The charismatic lecturer: part 1 [blog post]

In the first workshop we were given an extract from a Bruce MacFarlane book in the form of a photocopied piece of A4 paper. [Again…] Most likely in my own clumsiness, I have been unable to find the exact source of this extract, which was entitled ‘The charismatic lecturer’; but have enjoyed beginning to get to know a few other works from MacFarlane’s oeuvre in the process of trying to find out. 
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My interests are particularly piqued by Freedom to Learn, which is a book looking at the ‘hidden University curriculum’ of ‘compulsory attendance registers, class contribution grading, group project work and reflective learning exercises based on expectations of self-disclosure and confession’ that ‘take little account of the rights of students or individual differences between them’.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  MacFarlane, Bruce (2023) Freedom to Learn: The threat to student academic freedom and why it needs to be reclaimed. Routledge <https://www.routledge.com/Freedom-to-Learn-The-threat-to-student-academic-freedom-and-why-it-needs-to-be-reclaimed/Macfarlane/p/book/9780415729161> Accessed April 2024
] 


It is cited on the AdvancedHE profile page of Professor Bruce Macfarlane that he is currently working on a new book for Routledge, about the freedom to teach in Higher Education.[footnoteRef:2] One can only imagine that this new book might take the form of a similar critique of the overwhelming expectations within the Higher Education sector, and what new forms ‘academic freedom’ might take. [2:  AdvanceHE (2024) Profile: Professor Bruce Macfarlane <https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/profile/professor-bruce-macfarlane> Accessed April 2024] 


As of this September (2024), I will have been teaching in Higher Education for 10 years. Even in my relatively short time in the sector, I have witnessed a significant shift in expectations relating to planning and individuality — not just in relation to parity for the learners, but for the academics as well.

My first serious interest in teaching within higher education stemmed from my understanding of the film Educating Rita, by Willy Russell.[footnoteRef:3] Educating Rita is a two-hander play about a working-class woman who seeks Open University tuition and is assigned a disenchanted literature tutor called Frank. Each of the pair find delight in one another. They coin a somewhat symbiotic relationship. Whilst Frank teaches Rita about literature and academia, Rita too teaches Frank – to look at the world again with her freshness of perception.[footnoteRef:4] I attempted to write about this example of a teaching relationship in my MA thesis (2018), which was later edited and published through the Journal of Illustration (2023). 

Due to the formality of both those documents, I didn’t feel brave enough to plainly say the following: In my opinion, the symbiotic nature of Frank and Rita’s relationship is largely made possible through Frank’s flaws and idiosyncrasies as a teacher — his openness, and his obvious faults, in some way, invite Rita to feel that she has something to offer him. This kind of relationship feels extremely contentious in relation to today’s expectations in the sector, not only due to shifting professional standards, but class sizes and contact-time too. [3:  Russell, Willy ([1980] 1991), Educating Rita, Second edition (ed. Longman Group Limited), England: Longman Literature.
]  [4:  Searson, Eilis (2023) Class Matters in Class Matters: Education and Emancipation in Working Class Culture. Journal of Illustration: Intellect books] 
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However, if we are to relate this idea back to the extract at hand, the charismatic lecturer, it is interesting to point out the risk involved in putting across a flaws (or in this case, over-generalisations) as an educator:

“When it came to questions from students towards the end, none of these sought to challenge the highly contentious nature of his lecture.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  MacFarlane, Bruce — source currently unknown, taken from a photocopied worksheet in workshop 1 of the PGCert, January 2024.
] 


This quote, describing concerns raised through a teaching observation where a lecturer made potentially problematic omittances in their session, illustrates that it might in fact take a special kind of learner (perhaps someone like Rita) to feel the confidence to challenge, or even reflect on, the teaching practice of the charismatic lecturer.

I find the nuances around this power dynamic very interesting. If I am totally honest with myself, I can’t deny that the idea of the charismatic lecturer is still something that I (as a learner) have found value in, especially in relation to my own freedom to learn[footnoteRef:6] outside of the bureaucracy of student expectations, which I have found to be somewhat oppressive. For want of a more intelligent phrasing, I find active authorship [including the flaws involved in this] easier to bounce off. I hope to understand what this taste as a learner means for me as a teacher throughout this course. I can already feel my fear receptors shivering — I don’t want to be sacked! Please, don’t sack me! I promise to follow the rules! I promise to follow the structure! I won’t be the charismatic lecturer! Or, or, or, is it possible to employ a both/and[footnoteRef:7] approach?! [6:  Here I use the term ‘freedom to learn’ in the understanding that has been offered to me through MacFarlane’s book, as previously cited in this blog post.

