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Description:   
The fields commonly drawn together and collectively labeled as the humanities (classics, 
literature, art history, modern languages, history, philosophy, film studies, theater history, 
rhetoric and composition, religious studies and theology, music history and musicology, folklore, 
linguistics, and the history of dance) have had a lot of publicity lately.1  Whether writers are 
decrying their supposed lack of usefulness or projecting a bright future, much of the discourse 
about the humanities in higher education has focused on the value of the disciplines themselves 
rather than the way these subjects are taught.  While research techniques and approaches in the 
humanities have shifted quite a bit over the last few decades, these changes have not had a 
significant impact on the classroom.  This book seeks to uncover and discuss the most innovative 
approaches to teaching the humanities as practiced by current instructors2 across the country.  
However, this is not another book about teaching in the digital age with an emphasis on new 
technologies.  I will certainly devote some time to the role of technology in humanities courses, 
but this is a book rooted in the cognitive and behavioral sciences, which I use to explore a wide 
range of pedagogical approaches within the humanities.  Each chapter begins with a synthesis 
and assessment of the literature in a particular area of scientific inquiry and then moves into an 
analysis of teaching techniques in the humanities that are supported by the scientific principles 
under discussion.  No other book on the market today combines these approaches, particularly as 
a means to understand the most effective methods of teaching the humanities. 
 
Context: 
Brain-based learning theories have already had a significant impact on K-12 education, as 
evidenced by the many books and articles written about how young learners benefit from their 
teachers’ knowledge about the biology of learning (see below for a bibliography).  Indeed, the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education now has a degree program in “Mind, Brain, and 
Education” (http://www.gse.harvard.edu/academics/masters/mbe/) geared towards researchers 
who study children in elementary and secondary schools.  It has only been in the last decade, 

                                                
1 This list has been compiled by consulting the comprehensive database of disciplines 
represented by Fellows of the National Humanities Center from 1978-2014  
(http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/fellowships/fellowsall.htm).  Over the course of this period, 
the NHC also gave fellowships to social scientists and natural scientists working on 
interdisciplinary projects, but these are all of the disciplines that can reasonably be seen as 
engaging in humanistic inquiry.  There are a vast number of interdisciplinary fields—usually 
denoted by the word “Studies” listed after the subject of inquiry, such as Disability Studies and 
Medieval Studies, which are two of my own beloved fields—that combine methodologies of 
many of the areas listed above and, thus, easily fit into the paradigm of the Humanities.  I have 
declined to list them all here, though, because they are too numerous to realistically cite. 
2 I use the term “instructor” intentionally throughout the book, because I do not want to set up 
unnecessary divisions between those who are on the tenure track and those who are not. 
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however, that scholarship on college teaching and learning has started to venture into the 
cognitive sciences in any kind of meaningful way.  James E. Zull has taken the lead here, and his 
two books on the neuroscience of college teaching and learning provide a foundation onto which 
other studies can build.  Part of the reason for writing this book, then, is to add to the 
conversation about brain-based approaches and to demonstrate their importance in creating the 
most effective learning environments for today’s college students. 
 
This approach to teaching and learning is particularly important for those of us who teach 
courses in the humanities, though, because we traditionally see our disciplines and our 
classrooms as being products of and determined by cultural factors rather than by science.  There 
can be no doubt that cultural elements shape the worldviews and the educational experiences of 
our students (and ourselves), but the cognitive sciences allow us to understand the biology of 
learning, which serves as a significant complement to our interrogation of cultural influences and 
expectations.  We therefore gain a more robust view of the learning process that can improve our 
teaching and make our courses more effective for students.3    
 
 Brain-Based Learning Bibliography (Selected Texts) 
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Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin, 2008. 

 
 ---.  Teaching with the Brain in Mind.  2nd Ed.  Alexandria, VA:  Association for  

Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2005. 
 
 Sousa, David A.  How the Brain Learns.  4th Ed.  Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin, 2011. 
 

Zull, James E.  The Art of Changing the Brain:  Enriching the Practice of Teaching by  
Exploring the Biology of Learning.  Sterling, VA:  Stylus, 2002. 

