Peter Filene, The Joy of Teaching, University of North Carolina Press, £11.95

Before you ask, this isn’t the education version of the Joy of Sex. There are no soft-focus sketches of a bearded man caressing his whiteboard marker or a couple simulating role-play. 

In fact, it’s an altogether more surprising book: an American import that celebrates the pleasure of university teaching. It’s aimed at professors and urges them to recognise – as if whispering heresy – that good teaching is allowed and even enjoyable.

You have to know the context for this. At one point the author quotes Harvard professor Stephen Jay Gould, who says “I have never seriously heard teaching considered in any meeting for promotion”. In the Ivy League universities at least, you get on through good research, not effective teaching.

This book therefore contains some notions that we might take for granted: be enthusiastic about your subject; communicate clearly; prepare well; know and care about your students. But it goes beyond the platitudinous and gives guidance on questioning, making discussions work, and evaluating learning.

I can think of several of my university teachers who would have benefited from this book. Even thought its context is specifically American, it all applies here. Good teaching is good teaching wherever it happens.
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