HOW TO INSTILL INTEREST
“Hook em” First
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Whether it’s the first day of class or the start of a new topic, an effective teaching technique is to instill interest before beginning the lesson. Genuine enthusiasm and proper organization are important attributes of a good teacher, of course, but it’s best to instill interest first and then let these other qualities ripen the fruit of student interest. This strategy helps to both mitigate ones pedagogical “sins” and enhance other attributes you possess. Proven examples of ways to instill interest on the first day of class and when introducing new topics will be presented.
THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS

After going over the mechanics of the course, I ask a series of questions. Each is: inherently interesting, related to a topic we will cover, and one for which they don’t know the answer. I never answer these questions on the first day, but tell them that we will cover each one at the appropriate time in the course. 

Question 1. First I show them a series of 24 photographs of the sun printed side by side. All were taken from the same location and one hour apart, thereby showing a full day. The amazing thing is that the sun never sets, it just does a “roller coaster” ride in the sky. When asked if these photos could have been taken in Pennsylvania they all answer, “No!” Then I ask, “Where could these pictures have been taken?”
Question 2. First I ask them when Christmas is, and they all answer December 25th. Then I ask, “When is Easter?” This usually elicits silence so I ask in which month Easter falls. After some say March and others April, I state that Easter always falls on the same day (and I don’t just mean Sunday), but that same day is determined by Earth/Sun relationships, one of the first topics we cover in class.
Question 3. “What is a geophager?” I point out the difference in spelling between this and geographer and state that we will discuss geophagers in conjunction with soils.

Question 4. “Is California going to fall off into the sea?” I also say that the answer will surprise them.

BEGINNING A NEW TOPIC

To introduce soils I bring in a small replica of a reptile. I explain that as a geographer I like to travel and would have a hard time keeping a normal pet. But this is small, doesn’t eat (or poop) much and travels well. However, being a reptile he likes the water and I must bring along his swimming pool. At this point I drop him in a small tub of water, close the top, and say we will look at him again next class. By the next class he has grown MUCH larger; not because he absorbed water like a sponge, but because he incorporated the water into his “tissues”. This is exactly how certain kinds of clays (expansive soils) work and it forms a perfect introduction to the topic. Over the years, many former students have come up to me and inquired about how my pet “Preppy” was doing. And they don’t forget his relevance to expansive soils.
To introduce water wells and groundwater flow, I bring in a pair of brass divining rods and ask them what they are. Some know but most don’t. After explaining their use, I then ask, “Is this a real phenomenon or a crock of ‘you know what’?” No one is inattentive during the ensuing discussing on water witching. Moreover, they maintain that interest when I begin the actual lesson.

This is perhaps my most important introduction because it happens immediately after we go over the first exam--an exam that many of them did not do well on. I need something to raise their spirits, draw their attention away from the test, and get them enthused about the second part of the course. This succeeds.
These questions and activities never fail to gain student’s attention. They also illustrate an important pedagogical technique; hook their interest first. Yes, it takes a few minutes of class time to include these questions/activities, minutes that could be spent talking about something “really important”. But once you try it and see the results, you will search out other ways to make this technique an integral part of your teaching. 

A friendly word of caution; don’t misuse this technique as an excuse to tell pointless stories or to fill up class time because you aren’t prepared. Students may not yet know the subject matter of your course, but even the most ill-prepared of them know when you are “blowing smoke”. Keep the respect of your students. Maintain your integrity!
