7. Beware of Banana Peels
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In television cartoons and newspaper comics, various people often suffer pratfalls by slipping on banana peels, and these situations invariably cause us to laugh. I am not sure how often these events actually occur within our own experiences. It seems to me that we are more likely to trip on the uneven paving bricks on campus, and doing so could result in injury even if people are laughing at us. 
However, if you are not careful, you can suffer some embarrassing or even career damaging pratfalls of a different nature in the classroom. This section presents some of these situations that the author has observed during his career 40-year career in university teaching in a variety of institutions in different countries. By being aware of the “banana peels” that lurk around us, you can try to avoid them and the potential embarrassments and personal difficulties that they may cause. Many of these are simply matters of having good manners.
1. Failure to erase classroom boards. When I enter a classroom, I am ready to teach. If the teacher of the previous class has not cleaned the boards, then before beginning my class I must clean up after him or her. While this may not seem to be a major problem, many teachers find it to be an irritation. It can lead to major conflicts if it becomes a regular occurrence. I have seen an incoming teacher challenge the offending instructor, causing an ensuing shouting contest between them in front of students. While behavior like this might not happen in Korea, it is still a good professional practice to clean up the teaching environment before leaving the classroom. This includes erasing the boards before you leave. 
a. What should you do when you finish a class? The answer is straightforward: erase the boards! It is not beneath your dignity to do this, whether you are a beginning teaching assistant, a senior professor, the winner of a Nobel Prize, or a university administrator. Leaving the room in a good condition, complete with cleaned boards, is a matter of common courtesy and good manners. 
b. What should you do if you find that the boards have not been erased when you enter the classroom? If it rarely happens, then relax, clean the boards, and forget about it. Most of us at one time or another get distracted as we are involved in conversations with students after class or if we have personal difficulties on our minds, and unfortunately forget to clean the board. 
However, if this is a frequent occurrence, and you find it to be annoying, then you can try to solve it. However, do so in a non-confrontational manner. If know the individual personally, you can simply mention it to him or her. If you do this politely, it will usually solve the problem. However, you may feel awkward or intimidated in doing this, especially if it involves someone that you do not know – especially if it is someone who is very senior to you. Some people can find diplomatic and clever things to say to the teacher who is exiting from the room, such as “I always find such interesting things on board when I come in”. Unfortunately, the offending person might not be clever enough to see that this is really a gentle hint that he or she is not leaving a clean board, or may take it as a personal affront. Moreover, you simply may not feel comfortable in even addressing the situation.  
In this case, you should alert the lead teaching assistant for the course, who in turn can communicate with appropriate professor – usually the course coordinator or the department chairperson. Either of these individuals should possess the needed skills and experience to sort out the difficulty so that it does not continue, and to do so in a manner that ensures that you are not involved personally.
2. Failure to end a class on time. It is common courtesy, both to your students and to the teacher of the next class, to end your class by the time designated. The time between classes is there to allow students to get to their next classes, for you to clean up and return the room to a good condition, and to allow the next teacher to get ready to begin his or her class on time. Sometimes it may become necessary to run a minute or two over the allotted time, but these occurrences should be extremely rare, and they should never extend into the next person’s actual class time. I have had this happen to me when I was the following teacher, and it is definitely an exasperating experience, especially if I need to set up a computer or other device and I have been counting on using at least half of the inter-period time. Once, the previous teacher went on talking right up to the time for me to my time class. After he left, I then entered only to find that he had directed his TA for the class to keep going with some additional administrative tasks! At that time, I had to explain politely that they were no longer able to continue, and that I needed to start immediately. I eventually got that class out. However, it is something that never should occur. It was especially unfortunate that a professor put a graduate student in such an awkward position. Fortunately, no real problems occurred in this case, and the incident did not recur. However, I have seen and heard of “shouting matches” between teachers (including senior professors) that have been generated in this way, especially after repeated occurrences.
