The Sage on the Stage
Some Personal Thoughts on Learning

 “We employ three course delivery methods: standard classroom format, blended, and on-line.” (Overheard comment on BIS curriculum)
Thinking about blended learning in terms of “delivery methods” is misleading. Even more misleading, for similar reasons, is talking about a “standard classroom format.” Instructors, especially in the BIS program, engage students in the classroom in a wide variety of ways. There really is no “standard classroom format.”

When thinking about pedagogy I believe it’s more useful to think in terms of approaches to teaching or, even more productively, approaches to learning. Two basic approaches to pedagogy are now often referred to in the literature as “sage on the stage” and “guide on the side.”
 The latter approach falls under the broader rubric of “collaborative learning” or, even more broadly, “constructivist learning.” While these approaches are not mutually exclusive (successful learning often involves both), they are distinctly different.

The familiar “sage on the stage” approach assumes a centralized “knowledge base.” It’s up to the instructor to dispense the knowledge. The knowledge (or, more properly, information) need not reside only with the instructor. We often use a variant in our classes, the “demi-sage on the stage,” by deputizing individuals or groups to dispense the prescribed knowledge. The underlying idea reflects what has been referred to more generally as the “conduit model” of communication or, more appropriately, the “reservoir model.” The instructor is the conduit through which information flows from the reservoir of accepted truths to the students’ minds. This model is basically asymmetrical. The instructor teaches; the students learn (if all goes according to plan). It’s predicated on a relatively passive theory of learning. When most people talk about “standard classroom format,” this approach is probably what comes to mind first. 
Note that something like the “sage on the stage” approach is presupposed by talk of “delivery methods.” Teaching is here a matter of delivering information to students. In this context, given this hierarchical model of information flow, it makes sense to speak about assessing optimal delivery methods. But it’s for this reason that thinking about blended learning in the vocabulary of “delivery methods” is seriously misleading. Talk about “delivery methods” tacitly enforces our tendency to think of pedagogy as a “sage on the stage” enterprise. This is, of course, only one part of the story. 
The “collaborative learning” approach assumes a distributed base of knowledge, skills and talents and places the responsibility on all members of the community for teaching as well as learning. In BIS, for a host of good reasons, we strive to make collaborative learning a key element in our pedagogy. For us, collaborative learning is very much a part of our “standard classroom format.”
Having separated these two approaches, it now makes sense to move on to the really important question: 
How can we best engage our students in ways that result in deep and sustained learning? 

What “engagement strategies” (as opposed to “delivery methods”) work best in our program for our students? 

This is not the place for a detailed answer to this question.
  Our own experience indicates that e-learning technologies offer of host of new and exciting opportunities for collaboration among students and instructors. They complement rather than replace what we normally do in the classroom and remove some of the most serious barriers to learning imposed by the traditional classroom setting. To take just one example, online discussion invites students to consider and respond to opinions expressed by their colleagues. But, unlike discussion in the classroom, it makes available the time required to do this in a serious and deliberate way. Anyone who has witnessed the development of a vibrant student-initiated online discussion thread can’t help but be amazed at the level of vibrancy, authenticity and creativity it reflects. This also happens in the “traditional” classroom, but far less frequently. Among other things, online discussion opens the door to learning styles that might otherwise be blocked; the conversation is far richer for it. 
Developing a successful collaborative (or “constructivist”) approach to learning is difficult enough when we use familiar tools (discussion groups, partner activities, group presentations, flip charts, etc.). Acquiring new tools and developing the skill level required to use them effectively can be a daunting proposition. The only justification is that these tools facilitate a collaborative learning environment which allows students to engage in ways that result in deeper, more sustained and – if we’re lucky – more transformational learning. This is the growing consensus from the literature and it’s supported by our own experience – our students’ and our instructors’ – with blending e-learning technology into our collaborative learning environment.
Glenn Kessler
BIS Program

Dec. 12, 2007
� These labels come from Alison King, Professor of Education at California State University, San Marcos.  It’s used in a chapter she wrote for Changing College Classrooms: New Teaching and Learning Strategies for an Increasingly Complex World (Chapter 2, Inquiry as a Tool in Critical Thinking, D.F. Halpern editor, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass 1994).  In that chapter she cites them as coming from her article From Sage on the Stage to Guide on the Side in College Teaching, Volume 41 #1, 1993, pages 30-35. In this article Dr. King presents several marvelous strategies for hunting for acceptable ways to engage students as active learners. 





� A start is made in the “� HYPERLINK "http://www.faculty.virginia.edu/bbcp/introduction.htm" ��BIS Blended Learning Project: Introduction�.” Also see “� HYPERLINK "http://www.faculty.virginia.edu/bbcp/documents/BIS-BLP-ModelElements.pdf" ��BIS Blended Learning Project: Model Elements�.” Both are available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.bisblended.info" ��http://www.bisblended.info�.
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