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What is cognitive dissonance? As defined in Wikipedia: “Cognitive dissonance is the perception of incompatibility between two … elements of knowledge”. It is a state of thinking you know something when, in fact you do not. Cognitive dissonance can be harnessed in the classroom through the use of a “Student Response System” (SRS). With limited time and no real knowledge about the level of the students you are working with, a SRS allows the instructor to setup a set of interactive PowerPoint slides that register and collate student responses to posed questions. These interactive slides are developed along the lines of a pretest and allow the instructor to gather real-time information. Each real-time slide registers and collates students’ responses providing an engaging medium for student and instructor dialog.

In the case of SF State we have an online information literacy tutorial, Oasis, which all undergraduate students are required to take or provide evidence of an equivalency. Oasis is set up in chapters based on generic information literacy concepts. Using the generic structure of the online tutorial chapters and class subject specifics, e.g., Epidemiology per se, a framework can be setup to develop a set of subject specific “pretest” questions targeting information literacy within subject boundaries. Real-time results of the student responses to paced pretest-type subject specific questions throughout the instruction session give the instructor course integrated “teaching moments”.

The SRS is an on-the-fly assessment tool that allows for real-time student responses, targeted teaching moments and cognitive dissonance all of which maintain student interest. The generated real-time results of the SRS questions and answers provide the link between what students say they know and what students actually know. This provides the relevance of the presented material and sets the stage for a connected dialog between instructor and student.

For additional information please contact me at 415-338-7395 or pjhoward@sfsu.edu