a. What you do to ensure that you complete your class on time? The best and simplest advice is to do advance planning. Try to anticipate the areas in which questions are most likely to arise and practice working these problems. Also, do not let yourself get bogged down by a few individual students who want to dominate a class with their own concerns. If this tends to happen, politely say that you will be happy to help them further in your office outside of class – and then be sure to follow up on your promise. Fortunately, in the area of time management, you will usually not encounter the problem of running over your allotted time, as students realize that you have a designated time in which to answer questions. If you ever are assigned a class in which you must administer tests that last for the entire class period, then you need to explain to students in advance that the tests end at a specific time, and they must submit their papers at that time. In the rare case that some unexpected difficulty arises that does not allow the students the full time allocated, you can explain your situation to the teacher in the class who follows you, explaining why your class extended into the built-in gap between classes, and ask for understanding. Still, try to avoid this happening. In any case, NEVER allow your class to extend into the actual class time of next person’s class. Never, never, never. 
b. What do you do if the person ahead of you runs over and is in danger of extending into you class time? If this happens once, do not get overly concerned. Be there and, if it is possible, position yourself to allow him or her to see you that are waiting to enter. If the previous class actually continues into your time, simply enter the room and say politely, “excuse me but it is past the time for my class to start”, or something of a similar nature. Usually this will work. If not, then just stay there, but do not get into argument. If difficulties arise or the problem persists, communicate this with the head TA, the course coordinator, or the chair of the department. The latter two will know best how to address this situation.
3. Getting into arguments with another teacher. Many years ago at an American university I heard of a case in which a Dean had to appoint a special representative to settle a dispute between two faculty members. One had a class in the same classroom that right after the first one, and was dissatisfied with the behavior of his colleague. I forget whether it was failure to clean boards, or running over on time, or what. But one day for a considerable amount of time they were in the classroom shouting at each other in front of their students. Another time at another university a teacher moved his class early to another classroom and made some much noise outside the room, that the teacher in the classroom opened the door and asked them politely to be quiet. Their teacher took offense at this, confronted the other teacher, and generated ill feeling between not only the two of them, but their departments. Both situation could have been avoided easily by maintaining cooler heads. Be sure that you do not lose your composure with another teacher, especially in front of students.
a. What can you do if you feel that another faculty member has offended or insulted you? If you have a disagreement with someone else, you can best confront him or personally, but politely – outside of the classroom and outside of the view of students and other people. If you feel uncomfortable or threatened by situation, then have a friend with you when you talk to the other person, preferably someone who is a common friend or acquaintance of you both. Before you do so, inform the class coordinator or department chair. Do not do this is a class or in front of people. If you do not obtain a satisfactory settlement, and the situation persists, then go through departmental channels. If you are injured, assaulted physically, or threatened, these are much more serious matters. They are discussed elsewhere.
b. What should you do if another teacher get angry with you? Do not blow up on the spot. You might say, “Let’s discuss this in private”, or “Come to my office and we can discuss this”, or something similar. If an immediate settlement does not seem likely, then you might say, “let’s go meet with the department chair (or dean) to sort this out”. If it is a student, then suggest meeting in your office. If he or she is still not satisfied and threatens to report you to a higher authority, say “that is your prerogative, let me make an appointment with him or her for you”. That often will end the situation, but it is still a good place to be willing to go.
4. Making derogative public comments about another person, another department, or an organization. Sometime you may think that someone else is a poor teacher, an unqualified mathematician, or that another department or organization has lax standards or is in some way falling short of what they should be doing. Under not circumstances not make comments about your feelings in a classroom or in front of students. This is an unprofessional thing to do, and can get you into difficulties if word gets back to the other person. In fact, be careful about making such comment to your friends for similar reasons. If you truly believe that someone is unqualified or is behaving inappropriately, then it is best for you to talk to your advisor or the department chair. Unfortunately, in my more than forty years of experience of teaching and as a low-level administrator at other universities, I HAVE encountered people who were incompetent, abused students or other faculty members, performed unprofessionally in some way, or had misrepresented their qualifications. These were very rare happenings, but such things do take place, and proper authorities must address them quickly and firmly. However, they are difficult to handle, and you need to follow proper procedures.
a. What you do if you see a serious or significant problem that involves another teacher, a department, or an organization? First, be aware of the formal policies of KAIST and your department. Ideally, your department should provide then to you in advance in a formal document, either printed or online. These should inform you as how to proceed. Next, rather than talking about the problems in public, you should present them to your supervisor, and through him or her, to the department chair, who can best address the matters.
b. What can you do if you hear about someone who is making negative comments about you, your qualifications, or your teaching performance? If you know the individual involved, and can trust him or her, you can talk to them directly, in a non-confrontational manner. However, the safest thing to do is to talk to your advisor, your course supervisor, or the department chair. In any case, your personal approach should be one of concern rather that confrontational anger. If you do not come to a satisfactory outcome, then go through channels as outline in university and departmental procedures manuals.

