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Once a year, I teach a basic fish biology course to 65-85 bright undergraduates.  The basic structure of the course is 
top down: I lecture, while the students listen and read a text book, write a few papers, and take exams to test their 
knowledge. I learned long ago that the standard lecture is a killer for learning so I try to break each one up with 
changes of pace, e.g., some Power Point slides, then a chalk talk, then a pop quiz or discussion, then back again to 
Power Point.   The best lectures have personalized stories imbedded in them (if student attention is the marker). 
 But I still require assigned linear readings from a big thick ichthyology textbook, that, not coincidentally, I 
wrote.  Academics like me write textbooks for three audiences, in order of importance: (1) themselves, (2) their col-
leagues who might adopt it for a class, and (3) students.  A successful textbook is one that gets adopted by many 
faculty and tends to be chosen on basis of completeness, how well it covers what the faculty member thinks is im-
portant, and whether or not the instructor’s papers are cited.  The assumption is that students will mine the text for 
information needed for their class and then keep the text as a reference for later use, justifying an encyclopedic ap-
proach.  My impression is that today’s students find trying to ferret information out of a text to be difficult and boring.  
Increasingly, they get rid of the book as soon as the class is finished. So making the text (assuming one is even 
needed) more useful and stimulating for learning is important. 
 In 1993, I published a book called Fish: an enthusiast’s guide (UC Press), which is still in print. It was meant 
to be a popular version of my ichthyology text, aiming at high school or community college students, as well as ama-
teur naturalists. It is written with a light touch, using personal stories and good drawings.  But it also includes a lot of 
basic information.  In fact, if the average student in my fish biology class came out of the class knowing well the core 
information in the enthusiast’s guide, I would consider my teaching a huge success.  I am not convinced they come 
out of my class with that much background today. 
 I am now thinking of using this book (or perhaps an update of it) in my fish biology class and take advantage 
of the student’s facility with electronic devices.  When a species of fish is discussed in the book, a student can flash 
to Google Images for a quick look at color photos or even videos.  Do students need a better explanation of some 
concept or fish group than is in the text?  They can go to Wikipedia or other increasingly reliable websites. As in-
structor, do you find you don’t like the account on Wikipedia for your favorite subject?  Revise it.    Do you want your 
students to learn more about some favorite subject?  Provide summaries on a class website, with links to a real pa-
per. Or have the students create the summaries.  With an easy-to-read, enjoyable text guiding interactive learning I  
assume much greater knowledge (the kind that sticks) will result.  True? 
 So my question for students and faculty who are reading this is: is using a more elementary text book this 
way dumbing down the material or is it actually improving learning?  Keep in mind you are probably biased because 
you loved endless lectures and text accounts of fish biology.  But is that true of the student in the back (or even mid-
dle) row, who will not wind up as an aquatic biologist?  What other alternatives are there?  I would like your opinion, 
perhaps expressed as a dialogue in this newsletter. 
 
Editors Note:  Responses to Dr. Moyle’s contribution will be published in the next Education Section Newsletter 
(i.e., July 2011).  Hopefully, a diversity of opinions (e.g., graduate students, young and old educators) will offer in-
sight into the future of fisheries texts.  Your responses are encouraged and can be sent to the Newsletter editors  
Joe Gerken (gerkenje@ksu.edu) or Jesse Fischer (fischer@iastate.edu). 
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