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Preface

This book is abour team-based learning, an instructional strategy that is based on pro-
cedures for developing high performance learning teams that can dramatically en-
hance the quality of student learning—in almost any course. Where did this idea
come from? Why is it important for teachers and others in higher education to learn
about it and understand it more fully?

ORIGIN OF THE IDEA OF TEAM-BASED LEARNING

The idea of team-based learning originated with Larry Michaelsen in the late
1970s. As a faculty member at the University of Oklahoma, Michaelsen was con-
fronted with a new and daunting pedagogical challenge. Because of enrollment pres-
sures in his department and college, he was forced to triple the size of his primary
course from 40 to 120 students.

He had used group activities and assignments in the smaller classes, and this
method was effective in helping students learn how to apply concepts, rather than
simply to learn about them. Based on this experience, he was convinced that the same
kinds of group activities would work in large classes as well. As a result, he rejected the
advice of his colleagues who advised turning the class into a series of lectures, in favor
of an approach that involved using the vast majority of class time for group work.

By the middle of the first semester in which he tried this approach, it was obvious
that this new teaching strategy was worki ng. In fact, it was working so well that it ac-
complished three things that Michaelsen had not even anticipated. First, the students
themselves perceived the large class setting as being far more beneficial than harmful.
Second, the approach created several conditions that would enhance learning in any
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setting. In spite of the size of the class, for example, the approach was prompting most
students to take responsibility for their own and their peers’ learning. Third, Michael-
sen was having fun. Because the students were getting their initial understanding of
the content through their own efforts, he could concentrate his efforts on the aspect
of teaching that he enjoyed most: designing assignments and activities that would en-
able students to discover why the subject matter that was so near and dear to him was
important to them as well.

DEVELOPMENT AND REFINEMENT

After this modest but auspicious beginning, Michaelsen knew that he was on to
something important, something that had major significance for other college teachers
as well as for himself. As a result, he has devoted much of his professional attention since
that time to increasing his own understanding of why this way of using small groups
works so well. He has also concentrated on helping other teachers take advantage of this
innovative teaching strategy. Over time he discovered that his ability to increase his own
understanding of these processes was directly related to two sets of activities.

The first set of activities relates to the research literature on the development and
management of teams in multiple settings. Although he was already familiar with this
literature, he was now able to read and understand it in a new way. As a result of ob-
serving hundreds of newly formed groups go through the process of maturing into ef-
fective teams, he could more clearly see the parallels between educational teams and
teams in other settings. In addition, he discovered that his use of small groups raised
the dynamics within groups to a higher level of capability. His student groups were
being transformed by the team-based learning process into powerful learning teams, a
phenomenon not well described in the literature. As a result, he was able to collect
and analyze new data on the team development process and contribute articles of his
own to the scholarly literature on the development and management of effective
teams (Michaelsen, Watson & Black, 1989; Watson, Kumar, & Michaelsen, 1993;
Watson, Michaelsen, & Sharp, 1991).

The other activity involved making contacts with people who either used or
wanted to use teams in both business and educational settings. Over the years he has
worked extensively with business executives to find ways to develop and manage ef-
fective work teams in corporate settings. In the academic setting, he has worked ex-
tensively to help professors find ways of building effective learning teams. He has
conducted over 200 workshops for faculty members and published articles in a wide
range of journals focused on college teaching (Michaelsen, 1983a,b, 1992, 1999;
Michaelsen & Black, 1994; Michaelsen, Wartson, Cragin, & Fink, 1982). As a result
of this involvement in both business and academia, he has both taught and been
taught by thousands of people who are actively “working in the trenches” to develop
effective teams. The most important consequence of this activity for Michaelsen is
that he has developed an ability to see patterns of effective team development across
a wide range of academic and business settings. '
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While Michaelsen is clearly the person who created and refined the idea of team-
based learning, we [Fink and Knight] have worked closely with him for many years in
writing articles and conducting workshops on the subject. As director and associate
-director of the Instructional Development Program at Oklahoma for many years, we
have often recommended this approach to teaching for faculty who are facing prob-
lems in their courses. When faculty members complain that students are not showing
interest in their courses, will not do the homework, or just generally do not seem to
be understanding the material, team-based learning is one of the most powerful-tools
we can recommend.

