
AVOIDING PEDANTISM: 

A PATH TO 

THOUGHTFUL 

TEACHING

teaching (1,2). Although the
wish to emulate the thought-
ful teacher may be strong,
certain forces can thwart
accomplishment of this goal.
Pedantic attitudes and pedan-
tic training provide one of
the deadliest poisons with
which to kill the learning
spirit. Understanding the
enemy of pedantism and
how to overcome it can
make us stronger and help us
avoid this dreadful trap. The
path of thoughtful teaching
can bring us one step closer
to reaching our goal to be
the best teacher we can be.

The Problem of

Pedantism

A pedant is a teacher who
overrates the importance of
minor or trivial points of
learning, displaying a schol-
arship lacking in sense of
proportion or judgment; a
narrow-minded teacher who
demands exact adherence to
a set of arbitrary rules (3).
Pedantism creates an abom-
inable environment on the
sacred grounds of education.

There is an unspoken con-
tract in the student-teacher

Pedantism is the despotic
display of trivial, narrow-
minded scholarship and the
frivolous adherence to rules.
This sensitive topic is rarely
talked about or seldom writ-
ten about in journals.
Discussing pedantism risks
hurting our feelings, yet per-
haps faculty are the people
that need to take this topic to
heart the most. The intent in
presenting this information is
to stimulate discussion, cor-
respondence and introspec-
tion. As teachers we share
knowledge not only for our
own satisfaction and gratifi-
cation but primarily for the
enrichment of students. Lest
we lose sight of the reason
for being in the teaching
environment, let us look into
the topic of pedantism.

The thoughtful teacher is one
who is in tune with the
minds of his or her students.
The thoughtful teacher pours
forth knowledge and imparts
wisdom, leaving a perma-
nent mark on the cortexes of
those willing to learn. By
definition, teaching does not
take place unless learning
occurs; therefore if students
do not learn, we are not
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relationship; the teacher pos-
sesses useful information and
is willing to share it with the
student who needs this infor-
mation and who is willing to
learn it (4). Pedantism pro-
vides an unstable and arbitrary
environment that undermines
the desire to learn. By arbitrar-
ily shifting importance of
information or emphasizing
trivial points, the instructor
leaves the student with a trou-
blesome question: is this
teacher incapable or unwilling
to provide useful and impor-
tant information? Reducing
pedantism in the teaching
environment can improve the
relationship with the student.
This will cause the student to
have more respect for the edu-
cator, thereby increasing the
student’s eagerness to learn. 

How Pedantism Starts in an

Instructor

How pedantism begins is diffi-
cult to say with certainty. One
or many factors may con-
tribute to how the dysfunction-
al teaching style begins. Some
of the possible explanations
are presented.

Most health care educators do
not have formal instruction in
teaching methods. Lack of
training in appropriate teach-
ing styles leaves the teacher
pulling from a "bag of tricks.”
Without training or guidance
from an effective role model,
the instructor is abandoned to

apply less effective or des-
perate teaching methods. If
the teacher is willing to
learn, but finds there are no
experienced mentors avail-
able or willing to help, the
teacher is left in a quandary
as to what to do or how to
proceed. Often in this situa-
tion, negative reinforcement
traps the instructor in the
loop of pedantic teaching
(5,6).

A teacher who is tired and
burned out tends to provide a
lower quality of teaching. As
in any profession, redundan-
cy can dull the excitement
for the task at hand. Often
teacher burnout is not recog-
nized until it is too late and
can have devastating effects
for all parties involved. (5)

The more sensitive issues
related to pedantism stem
from internal causes.
Teachers with low self-
esteem or poor social skills
often rely on pedantic teach-
ing styles. Some people need
external rewards by dimin-
ishing others to make them-
selves feel better, by publicly
pointing out faults or nega-
tively criticizing other’s
ideas. 

Teachers who are unfamiliar or
lack knowledge of the subject
they are teaching feel insecure,
and therefore tend to focus on
trivial information. Other
teachers have found them-
selves by accident in a teach-
ing career and have no motiva-
tion or interest to excel.
Unfortunately, these teachers
do not care to improve or to
change their poor teaching
habits much to the detriment
of their students (2).