 
---.  From Brain to Mind:  Using Neuroscience to Guide Change in Education.  Sterling,  

VA:  Stylus, 2011. 
 
Research Methodologies: 

• Interviews with exceptional instructors in the humanities at various types of schools 
across the country, with the possibility of observing the teaching of a limited number of 
these individuals.  

                                                
3 I am indebted to Christopher Hager, reader for the University of Nebraska Press, for noting the 
importance of this perspective. 
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• Rigorous engagement with literature on brain-based learning theories, cognitive 
neuroscience, and the biological bases for learning 

 
Table of Contents: 
Introduction 
 

In the introduction I explore the history of teaching in the humanities and sketch the 
current landscape of humanities pedagogy.   I argue that research in cognitive science and 
evolutionary biology can open new pedagogical avenues for those of us who teach these 
subjects. 

 
 
Chapter 1—Evolutionary Biology and the Humanities 
 

The opening chapter delves into evolution and the specific adaptations that have hard-
wired our brains to learn in certain ways.  As teachers, if we can understand these 
biological bases for learning, we may be more successful in creating effective learning 
environments.  For example, many evolutionary scientists agree that imitation 
(particularly, though not exclusively, through body language) would have played an 
essential role in learning among the earliest hominid groups.  As such, our brains are built 
to learn through imitation.  This has far-reaching consequences for teaching.  Scholarship 
on teaching and learning has always stressed the advantages of modeling, but it might 
actually be necessary for student learning given the evolutionary importance of imitation.  
How, then, might we construct assignments that allow students to imitate us first and then 
develop their own analyses?  This is only one of several topics I cover in the chapter.  I 
also address affect, storytelling, sociality, and more. 
 
I envision this chapter as a framing device for the others that follow it.  An evolutionary 
perspective allows us to view the whole brain as the central point for all learning that 
takes place.  As I transition into the next few chapters, then, I begin to look at individual 
parts of the brain or other learning processes which only make sense when examined 
against the holistic background afforded by evolutionary biology. 
 
I would note that there are very few scholars (if any, but I am trying not to be absolutist) 
who have taken an evolutionary approach to the study of teaching and learning, so—in 
addition to serving my primary audience of humanities instructors—this chapter may also 
benefit those in other fields.  

 
Chapter 2—The Science of Attention:  The Necessity of Active Learning 
 

For the next three chapters, I turn to the recent intersection between cognitive 
neuroscience and research on college teaching.  These brain-based learning theories have 
begun to show us much about the biological process of learning.  This chapter, in 
particular, addresses the science of attention.  If it is true (as Linda Nilson and others 
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claim)4 that the attention span of an average, traditional-age college student is somewhere 
between 10-15 minutes, then we need to significantly reassess the role of the lecture in 
humanities courses.  This is not, of course, to say that we should get rid of lecturing 
entirely—far from it.  Lectures as information-delivery modules have an important place 
in teaching, but active learning techniques have been proven to allow students to make 
more significant gains.  They do so because these kinds of techniques reset the brain’s 
cognitive activity and engage more of the brain’s learning processes.  This chapter, then, 
argues that active learning is not just a good idea, but it may actually be a necessity given 
the biology of cognition.  Furthermore, active learning techniques look different 
depending on one’s discipline, and so I will use the biological research to suggest which 
approaches may work best in humanities classes. 
 

Chapter 3—Fear, the Amygdala, and Difficulty 
 
Many of our conditioned and unconditioned fear responses have their origins in the 
brain’s amygdala.  Because changes and stimuli in any kind of environment (classrooms 
included) pass through the amygdala first, it can perceive course material that is difficult 
or challenging or strange to students as a threat, which will then cause it to respond in 
varying degrees.  We might not see outright evidence of fear, but there will be other signs 
that we may have traditionally misinterpreted as a lack of comprehension or some other 
kind of cognitive struggle.  Methods for modulating the amygdala, such as the use of 
humor or drawing on students’ prior knowledge, are important for any instructor who 
wishes to design experimental assignments, try new learning techniques, or even 
introduce novel and complex material for the first time. 

