closely with a well-

known professor at the London School of Economics, who one day responded to a question I put 

to him – specifically, what is your secret to good university-level lecturing? – by quoting Kahlil 

Gibran (Note 1) as if he was speaking his own words: The teacher who is indeed wise does not 

bid you to enter the house of his wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your mind. 

Years later, and not too long before he passed away, we were talking about “transformative 

teaching,” and he reflectively stated: Lectures should be interesting and inspiring; classroom 

dynamics should be sophisticatedly managed, should never be a place for uninformed 

improvisation or entertainment, and should take place in an environment where learners can 

engage learning in an exhilarating and intelligent manner. For those of us committed to teaching 

and who seek to perfect our pedagogy every time we lecture and help guide student 

development, our skill is measured by the degree to which we help create and sustain that 

environment. 

In the early 1990s I was invited to speak at a European university on a particularly attractive if 

somewhat broad theme: The intersections and integration of learning, teaching, research, and 

scholarly formation. The title I chose for my presentation was Navigating Between Teaching, 

Learning and Inquiry. The talk generated a lot of interest, and several months later I was asked 

to make a similar presentation at an American-based university, and chose the same thematic 

title. This talk also generated interest and was equally well-received. In this later case, however, I 

found myself somewhat frustrated when it became evident to me that some attendees were 

hoping to use the occasion to revive old intra-institutional debates about teaching having primacy 

over research, as if the two were mutually exclusive. As I overheard one faculty member declare 

to another: We are a teaching institution, not a research-intensive university where teaching is 

not as important. This episode left me somewhat dispirited, so I decided to explore my own 

position around the intersections of teaching, research, scholarship, and learning. 

I began by meeting and speaking with two noted academics – Dr. Arthur W. Chickering 

(Goddard College) and the late Dr. C. Roland Christensen (Harvard University) – both of whom 

assured me that, to paraphrase the substance of our discussions: Good teaching and scholarly 

research should work in unity – and not against each other – and both should encourage and 

support independent thinking among students. The learned teacher-scholar is proficient 

in both teaching and research, and recognizes that scholarly research informs good teaching the 

same way that good teaching clearly integrates meaningful research and the craft of research. 

Indeed, research has a comfortable and honored place in university-level teaching, and the 

academy thus recognizes the extent to which effective and meaningful teaching fully encourages 

and supports independent thinking based upon scholarly inquiry. 

Consonant with the above, I recently wrote with my friend and distinguished colleague Dr. 

Arnold Shore about the Responsible Conduct of Scholarship (RCS), and the following quote 

http://www2.lse.ac.uk/home.aspx
http://www.goddard.edu/
http://www.harvard.edu/
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from our work together certainly reflects my current – if somewhat “applied thinking” – on the 

intersections of teaching, research, scholarship, and learning: 

RCS can usefully represent our commitments as a community of scholars to the highest 

standards of pedagogy and teaching, creative activity, and research, where the last can take many 

forms – from synthesis of bodies of classical literature to comprehensive quantitative studies to 

the collection and analysis of empirically-based qualitative interview data. The ground rules in 

all cases of scholarship are essentially the same. They are the standards of honesty and care with 

information, respect for animate subjects, the hewing to standards of analysis and interpretation 

that allow others to replicate our studies through a rereading of literature or the reanalysis of data 

or the rerunning of experiments and construction of new data sets (pp. 68-69, Note 2). 

And so for almost four decades I have been committed to helping myself and others (in the USA 

and abroad) create classroom-based learning environments and experiences where teaching, 

empirical research, and inquiry-based learning intersect inside and outside the classroom. Indeed, 

such learning environments can help students become increasingly involved in meaningful 

research, and can support and nurture settings where teaching and research are viewed as 

synergistically complementary, and not in competition with each other. 

The Reality of Inquiry-based Learning 

What might then the aforementioned narrative look like in action? To begin, however, I would 

like to share several points en route to an answer. First, as faculty we initially encounter students 

who register for our classes wanting (perhaps a bit reluctantly in some cases) to partake in the 

very classroom learning environments we have crafted with thoughtfulness and care. The 

university makes our course outlines available to the student community, and ultimately we will 

help create such learning environments in collaboration with our students. 

Second, as teacher-facilitators we must pay critical attention to our lecturing from the start, for 

the classroom represents a formative marketplace of ideas where students come to engage 

classroom-based learning, along with the science of research and the art of communication. In 

truth, many (if not most) students may come to us from previous classroom-based educational 

settings where inquiry-based research may not have been taught in a meaningful manner. 

Third – and by way of an answer – teaching is thus the ultimate medium through which we as 

faculty can and should introduce students to the world of inquiry, empirical research, and 

scholarly based knowledge production. Not all students will enjoy these delights of course, but 

they should nevertheless be quite familiar with such delicacies. 

Food for Thought and Discussion 

As stated earlier, effective learning environments can help students become increasingly 

involved in meaningful research, and can support and nurture settings where teaching and 
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research are viewed as synergistically complementary, and not in competition with each other. 

How might one graphically capture this relationship? Thoughts and ideas appreciated. 

Finally below you will find - a very small, but nevertheless broad list of works I recommend, 

particularly for younger faculty, remembering that there are many more just waiting to be 

discovered. 

John M. Carfora 
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Notes 

1. Kahlil Gibran (1883-1931): A renown Lebanese-American writer and artist. 

Source: http://www.library.cornell.edu/colldev/mideast/gibrn.htm 

2. Shore, A. R., & Carfora, J. M. (2011). The art of funding and implementing ideas: A guide to 

proposal development and project management. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
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