MacFarlane, Bruce (2023) Freedom to Learn: The threat to student academic freedom and why it needs to be reclaimed. Routledge
]  [7:  In Marshall McLuhan’s last book The Global Village: Transformations in World Life and Media in the 21st Century (1989), he argues that we are moving from a Western ‘either-or’ approach to a ‘both-and’ approach that is more characteristic of non-Western cultures — with the ability to believe in two potentially contradictory things at once.

Mcluhan, Marshall & Powers, Bruce (1989) The Global Village: Transformations in World Life and Media in the 21st Century. Oxford University Press] 
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A time to reflect?

Professor Stephanie Rae entered her room and let her stack of papers and
boeks hit the desk with a satisfying thud. Reclining in her chair, she felt an
overwhelming sense of relief. She had finally seen the back of the postgradu-
ate research methods course for the term and could now get back to her ‘real’
work, as she saw t, by concentrating on a major new research grant proposal.
The students had not been an easy group this year.

Stephanie had been appointed as a professor in Health Sciences at The ,
University of Broadlands four years ago, having established an international
reputation for her research work on evidence-based health care. Her busy
professional life left her little time for other things, although Stephanie had
always been a committed member of the Church of England. The research
methods course was her only formal teaching commitment in addition to
master’s and doctoral supervision. Much of the rest of her time was spent
working on various research projects, speaking at conferences, writing for
publication and editing a major journal in her specialist field. However,
although she had just finished teaching the research methods course, there |
was the little matter of the student evaluation questionnaires to consider. |
Sitting at her desk, Stephanie started to skim casually through the question-
naires which she had collected from the students at the end of the last session
of her course. Departmental and university procedures required staff to eval-
uate their teaching and Stephanie’s department used a standard question-
naire for all postgraduate courses. Lecturers (and professors!) are expected to
collect this information, analyse the results and include this in their annual
course report. While she could give these evaluations to one of the depart-
ment’s administrators to analyse, she usually felt a little embarrassed about
letting someone else see them. |l

Reading the comments of her students, Stephanie became increasingly
concerned. There were positives but quite a few complaints about ‘boring
readings’ which were ‘too theoretical’. There were also unfavourable |
comparisons made between Stephanie’s approach and the way another,
more junior colleague made lecture notes available on the Web and provided
handouts of lecture slides in advance. Stephanie, though, had qualms about |
‘spoon feeding’ the students in this way. There were also irritatingly low
‘scores’ from a minority of students who claimed not to understand the
assessment process even though she had explained at length the role of this
process in the course handbook. They were probably, Stephanie guessed,
poor attenders who had got a low mark in their first assignment, a project
proposal. Finally, following a teaching observation carried out by a colleague
the previous term, she had tried to be ‘innovative’, with the encouragement
of the university’s Educational Development Unit, by getting the students to
assess each other during oral presentations of research project outlines.

However, several of the students complained that they were fed up with
being used as ‘guinea pigs’ or being ‘experimented on’. One student
commented that ‘Lecturers are paid to assess our work. Why on earth should
we do it!” Momentarily, Stephanie felt tempted to dump some of the more
unfair evaluations in the bin but wondered, resisting the urge, what she ought
to do about the critical comments. She certainly did not have the time to
spend ages rewriting the course with her research workload.

Recalling the last departmental committee meeting, she knew that
‘quality’ procedures had recently been overhauled and she was obliged to
show in her ‘action plan’ how she would respond to these comments.

The charismatic lecturer

Stephanie was still wondering how she ought to respond to this set of critical
evaluations as she made her way over to observe a lecture, by pre-arrange-
ment with a colleague, as part of the department’s ‘quality enhancement’
procedures. This required, among other things, reciprocal observations with a
different colleague each academic year. Stephanie had certainly found it an
eye-opener and had leamt a lot, she felt, in the process. The lecture turned
out to be highly engaging and accomplished in many respects. It was well
prepared and the students responded enthusiastically. They clearly found the
lecturer, Max Schaefer, quite a charismatic speaker and, in fact, she knew that
his course was extremely popular as he regularly got ‘rave reviews’ from
students. However, Stephanie had qualms about its highly political nature.
Max was overtly critical of a number of researchers and ‘rubbished’, she felt,
the government’s health-care research agenda. While he made a number of
valid points, she was worried about over-generalizations which the students
were apparently lapping up. When it came to questions from students
towards the end, none of these sought to challenge the highly contentious
nature of his lecture. She wondered, perhaps Somewhat uncharitably, how
well students would be treated if they wrote an essay or other assignment that
took issue with his line of argument. While Stephanie needed to give Max
some feedback following the observation, she knew, from previous contact
with him, that he did not take kindly to criticism and that he was a firm
believer in letting students know where | am coming from'. Looking at the
teaching observation form she needed to fill in about “pace of delivery’, ‘use
of audiovisual equipment’, etc, there was certainly no need to raise the issue
on paper.
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