As awareness of, and interest in, the use of team-based learning has grown natio‘n—
ally and internationally, all three of us have seen a steep rise in the number of requests
for more information about team-based learning: “What is it? How do you do it? Will
it work in my special situation?” This increased interest made the time seem right to
put together a book on the subject that would answer as many of these questions as
possible. And we were anxious to join in that effort.

OUR HOPES FOR THIS BOOK

When the three of us considered what prompted us to take on the sizeable task of
creating a book, we discovered strong excitement and strong frustration shaping our
hopes of what this book might accomplish.

The excitement comes from our observation and conviction that team-based
learning can truly change and transform the quality of the classroom experience for
both the teacher and the students. We have seen teacher after teacher, on our own
campus and on other campuses, shift to using team-based learning and report ex-
traordinary results. The students enjoy the class more and they learn more; teachers
often rediscover their joy for teaching again. One of our hopes for this book is that it
will enable more teachers to transform their teaching in similarly positive ways.

Along with this excitement, though, we have alse felt strong frustration coming from
two opposite directions. One source of frustration is with individuals who have ob-
served or experienced a poorly designed use of small groups and, as a result are ready to
“throw the baby out with the bath water.” Periodically we hear or read stories about stu-
dents in a class in which the teacher did all the wrong things with groups. The students
involved, and others who read and hear about such events, conclude correctly that this
was a terrible experience, but they are wrong when they generalize from these situations
and conclude that teaching with small groups is generally a bad form of teaching. Such
people have not yet learned that there are principles involved in the effective use of small
groups and have not taken the time to learn what these principles are; we hope this book
will help readers understand these principles and learn how to use them.

Ironically, our other source of frustration is with some of our colleagues who are
powerful and competent advocates of teaching with small groups. Our frustration is
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not that they have not made positive contributions to teaching. In fac, it is just the
opposite, The problem is that they have been so successful and effective in selling
their message—that is, that structured small group activities are a powerful and effec-
tive way to promote active learning in existing courses—thar they and others have
had difficulry differentiating small group learning from team-based learning. As a re-
sult, the message that learning reams can produce extraordinary outcomes, even in
very difficult teaching settings, has been difficult to disseminate. Hence, our final
hope is that this book will allow those who already value small group teaching ro
more fully understand the difference between groups and teams and to see the possi-
bility that teams can take small group learning to a whole new level of significance.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

With these hopes and goals in mind, we have created four parts in the book. Part
I lays out the key ideas that are important for understanding whar team-based learn-
ing is, how it works, and what is necessary to make it work effectively.

Part 11, “The Voices of Experience,” contains chapters written by teachers who
have used team-based learning effectively in a variety of situations. We intentionally
sought out contributors who had taught different kinds of subject marter, raught with
different sized classes and in different cultural settings, and even in the rapidly emerg-
ing world of online learning. These writers, in essence, provide the evidence in sup-
port of our claim that team-based learning is a transformative use of small groups.
Thact is, team-based learning can be applied in a wide variety of teaching situations
with extraordinary results.

The concluding chapter summarizes the reasons teachers decided to try team-
based learning and how they overcame any initial concerns. More imporrant, it is a
summary of the impact this teaching strategy can have on student learning, student
attitudes toward learning, and the ability of teachers ot enjoy teaching again.

The set of appendices conrains a variety of charts, tables, forms, and recommen-
dations that may be useful when using team-based learning and when trying to
explain this special reaching strategy to others (e.g., students, colleagues).

INTERACTIVE WEBSITE ON TEAM-BASED LEARNING

We also invite readers to visit the interactive website that has been set up for people
interested in learning more about team-based learning: www.teambasedlearning.org.

This website serves two primary functions. First, it will be a forum for continuing
the conversation about team-based learning. The e-mail and listserv functions will
allow people to ask questions, share successes and problems, find out who might be
using team-based learning with a similar subject or in a similar situation, and so on.
The second function is to archive important and helpful information. Our-sense of
what this should include will undoubtedly evolve over time. But initially we expect to
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create three sections: one on “Frequently Asked Questions” (which will continue to
grow from the one included in this book), a brief description of courses in multiple
disciplines in which team-based learning has been used effectively, and video clips of
various activities and exercises from Larry Michaelsen’s classes.

We hope you will visit the website, find ideas of value to you, and—when appro-
priate—contribute material about your own experiences with team-based learning for
the benefic of others.
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