Some instructors have been
given the opportunity to
change or are under scrutiny
from their students or peers.
Different reactions may result.
There may be an unwilling-
ness of the instructor to
change; their attitude may be
"this is my personality, so live
with it".  Others, once enlight-
ened, may be willing to
change, but may not know
how to avoid being pedantic.
Some do not have access to
help or a means to stop.
Without providing a willing
instructor the opportunity or
process, and an appropriate
length of time to change, criti-
cism may result in negative
reinforcement of the pedantic
behavior. Once recognition
and willingness to change is
evident, many opportunities
can be made available to initi-
ate positive changes. 

Some teaching institutions
provide supportive and trans-
formational environments,

Pedantic attitudes and

pedantic training provide

one of the deadliest 

poisons with which to kill

the learning spirit
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while other institutions may
need to improve their support.
The individual instructor
should not make excuses for
poor teaching style by blaming
negative behaviors on the
work place. Supervisors
should be sensitive, yet firm
and supportive, when changes
are made toward good teach-
ing behaviors. Therefore, neg-
ative criticism should be mini-
mal and redirection from nega-
tive to positive behaviors a
primary goal. The use of
rewards to reinforce positive
behavior may seem obvious,
yet this approach is often over-
looked. Most importantly,
diagnosing and addressing the
source of the pedantic behav-
ior provides a signpost to the
path of improvement.

Identifying Pedantism

The following quizzes,
Pedantic Teacher Quiz and
Thoughtful Teacher Quiz
(pg. 4, Tables 1 and 2) , are
made to encourage thought
and introspection. As you read
the questions, you may have a
few of your own ideas to add
to these lists, as the quizzes
are merely representations of
the topic. If you find yourself
answering “yes” to the pedan-
tic teacher questions or “no” to
the thoughtful teacher ques-
tions, you may want to imple-
ment strategies for improve-
ment.  

How to Avoid Pedantism?

The way out comes from
within. You may be a teacher
in which identification of a
pedantic trait challenges
your spirit; yet with its iden-
tification comes strength,
vision and a desire for
change. Perhaps you are
another in which an honest
look inward reveals perfect
teaching habits, but the moti-
vation to avoid pedantism is
still strong. The following
ideas provide opportunities
for either of these instruc-
tors. 

The Path to Thoughtful

Teaching: Support from

Others

1. Mentors: Identify a men-
tor and develop a relation-
ship with that person.
Observe someone whose
teaching style you admire or
someone who is an excellent
speaker. Surround yourself
with people who are success-
ful and admirable teachers.
Mentors need not be perfect
themselves, only willing to
help, advise and support you
to become your own person-
al best. Not everyone can be
a good mentor, however. If
you cannot find a capable
and willing mentor look to
other sources for help. 

2. Workshops: Some compa-
nies offer one day or week-
end workshops on develop-

ing positive behaviors. Get on
a mailing list and explore what
is available in your area. Ask
your college if they would
fund a professional develop-
ment seminar. Business work-
shops are a good source of
information. For example,
good topics may include how
to make better presentations or
how to work with difficult
people. The source need not be
exclusively from education but
may include business, self-
help, philosophy or leadership
courses.

3. Peer review: Evaluation
from others can be beneficial
and can accelerate you toward
your goal if done correctly.
Peer review may be unaccept-
able if there is no structure in
place to guide it or if untrained
individuals take part in the
evaluation. Do not become a
scratching post for pedantic or
miserable individuals. Select
appropriate instructors, or only
invite certain illuminated peo-
ple to comment on the areas
that they are competent in. If
you find peers who are willing
and able to help, hold on to
them as a source for continu-
ous improvement. They are as
good and as rare as platinum.

The Path to Thoughtful

Teaching: Walking it on

Your Own

1. Learn more about good
teaching habits. Find inspira-
tion and help by reading about
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Table 1. Pedantic Teacher Quiz.

