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HU805       COGNITIVE AND INTERPERSONAL UNDERPINNINGS OF TEACHING      4-0-0-4 
 
 
Course Background 
 
Teaching is one of Nature’s remarkable inventions. It is thought to be partially responsible for 
cumulative culture which is unique to humans.  
 
Of teaching’s many parts, two especially important ones are cognitive and altruistic.  
 
The cognitive part of teaching deals with the dynamic, bidirectional transfer of information from 
the teacher to the learner and back again, and addresses what the teacher knows about the learner’s 
mind when passing on information, as well as what the learner knows so that he can receive and 
construct that information. Research indicates that, despite teaching’s enormous complexity, 
toddlers appear to have a natural cognitive ability to teach. 
 
An often neglected part of teaching concerns how it forges interpersonal and emotional bonds 
between people and may foster connections of friendship, compassion and altruism. Toddlers seem 
to have a natural tendency to behave altruistically. Teaching may be a form of communication that 
hones emotional connections and altruism.  
 
Course Goals 
 
The course will give students a broad view of the cognition of teaching and its interpersonal, 
emotional and altruistic underpinnings.  The course will experimentally study different components 
of teaching via various means of data collection. These components will include: what is said in 
communication by the teacher and the learner as teaching and learning occurs, mutual eye contact, 
synchrony (or its lack) of gestures and body positioning, ostensive communication, mutual 
emotions-reading and more.  
 
Although all of these are part of teaching, to date there has been no research studying them in the 
context of teaching. Much of the data collection will be done with technologies that, until now, 
have not been used for teaching. 
 
The research that will be conducted is part of the larger area of research in the social sciences and 
the course can be seen as extending beyond the area of teaching. 
 
Course Schedule 

The course will take place over a 12-day period with each day being 3 hours in time. The 12-day 
period will be divided into two 6-day periods.  

The first 6-day period will be divided into two parts. In the first part, we will: (1) read and discuss 
assigned articles and (2) plan research projects for the groups that will be studying various 
components of teaching (eye contact, body position, gestures, emotions-reading, etc.).  
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There will be a break of approximately one month between the first and second 6-day periods 
during which the various research groups will conduct preliminary research studies in coordination 
with the course teacher through email and skype. 

In the second 6-day period the various studies will be discussed in class, further studies will be 
conducted leading to more refined research projects.  

It is important to reiterate that the research projects will be innovative in that the various 
components have never been studied in teaching interactions. 

Student Assignments 
 
Students will: 
 

(1) read articles and participate in classroom discussions on the cognition and altruism of 
teaching, 

(2) video an adult tutoring another adult (one on one), an adult tutoring a child and a  
child tutoring another child, 

(3) analyze various areas of tutoring, mentioned in the course goals, found in the videos,  
(4) conduct a study measuring the various components of teaching with each research group 

working on one of them, and 
(5) write a paper on their findings. 
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