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At a teaching seminar I recently attended, the moderator asked us to recall the three greatest lectures we had ever experienced in our academic studies. After several minutes of searching my
memory, I could only remember two lectures (excluding the ones where the instructor tripped over the transparency projector and when a different instructor received a small electrical shock when
he plugged in the overhead projector). Not very good when you consider that I have sat through approximately 4,000 lectures at the undergraduate and graduate level.

Which made me think: "Where and how did I learn the things I know?"

How I Learn (and Try to Teach)

For me it is clear that virtually all of my knowledge comes from "doing," rather than from studying texts or listening to lectures. By "doing" I mean bringing the ideas and concepts to life, not
necessarily practical work experience.

Let me give you three examples of what I mean by "doing," or as some call it, active learning. The examples that follow actually happened; some of the details have been changed to emphasize the
point.

I am an accountant.  One thing that accountants do is measure the transfer of assets from one party to another. When I was a sophomore at St. Cloud State University, my roommate (Toemay) and I
were taking introductory accounting. We were doing "B" work in the class and thought we understood the material fairly well. One beautiful spring afternoon, Toemay and I went down to the dam
to drink some beer and play Frisbee. (Back in the 1970s, the dam just below the University bridge was a popular hangout in the spring. Before the hydroelectric dam was installed, water flowed
over the dam, producing an awesome sight.) Unfortunately, we threw the Frisbee into the river, and it floated over the dam toward the Beaver Islands. As we sat down and bemoaned our loss,
Toemay asked, "How would an accountant record the transfer of the Frisbee from us to the river?" I didn’t have a clue, despite my "B" work in my accounting course. Obviously, this was a simple
transaction, but nothing in the class prepared me to analyze this event. So, as was Toemay’s style, we talked about and analyzed the lost Frisbee at length. We tried to figure out the key issues: Was
the Frisbee an asset for the river, or was it a liability? Was the Frisbee a profit or a loss to the river? Was the Frisbee a loss to us or an investment by us? What would happen if we got the Frisbee
back (my name and phone number were on it); wouldn’t it be worth more because one could boast that this Frisbee had survived the terrible cascades and whirlpools of the river? Wouldn’t that be a
profit? Did it matter that the probability of the profit was remote?

These questions went on through the night, and we often talked about the lost Frisbee over the course of our accounting classes together. As we posed the questions and answered them, we learned
much about the nature of assets and liabilities, profits and losses. It gave us a framework to answer our homework problems and test questions. By working together, having fun and learning on "our
terms," we were able to excel in accounting.

We threw the Frisbee into the river almost twenty years ago. I can still vividly remember the day and the discussions. Now as a Ph.D. in accounting, I can see that we discussed most of the
fundamental questions that exist in accounting. We were novices but had found a mechanism (tool) to understand the key issues in accounting.

Toemay was the expert at bringing classroom concepts to life. In our management class we were studying an inventory control method known as the Economic Order Quantity (EOQ) model. This is
a mathematical model that tells you when to reorder inventory. The timing of the reorder is critical; if you order too early, you incur storage costs and lose interest income because money is tied up
in inventory rather than in the bank earning interest; if an order is too late, you "stock out" and lose customers. EOQ maximizes overall profit, given the various constraints. To me it was hopelessly
boring, a big-time yawner, until the day I came home and saw Toemay at his finest. As I stepped into the living room I saw Toemay waddle, with his pants down around his ankles, out of the
bathroom and into the bedroom. When he looked up and saw me he shouted in an irritated voice, "Harv, our EOQ for toilet paper is all screwed up!"

We had obviously stocked out. After Toemay composed himself, as was Toemay’s style, we sat down and figured out our EOQ formula for toilet paper. Balancing storage costs and lost interest
against the cost of stocking out (Toemay estimated that he would have paid 50 cents to have TP rather than to have to waddle into the bedroom for Kleenex), we calculated the inventory level where
we would always purchase more toilet paper. As a result of "doing" the EOQ model, I still remember and understand it—and always buy plenty of TP when I go shopping.

I know with great certainty where virtually all of my learning took place during my Ph.D. studies: "C. W. Chesterfields & Co." It was the closest bar to the College of Business in Lincoln,
Nebraska. I was one of ten accounting Ph.D. students. One of these students, Alf, was an absolute accounting genius. For the most part he was the only one who really understood the accounting
research we were trying to study. Alf liked to drink beer, so after class he would head for Chesterfields, and the rest of us would tag along. We would drink beer, discuss, argue, debate, devise
outrageous examples, hypothesize, and analyze accounting research. The other patrons thought we were nuts, but we learned, understood, and passed our comprehensive exams.

My Philosophy of Learning (and Teaching)

When you are trying to learn, throw a Frisbee in the river, run out of toilet paper, or have a beer.

Learning must be active, done with other people and be discussion-based. This doesn’t mean that you should not read texts or attend lectures. No. Textbooks and lectures provide the starting point
for new ideas and concepts, but without some type of dynamic follow-up the message is quickly lost. Active learning requires that we discuss and debate the ideas with others. Be creative, be goofy,
create silly scenarios which to apply the ideas, apply the ideas to your life. Active learning is fun; if you are laughing you are probably learning.

As Pete Seeger, the legendary folk singer and writer, said, "Don’t let your studies get in the way of your education." Don’t be afraid to experiment; don’t be afraid to try something new. Find and
create fun and different ways to learn. That is education; slogging through a textbook is often nothing more than studying.

____________________
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