1.  Do you enjoy knowing  information that your students do not?

2.  Do you change information, even slightly, at will, from class
to class or from lab section to lab section?

3.  Do you change information just because the last class caught
on to that information quickly?

4.  Do you enjoy feeling the power of failing a student?

5.  Do you hear students say to other students "Just learn it this
way for that instructor's class."?

6.  Do you enjoy asking your students questions that they cannot
answer?

7.  Do you forget to reward or compliment the student who
answers correctly?

8.  Do you alter the meaning of your verbal question if the 
student answers correctly?

9.  Do you have a difficult time saying "I do not know" in front 
of the class?

10. Do you find ways to ask vague or broad questions or ones 
that could be confused with other topics?

11. Do you spend time thinking of clever ways to ask questions
about nonpractical or unrealistic situations?

12. Do you teach without written lesson plans or incomplete
notes, speaking off the top of your head?

13. Was the last time you updated or added current references to
your presentations over one year ago?

14. Do you use a manual that you wrote yourself which contains
no references?

15. Do you present yourself as “the expert” but have never writ-
ten a peer reviewed publication or given a peer presentation on
the topic? 

16. Does your primary style of feedback focus on what was done
wrong and minimize or ignore what was done correctly?

17. Do you only respect your own opinions?

18. Do you feel threatened by student feedback or are you 
unwilling to use feedback as a means to improve?

Table 2. Thoughtful Teacher Quiz.

1.   Do you enjoy discovering new information through your 
students?

2.   Do you stay consistent with information from class to class
(unless you are updating the information)?

3.   Do you feel rewarded when a class catches on to information
quickly?

4.   Do you enjoy feeling the power of creating a successful 
student?

5.   Do you hear students say to other students "I have learned so
much in that instructor's class. The course material is so relevant
to the profession."?

6.   Do you enjoy asking your students questions that they can
answer because you taught them so well?

7.   Do you reward or compliment the student who answers 
correctly?

8.   Do you stand by the meaning of your verbal or written 
question if the student answers correctly?

9.   Do you have courage and fortitude to say in front of the
class "I do not know, but I will get back to you on that."?

10. Do you find ways to ask clear and concise questions and
avoid ones that could be confused with other topics?

11. Do you spend time thinking of clear ways to teach and ask
questions about practical situations?

12. Do you teach with written lesson plans and/or complete
notes?

13. Was the last time you updated or added more references to
your presentations less than six months ago?

14. Do you use peer reviewed texts or a manual that you wrote
yourself which contains complete references?

15. Do you present yourself as an informed person with your 
own viewpoint, who has written peer reviewed publications and
given professional presentations on your topic? 

16. Does your primary style of feedback focus on what was done
correctly and explain how to improve what was done incorrectly?

17. Do you respect your students’and colleagues’opinions too?

18. Do you encourage constructive feedback and are you willing
to use appropriate feedback to become an even better teacher?
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other people’s successes.
Famous teachers, presidents or
philosophers can be very
informative and inspirational.
Many books share the secrets
of successful leadership, teach-
ing and ways to avoid pedan-
tism. Read what is currently
available on the topic of teach-
ing and education. 

2. Remind yourself of the rea-
son you are teaching: to share
and spread useful knowledge
and provide an environment
for growth and learning. Do
not let the vision of your role
as a teacher slip away. Make
your own mission statement
about yourself and your teach-
ing. Revisit your mission state-
ment often.

3. Attend conferences.
Educational conferences such
as those given by the
Association of Chiropractic
Colleges (ACC) or the
American Educational
Research Association (AERA)
provide intellectual stimulation
and an opportunity to upgrade
skills and techniques of teach-
ing (7). If we expect our stu-
dents to be lifelong learners,
we must set the example our-
selves by becoming lifelong
learners on how to become
better and more effective
teachers.

4. Self-evaluate. Self-evalua-
tion provides a relatively safe
environment in which to
change. Be cautious not to err

by being either overly for-
giving or overly critical of
yourself. Pretending the per-
son you are helping is a
close friend may allow you
to look more objectively and
compassionately at yourself.
Video tape yourself teaching,
evaluate yourself honestly,
look for negative traits and
then provide yourself with a
solution. Ask yourself, “If I
could go back and do this
video tape over again, how
would I improve it?” Write
these comments in a journal
and practice improvements.
Video tape yourself again.
Watch your changes and
reassess them to ensure that
you are on the right path.
One can change rapidly in a
positive direction when self
awareness is present. 