 
Chapter 4—Why Undergraduate Research Matters 
 

While our colleagues in the sciences and social sciences have long been adopters of 
undergraduate research programs, the disciplines in the humanities have been a bit slower 
to embrace this kind of teaching initiative.  To some extent, this hesitancy is rooted in the 
nature of the disciplines themselves.  Scholars in the humanities often work and write 
alone, although collaboration has always had an important, if less visible, role in the 
research process.  Using research on the brain’s prefrontal cortex, with which a number 
of essential cognitive processes (including problem solving) is associated, this chapter 
aims to show the importance of undergraduate research for advancing rigorous, 
meaningful teaching in the humanities. 

 
Chapter 5—Technology and its Discontents 
 

This chapter tackles the question of educational technologies head on:  when and why 
they work; when and why they don’t; how, when used effectively, the combination of 
kinesthetic activity and cognitive engagement can create a remarkable learning 
experience; and why instructors in the humanities can sometimes resist their 

                                                
4 Linda Nilson, Teaching at Its Best:  A Research-Based Resource for College Instructors, 3rd ed. 
(San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass, 2010). 
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implementation.  Along the way, I also address the recent scientific literature dispelling 
the myth of successful multitasking as a way to advocate for improved intentionality 
when employing technology in the classroom. 
 
While chapters 2-4 deal with specific elements of the brain’s makeup and their 
intersection with a variety of cognitive processes, this final chapter returns us to a more 
holistic view of the brain and learning.  I use what I have laid out in the previous chapters 
to assess the question of educational technology from a brain-based perspective.  How, 
for example, should evolutionary biology play a role in our decision to put humanities 
courses online?  In what ways might the amygdala impede a student’s use of technology? 
 
By ending the book with a consideration of technology, I hope to bring brain-based 
learning approaches into a larger arena.  Not only is technology a pedagogical issue, 
but—more and more—it is brought into many current conversations about the future of 
higher education as a whole.  Thus, the book ends with an outward look toward what 
cognitive science can contribute to philosophical debates about the purpose of higher 
education and about the different directions in which higher education might be headed.   

 
State of Competition: 
Although there are a variety of books on the humanities in higher education (The Value of the 
Humanities by Helen Small to be published by Oxford UP in 2014 is the latest in a long line of 
these), there is not much in the way of pedagogical approaches to the humanities as a 
whole.  Most that do, like Teaching Humanities by Valerie Hockert, are either self-published (as 
is Hockert’s) or from very small presses.  One notable exception is Earl Shorris's The Art of 
Freedom:  Teaching the Humanities to the Poor (W. W. Norton, 2013), but this is more of a 
memoir than a book about pedagogy.  Simply stated, there are very few books about teaching the 
humanities, and none of them take an approach rooted in either cognitive science or the biology 
of learning. 
 
In another vein, SAGE Publications put out a series in the early 2000s called "Teaching and 
Learning the Humanities in Higher Ed.," but each of those volumes covers an individual 
discipline.  Likewise, there are a surprising number of books about teaching history.  Mills 
Kelly's Teaching History in the Digital Age from the University of Michigan Press (2013) is a 
particularly good example of these.  Thus, although there is some good work out there on single 
disciplines, none of these looks at their subject from the broader perspective of the humanities as 
a whole. 
 
Biographical Information: 
After receiving my Ph.D. in Medieval Studies from the University of Connecticut in 2006, I 
moved to a position as Assistant Professor in the English department at Columbus State 
University in Georgia.   I was approved for tenure and promotion at CSU, and then moved into 
the field of faculty development and to George Mason University, where I served as an Associate 
Director of the Center for Teaching and Faculty Excellence from 2011-2013. In August of 2013, 
I came to Rice University to take the position of Director of the Center for Teaching Excellence. 
I have published broadly in the area of Medieval Studies, including the edited collection 
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Disability in the Middle Ages:  Reconsiderations and Reverberations, and my eclectic research 
interests are comprised of brain-based learning theories, Chaucer, and disability studies. 