5. Making personal comments about students. I once received a perfect score on what I though was an embarrassingly easy test in an education course. The teacher returned the tests by passing them around the room. On mine, the professor had written (for everyone to see along with my name), “It helps to have copies of my old tests, doesn’t it?”. Not only had I never seen his previous tests, the idea of doing so had never crossed my mind. Moreover, if he was too lazy to write new questions, then he was the one to blame, not his students. In the process, I immediately lost all respect for him. Fortunately, in the United States, such a technique is now not only forbidden, it is illegal. However, you should avoid making any personal comments about your students.
a. How can you avoid problems in this area? The best advice about making statements about students is simply never to make any disparaging comments to or about them. This includes making such statements in the classroom as: “that is a foolish question”, “I cannot understand anything that you are saying”, “that is so easy that you should be able to figure it out by yourself”, or even “if you had arrived in class on time, then you would get the information the first time”. I also try to avoid using such adjectives as “easy”, “simple”, or “straight-forward” in describing mathematics, because that only compounds the difficulties for someone who is having problems with the concepts. Although it may be tempting to say such things at times, doing so can cause you difficulties. Also, you should avoid making jokes or derogatory comments about anyone, except perhaps yourself.
b. What can you say to you students in your classes? If feel that you need to say something in these cases, usually you can phrase your replies in a more diplomatic manner. You might ask “have you though of …?” and then give an example, “I did discuss that earlier, but I will be happy to go over it with you after class”, etc. It also can be unwise to make overly favorable statement, especially if you do so repeatedly with the same student or group of students when it may look like favoritism. If you say, “that is a good question”, then try to be sure that it was in fact at least a reasonable question, and always be consistent among your students in making such statements. In addition, statements about appearance, whether they are meant to be positive, “you look very attractive” or are negative, “you are too lazy”, are best left unsaid, and may lead to sexual harassment or similar charges. 
6. Disclosing inappropriate information. When I was an undergraduate student, one of my professors handed back test papers in numerical order, starting with those who had received the highest marks, and ending with those at the lowest end of the scale. I though then that this was a terrible thing to do, for then everyone knew who did poorly. Similar technique included posting examination results by name and score on public notice boards, or passing marked tests around the classroom so that everyone saw scores of others.
a. What should you avoid doing in this area? Never tell a student how other individual students are doing. If you know of some of the specific questions that will be included on an examination, do not disclose them. It would be unprofessional if you told everyone in your section in order to raise the scores of your own students. Moreover, if other students, TAs, or faculty found out that you had done this, or if you had given informed hints to only a few of them, that can lead to job repercussions. Also, when you return examinations to students, do so only on an individual basis, and then only in a manner so that each student sees only his or her own paper or result. Resist the temptations to give results or examination papers to the friend of someone who want to pick them up for a student not present. In sharing results from a grade book or a printed record of scores, do not let students know what other specific individuals earned, or let them see any of this information as you are looking through it.
b. What should you do if you know that someone else has disclosed information inappropriately? If you know the person, then it is probably best to discuss the matter personally. Certainly do not pass the information further along. If it concerns you, then you can confront if you feel comfortable in doing so, otherwise go through chain of command within the department.
7. Writing something provocative on email. Email and instant messaging can be quite useful, especially in getting information back and forth between you and other people, including students in your sections. However, it also presents difficulties. One you send a message, you lose control of it, and it can be passed along to people all around the world.
a. How should you use email in teaching and other professional duties? If students write to you asking questions that you can answer easily (for example, “When is the next class?”, “When is the next assignment due?”), answer these within a reasonable time span. If you know of can find the answer to these or similar questions, you may do so. However, if the involves any personal information (for example, “What score did I get on the final examination?”), I strongly recommend that you do not provide that information via email. Instead, you can suggest that they come in to see you personally about the matter. In any case, do not write anything that is insulting, inappropriate, or that you do not want others to see. Such messages could come back to haunt you. Remember that others can easily circulate your email messages to the whole world. 
b. What should you do if you receive questionable email messages? The answer depends upon many things. If it just a crabby comment, I suggest that you do not reply to it, but keep a copy. It is usually best not to engage in continued email conversations with such a person, or to write to the person that their message was inappropriate, or that they come to see you. On the other hand, if it seems to be a legitimate concern, even if you feel that they may be wrong, you can suggest that they come to see you. If you do reply, keep copies of your reply, along with the original email. If the same individuals continue to email you, inform the head TA, the course coordinator, or the department head.