5. Use student evaluations of
your instruction. Your work-
place may provide evalua-
tion forms, however, consid-
er developing forms for your
specific needs. Do not be
redundant by asking the
same questions as your insti-
tution, but expand by asking
questions that are meaning-
ful to you. Written feedback
can provide many valuable
pearls of wisdom, some of
which may be hidden in the
muck of thoughtless and
sometimes hurtful com-
ments. It is up to you to pick
out the pearls. Reinforce
clearly that criticism is
important but only when

accompanied suggestions on
how to improve. Write the
rules for feedback on your
forms. To discourage offensive
comments, ask students to
only provide feedback if it will
improve their learning and that
the suggestion can be reason-
ably implemented. Remind
your class that positive feed-
back is necessary for the
teacher, as well. Ask them to
state what they liked or would
like to have more of. Provide
students with anonymity to
ensure honest feedback, espe-
cially if you ask for written
comments. Many students are
concerned that their handwrit-
ing will be recognized and that
you may follow with retalia-
tion. If this is the case, you
may have the class type their
feedback as an anonymous
homework assignment. You
may also invite students to
become part of the solution
team. If they present good
ideas that they are able to
develop, ask for volunteers to
assist with the project. When
the class answers honestly,
pointing out faults to improve
as you have asked them to do,
do not reprimand or punish the
students (8).

6. Know your subject very
well. Take time to learn and
update information by keeping
current with the literature and
by attending seminars that spe-
cialize in your topic. Going to
conferences not only will help
you stay current, but will
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allow you to network with
experts in the field who may
broaden your knowledge base
and your viewpoint.
Publishing papers in peer
reviewed journals will encour-
age you to keep your informa-
tion up to date and will help
you establish your reputation
as a person knowledgeable in
your field. 

7. Be prepared for your lec-
tures or lab presentations. Plan
and prepare your presentations
by using lesson plans or struc-
tured notes and update them
frequently, at least once a year.
Do not speak off the top of
your head. Use referenced
information to back up your
statements to promote confi-
dence which leads to better
teaching. The extra energy that
you put into the organization
and production of your presen-
tations will go a long way to
making you a better teacher
(6). 

8. Employ good teaching
styles. Investigate and practice
several good teaching styles.
You will see positive changes
as they are gradually imple-
mented. Some examples are
(9): 

• When looking at the infor-
mation that you are teaching,
ask “Is it important to know,
good to know, nice to know, or
is this for the purpose of
aggrandizing myself ?” (10).
Reassess what you are teach-

ing if the subject matter does
not fit the first or second
choices. 

• Speak clearly and talk on
the students’ level. Raise
them to your level by sand-
wiching your statements if
you suspect the terminology
is not known. By doing so,
you will have more students
following what you are say-
ing, regardless if they were
responsible for the informa-
tion in prior courses or
before coming to class. For
example, “When you detect
anisocoria, that is, when the
pupils are of unequal size,
many causes should be con-
sidered and ruled out”.
Remember, not everyone is
as "smart" as you are, or as
you were when you were a
student. 

• Encourage and answer
questions in a professional
manner as you, yourself,
would wish to be addressed
in public. By doing so, you
create a more active and
beneficial learning atmos-
phere. 

• When giving students writ-
ten or verbal feedback
encourage a positive learning
environment by focusing on
what was done right and
then follow up with how
they can improve. Do not set
a negative example by point-
ing out only what was done
wrong. Be as sensitive in

giving feedback as in 
receiving it.
There are many other compo-
nents of good teaching style.
Seek them out through books,
journals, conferences and
peers. One rule for good teach-
ing style is the universal one
“Do unto others as you would
have them do unto you”  and
do your best to avoid repeating
what has been “done” to you.

The realm of change can be
terrifying or exhilarating.
Remember that no one is per-
fect and that it is “O.K.” that
your teaching today is better
than it was yesterday. Allow
the positive transformation to
take place. It occurs faster than
you think, once willingness
and dedication is present. 

Conclusion

This article has touched upon
the sensitive topic of pedan-
tism and has offered some sug-
gestions for avoiding this dys-
functional teaching style. More
discussion and attention to this
topic is needed. Only through
recognition can we begin to
address the challenges that lie
before us. 

The path to thoughtful teach-
ing is a rewarding one.
Understanding more about
ourselves and our actions
empowers us. Through this
empowerment, positive
changes can be made. Every
day we make a conscious
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choice as to which path to fol-
low. May you be successful
and content on the path that
you have chosen.
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