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Abstract: 
Do we need to change the way we teach in response to the contemporary student? 

We argue that we do not but rather we need to provide them with the opportunity to 
learn how it is in the real world with low-stakes consequences so they can develop as 
they learn and be ready for the high stakes outcomes that will challenge them in the 
future. 
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Introduction 
Today’s students have changed. The 30-year-old is the new 15-year-old in terms of 

maturity and responsibility. Our students are different than they were even just a couple 
of decades ago. Because the students are different, our teaching needs to be 
different…or does it? 

Today’s student 
I recently had a conversion with one of my friends whose husband is conducting 

interviews to hire at his office. What she told me left me dumbfounded- literally 
speechless. Her husband’s employer is looking for someone who has a university 
degree and 5 years of industry experience to fill a recent vacancy. In his interviews so 
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far that week, two of the job candidates have been accompanied by their mothers. Not 
just to the waiting room in the building, but the mothers actually joined them inside the 
interviewer’s office and sat with them during the entire interview. This clearly illustrates 
the first (and perhaps most troubling) feature of today’s student: a heavy reliance on 
parents (Gray, 2015). Colleagues from higher education institutions across North 
America have shared anecdotal evidence of this: parents calling in sick for their child, 
excusing them from homework assignments or missed deadlines, etc. Students also 
have their mothers on their mind, sometimes threatening the instructor or administrator 
with a threat similar to “I’ll tell my mom.” 

A number of students today also have a sense of entitlement (Greenberger, 
Lessard, Chen & Farruggia, 2008; Lippmann, Bulanda, & Wagenaar, 2009). For 
example, they request exceptions because of their life or work schedules. I recently had 
a student in an online course tell me that because he works on weekends, he would 
appreciate it if I could change the weekly assignment deadlines to be noon on Monday 
rather than midnight on Sunday. Students also seem to complain about everything: too 
much reading/homework/etc. (or sometimes not enough), and expecting us to teach the 
course to their requested specifications. They also expect a learning experience tailored 
to their interests and learning needs (e.g., learning styles). Of course, good instructors 
vary the delivery of content including hands-on learning, videos, discussions, etc. where 
appropriate, but students don’t seem to realize that they are one of 100 students (or 
more, or less) in a classroom and that faculty are responsible for all students’ learning.  

Another difference is the lack of responsibility and onus for their own actions. They 
blame the professor (or others) for their shortcomings rather than acknowledging their 
own ill-preparedness or lack of effort on their part. To this end, they also have new 
resources to displace responsibility from themselves such as online forged doctor’s 
notes as excuses for missing class. Some students even appeal their failing grade with 
the rationale that they tried really hard, so they should pass the class. 

Finally, many our students appear to arrive to us ill-prepared to deal with frustration, 
disappointments, and life’s trials and tribulations. Their coping skills, maturity, and ability 
to regulate their emotions leave something to be desired (Gray, 2015; Wilson, 2015). 
Because of these sub-par regulating skills, they can be prone to outbursts in the 
classroom and confrontations when they don’t get their way. This can lead to 
detrimental effects on fellow classmates as well as the classroom’s learning climate. 

Problems 
Whether the cause of this change is a shift in parenting or social expectations more 

globally, or another cause altogether, or some combination of these factors, students 
are the customers in today’s higher education establishments. Classroom management 
is important when interacting with this new breed of students. Some students plague the 
classroom with outbursts and confrontations. It would certainly cause much less of a 
headache to give in to students’ demands (and requests) than to rationalize, document, 
and enforce the rules set out in the syllabus or course outline. However, our role as 
faculty is no longer comprised solely of teaching the content in which we are experts. A 
key part of our role now involves teaching life skills (more commonly referred to 
Essential Employability Skills (EES)). Without these skills, student will have a difficult 
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time being successful in the workplace. Students must be taught, by way of our course 
policies and their enforcement, that real life has rules: there are expectations of 
attendance, and deadlines, and rarely are exceptions made (even if your mother calls 
your boss on your behalf). Teaching our students about this type of responsibility in the 
classroom is paramount because it constitutes low-stakes learning; they may lose 
points on an assignment (or even fail a class), but they won’t be terminated from their 
employment or cause someone harm in the workplace. 

How do we, as teachers, deal with these students so that they don’t impact the 
learning of our other students? First, enforce your policies as you have laid them out in 
your syllabus or course outline. Out of fairness to other students (in your section and 
other sections), you can’t make exceptions to deadlines and policies. Not only is this a 
disservice to the student requesting it (they need to learn a life skill, here!) it is also 
unfair to the students who are abiding by the rules and meeting the deadlines. 

Concluding remarks 
Higher education is slowly migrating towards that of a service industry, catering to 

students’ wants and ensuring that they keep their customers happy. (After all, the 
customer is always right, right?)  

Administrators in higher education are in a position to change this via direct 
interventions with students, creating policies to better protect both students and faculty, 
and training faculty to better deal with this new generation of students. While some 
schools have great supports in place to help faculty navigate this difficult terrain, others 
will need to make this a priority in the immediate future. 

So yes, we do need to change the way we teach, but not to cater to our students. 
Instead, we need to provide them with the opportunity to learn how it is in the real world 
with low-stakes consequences. The greatest service we can do for our students is to 
teach them the skills they will need to be successful in the future. This means ensuring 
that they know that they will need to work hard in order to succeed because their 
success won’t simply be handed to them based on effort (the real world relies on 
outcomes). Students need to truly earn their grades and their success, and that should 
be your expectation of each of them in your classroom. 
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