8. Engaging in serious professional violations or criminal activities. My experience in this area comes from my service in different countries, so the occurrences listed here may be rare for Korea. I am including the topic for completeness. Over the years, I have been personally aware of faculty members who have been involved in such activities as going to class under the influence of alcohol or drugs, making threats to others, engaging in spousal abuse, making sexual advances to students or staff, and taking part in physical assault. As in any other segment of society, these and even more serious violations of criminal and professional codes can and do occur in academia from time to time. Often these have career-ending implications.
a. How can you avoid serious problems – or of even being falsely accused of such activities? First, be sure that you are familiar with the policies of KAIST and your department regarding inappropriate behavior. These should be available online or in a printed format. Second, be careful. By using common sense and always adopting proper behavior should keep you out of most difficulties. Substance abuse can make some people lose inhibitions and do foolish things, so avoid it. Do not accept social contacts with students in your classes. When meeting with a student in your office, especially one of the opposite gender, a traditional practice used in many universities is to keep your door open.
b. What should you do if you witness serious breaches of professional ethics or some criminal activity? This is a very difficult situation. You do not want to accuse anyone falsely, and even reporting someone who is truly guilty can have repercussions. Universities generally do not like these activities to become public, and sometimes even try to cover them up. In addition, the victim of such activity also may not want others to know about the incident for fear of jeopardizing their own future. It is difficult for me to comment on what to do in a culture that is different from my own, but my personal recommendation is to do what is right and proper, and to report the incident to appropriate authorities as soon as possible. If it involves something that is not immediately threatening, you can start by informing your immediate superior, and then making sure that they fully follow up on the matter. Unfortunately, it sometime may become necessary to “go over his or her head” to ensure that justice prevails, but you should try to go through proper channels before doing so.
9. Using coarse, offensive, or other inappropriate language. While this may not be an issue in Korea, I certainly have in other locales. In fact, at one of my other positions, one part-time teacher regularly used profane language in his conversations with me and some other faculty. His supervisor was shocked when overhearing one of these conversations, and the offender was not rehired. Even if swearing does not offend you, it is so completely out of place in a university and unprofessional that should never occur. 

a. What should you do about your everyday language? Be careful in how you say things. Do not use impolite or questionable language. When you are teaching or presenting a paper in another culture, be especially careful. Things that are appropriate (or at least acceptable) to say within your culture may be taboo elsewhere. An example would be the statement “That a bloody foolish statement” would probably be alright in an informal discussions among your colleagues in  Australia or Papua New Guinea, but would be questionable in a discussion with a wider audience, and inappropriate in most classrooms. 
b. What if other teachers use inappropriate language in your presence? If they are your teachers, you may simply have to endure it if it is not too offensive, and make comments on student evaluations. Otherwise, you can discretely mention the matter to another faculty member to have him or her address the offending individual. If involves other peers of your, simply say that you feel that their choice of words is inappropriate. It is occurs repeatedly and seems serious, you can report the matter through the regular chain on command.
10. Failing to modify annoying, bad, or impolite habits. Over the years, you may unknowingly develop habits that annoy other people. Sometimes these habits may not seem important or offensive to you, or you may not even notice them. However that can cause minor distress to others. Examples include allowing your office door to slam loudly when the wind is blowing, playing music or video games in your office within the hearing range of others, smoking, or carrying on loud conversations in the hallways. As a common courtesy to others, try to eliminate or to minimize these irritants.
a. What can you do about eliminating these minor irritants? The first thing is to become aware of them. Then adopt a plan for adjusting your behavior and/or practices and keeping on top of the issues. If you unsure that something you do bothers others, ask your neighbors about it, trying to get a “true” answer, not just a “polite” one.
b. What can you do if others are irritating you in minor ways? First, decide if the specific irritation is truly bothersome. It may be best simply to ignore it. If it is bothersome, then you can politely ask them to address it. While you may not want to cause difficulties, or to be seen as a complainer, you do not need to be a martyr. If changes would make your life tolerable, then inform them – politely. 
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